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Abstract: This paper explores the role of philosophy(ies) in home economics practice. After defining
profession, professional, practice and philosophy, and placing each of these in the home economics
context,  both the form and the substance of a philosophy are examined, as is their import on the best
approach for home economics philosophy.
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Introduction

This paper discusses the role of philosophy(ies) in home economics practice. What is it, why do
we need one, what role does it serve, and what should it include? Following the lead of Dahnke and
Dreher (2011), this paper reinforces their idea that a discipline focused on practice (as is home
economics) has a special responsibility to: (a) rely upon a guiding philosophy, (b) socialize new members
into that philosophy, and (c) educate the public about the discipline’s focus on praxis, informed by its
philosophy. To begin, the paper will generically define each of profession, professional, practice and
philosophy, followed with a richer discussion of these concepts within the home economics context. Both
the form and the substance of a philosophy are examined, as is their import on the best approach for home
economics philosophy.

The 4Ps: profession, professional, practice and philosophy 

A profession provides a set of services that are beneficial to society as a whole (Brown &
Paolucci, 1978). A professional is a person practicing within a profession, drawing upon general and
specialized (expert) knowledge and guided by high standards of professional ethics (Kieren, Vaines &
Badir, 1982). Practice is identifiable action inherent in a given profession (Dahnke & Dreher, 2011). All
professionals should have a philosophy that stems from the profession as a whole and is aligned with the
latter (Vaines & Wilson, 1986). 

A philosophy contains ideas about what is important in relation to quality and ethical practice; it
is a particular system of beliefs, a set of rules for, and principles of, practice (MacFarland, Cartmel &
Nolan, 2010). A philosophy contributes to professionalism because it offers goals, values and attitudes to
strive for. As well, a philosophy helps professionals be aware of what they are doing and why (Merriam,
1982). A philosophy is the means by which practitioners obtain, interpret, organize and use information
while making decisions and taking actions (Boggs, 1981). The main power of a philosophy is its ability to
help practitioners better understand and appreciate what they do and why (Brockett, 1998).

Placing 4Ps in home economics context

Brown and Paolucci (1978) make a strong case for home economics holding the “honorific status
of profession” (p 6), along four criteria. First, as noted above, home economics provides a set of services
beneficial to society as a whole. It focuses on the home for the good of humanity. Second, the provision
of these services involves rigourous, responsible intellectual activity, especially moral judgements. As
members of a profession, home economists continually engage in scholarly activity focussed on the
critique of existing knowledge and on how it matches the evolving needs of individuals and families. The
home economics profession faces the challenging reality that everyone lives in some form of home

Page 1 of  8



environment and familial  arrangement. To offset the tendency for anyone thinking she or he can provide
services for individuals and families, the profession strives to build its practice upon human ethics and
moral concerns, not just upon technical how-to practice.

Third, home economics is a profession because its members seek to assure others that their work
is morally defensible, both in its nature and it performance. To this end, practitioners engage in self
reflection and self critique, so they can present themselves and the profession to the public in such a way
that society is very clear about what we offer (Brown & Paolucci, 1978; Kieren et al., 1982). This
transparency ensures that the profession asks the appropriate questions, poses the correct problems, and
identifies the underlying causes of the symptoms with which individuals and families are trying to cope.
The result is professional practice and ethical conduct. Finally, because of the level of competence and
independent, intellectual thought required to practice in any profession, the scope and purpose of the
home economics profession is necessarily limited. However, the complexity of the knowledge and the
attendant practice of home economics is not limited; it is profoundly complex and nuanced. Most
significantly, although the field has generated specializations to reflect the scope of the profession’s
mandate, all such areas of expertise, ideally, adhere to the same, agreed-to, philosophy (Brown &
Paolucci, 1978; McGregor, 2011), to be discussed later. 

In particular, home economics practice occurs within a mission-oriented profession rather than
discipline-oriented. Mission-oriented practice (also includes education, social work and medicine) builds
upon basic processes and applies these processes to provide services that benefit society as whole (e.g., a
focus on the home for the good of humanity). Knowledge or knowing is for the sake of doing something
with the knowledge in one’s practice. This is very different from a discipline-oriented field, which views
knowledge as an end, or to know for the sake of knowing (Vaines, 1980). 

Being a mission-oriented profession means practitioners focus on a mission and on valued ends.
The full intent of home economics practice is to bring about a change in the person(s) being served by
fostering changes in the system of concepts that person uses when interpreting and acting upon the self
and the environment. A related intent is to provide services with specific ends that are in the interests of
larger society. Such ends are examined and judged by members of the profession in collaboration with
those persons served; hence, they are called valued ends rather than predetermined or given by some
expert (a given end). This is what is meant by being a mission-oriented (valued ends) profession;
practitioners need knowledge to accomplish practice with moral overtones (Brown, 1980; McGregor &
Gentzler, 2009).

Hand-in-hand with being a mission-oriented profession comes being problem-oriented rather than
subject matter-centred. In particular