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Introduction 
Social work practice (SWP) has become increasingly complex. Practitioners constantly struggle to maintain their ethical values and ideals in high-pressured socio-political and organisational environments. Consequently, there is now an emphasis on relationship-based approaches and psychological theories in social work practice. This essay briefly explores the relevance of psychodynamic and humanistic approaches in social work practice; discussing how these frameworks impact the critical work of practitioners. The implications of applying these approaches and their significance for effective social work practice for service users and practitioners, are elaborated upon in this essay.

Social workers are professionals expected, through various approaches, to promote change, enhance wellbeing, and support clients (individuals, groups and communities) satisfy their needs, and function productively by addressing social-structural factors that can impede humanity’s wellbeing. However, the job of social workers is challenging and difficult: practitioners have to operate in environments of constrained budgets and resources, and influences of neoliberalism (risk management, managerialism and consumerism) on social work. Contemporary social worker’s role is thus an increasingly complex one; practitioners must skilfully navigate challenging social phenomena, social structures, cultural assumptions and the powerful unconscious forces underpinning their professional practices (Stevenson, 2019).

As a relationship-based practice, social work pays particular attention to person-centred approach which emphasises two critical facets: reflective practice and use of self (Howe et al., 2018; Ruch et al., 2010; Trevithick, 2003; 2008). Practitioners engaged in relationship-based practice are expected to cope with the uniqueness of each individual’s circumstances including the varied knowledge sources, and theoretical approaches needed to make sense of complex, unpredictable problems experienced by service users (Ruch, 2005). Therefore, for social workers to be effective at their jobs, practitioners need to fully understand external and internal factors, processes and experiences impacting upon their work, meaning that practitioners must muster the courage and develop the skills to manage the balance between thinking, reflecting, doing and being as a basis of utilising clients’ histories to inform the solutions and services they provide (Stevenson, 2019; Thompson, 2015). In contemporary era, social work practice has been focussed on systematic practice (Stepney & Thomson, 2021; Thompson & Livingston, 2018) which is the notion that social work interventions must have a structured, focussed approach directed at outcomes for service users. Systematic practice also promotes the idea of evidence-based practice which emphasizes outcomes are predicated upon the best available evidence of effectiveness (Thompson, 2017a). According to Thompson (2017b), the benefits of espousing a structured, focussed framework in social work practice is to ensure that both practitioners and the service users have a collective sense of security and clarity about the process being employed to generate the best possible outcomes. 
 
Psychodynamic and humanistic theories in social work practice provides helpful conceptual frames for understanding apparently disparate symptoms and patterns of behaviour. Through psychodynamic theories and humanistic approaches, social workers are afforded valuable footing to address all of the issues of service users. Several studies found that effective applications of psychodynamic and humanistic approaches in social work, particularly during and after the Covid-19 pandemic, can help practitioners deal with a plethora of issues that clients/service users might experience including psychosocial, psychological stresses, social anxieties, disorders, relationship difficulties and other existential problems (Chigangaidze, 2021; Stevenson, 2019; Murphy et al; 2013).

The humanistic approach (HA) in SWP is influenced by humanistic theories from the discipline of psychology. Essentially, HA addresses people’s resilience and coping skills during crises but also the underlying power relations and spiritual empowerment (Stefaroi, 2016). HA is influenced by the Rogerian approach and deems communication as an indivisible entity or that language is entwined with personality and considers people as inherently good; thus, morality, ethical values and good intentions propels human behaviour (Joseph, 2020). Conversely, adverse social, or psychological experiences are attributable to deviations from natural tendencies and therefore, the Rogerian person-centred therapy will help the individual to attain the state of self-actualisation. HA assumes that focussing on a person’s innate qualities is beneficial and more informative than focussing on groups of individuals with similar characteristics. Consequently, subjective reality can be a helpful guide to behavioural change (Rogers, 1951; 1959; 1961; 1980; 1986). 

HA accepts that the human mind is strongly influenced by the determining forces in society; thus, the unconscious emphasises the conscious capacity of individuals to develop personal competence and self-respect. HA is also aligned with development of therapies that facilitate personal and interpersonal skills which enhances the quality of life (Chigangaidze, 2021). These person-centred or client-centred therapy according to Rogers (1961) relies on an individual’s capacity for self-direction, empathy, and acceptance to promote their health, wellbeing and development. At the core of HA is a notion of unified analysis of communication espousing the belief that sentences and symbols are separate and cab be taking as one and the same. To accomplish its objectives, HA employs and unifies diverse therapeutic techniques, including the person-centred therapy proposed by Carl Rogers, regarded as the father of HA (Rogers, 1951; 1959; 1961; 1980; 1986). The Rogerian philosophy, as HA is sometimes known, is predicated on the idea that an individual is created with a distinct priority of needs and drivers and that people must rely on a personal sense of inner wisdom, or intuition and healing (Stefaroi, 2016; Kahn & Rachman, 2000). Practitioners applying this approach therefore tend to focus more on a non-pathological approach, emphasising on adaptive, and beneficial traits and positive behavioral changes resulting from social work interventions (Stefaro1, 2016). 

HA holds that a hopeful, constructive perspective of humanity and their substantial capabilities to be self-determining are what drives behaviour; guided by a conviction that intentionality and ethical values are the key psychological forces determining human behaviour (Nelson et al., 2014). The humanistic social workers operate from an HA perspective that respects clients not as service users but as part of a collective, part of humanity and they strive to enhance human qualities of choice, creativity, interaction of the body, mind and spirit and the capacity to become more aware, free, responsible, life affirming and trustworthy (O’Leary & Tsui, 2019). One of the greatest strengths of humanistic approach is that it emphasises agency, individual choice and responsibility. Humanistic communication therefore approaches human existence through the exploration of values, personal responsibility, spirituality, and self-actualisation and therefore communication occurring within any of these dimensions is considered as humanistic communication. Humanism focuses on self-development, growth and liberties/agency that helps individuals recognise their strengths, creativity, and choices. 

Psychodynamic framework (PF) according to Stevenson (2019) is an interpersonal toolkit that allows social workers to more effectively traverse relationships with very vulnerable service users. Through the ‘tools’ of psychodynamic approach, practitioners can give more careful thought to the needs of service users and provide a more holistic assessment and solutions to their needs. PF is an approach entailing the facilitation of a deeper understanding of an individual’s emotion and mental, psychological processes; and helps individuals gain greater insight into their thoughts and feelings (Stevenson, 2019). By applying this approach, practitioners support individuals to understand how to make better choices regarding their lives. Through PF, practitioners assist individuals come to terms with feelings and behaviours shaped by previous experiences, people’s unconscious mind and impulses. When applying this approach, the professional relationship between practitioners and service users is critical.

Psychodynamic principles deepen practitioner’s understanding of what being human means and how professionals can comprehend human distress and responses that can help service users manage their peculiar issues. In mental health social work, psychodynamic principles are employed in managing difficult professional relationships with clients. PF is also used in complex adversarial proceedings involving work with children, safeguarding bodies and the rights and needs of parents (Stevenson, 2019). According to Evans (2018), when service users are involved with multiple agencies and statutory bodies, they could be very vulnerable; hence, social workers must understand service users’ contexts and how to respond to these. Practitioners can avoid having a skewed perception of service users’ difficulties and the type of interventions required, when applying PF principles. Fundamental to the PF’s principles in is the ability for practitioners to reflect about the difficulties of clients, the uncomfortable and the painful feelings that can be evoked when engaging with service users, which, however, could also function as communication tools that can be positively utilised in a productive way in professional relationships. 

When combined with reflective practice, PF principles allows practitioners to create a space for empathy, helping to avoid over-identification and enactment. According to Mishna and colleagues (2013), psychodynamic principles are social work’s best kept secret as they can vary according to the theory by which they are informed and for which they simultaneously share the same elemental elements. Psychodynamic principles involve children, adults, couples/families, and people of diverse backgrounds across different settings. They are applicable in different contexts, typically employed to address a broad spectrum of issues, challenges and difficulties on either shorter- or longer- term basis (Mishna et al., 2013). 

Conclusion
Social work practice is complex; practitioners constantly struggle with multifarious operational and organisational challenges; addressing the diverse needs of service users are consequently going to remain. As a relationship-based profession, practitioners must systematically support service users by paying full professional attention to their person-centered needs. Both humanistic and psychodynamic approaches, as psychological theories, can help practitioners perform their roles in meaningful ways. Incontrovertibly, as poignantly highlighted by Rollins (2020), social worker-client relationship practice are embedded in psychological theories, approaches and principles and will always remain integral to contemporary social work purpose and identity. 
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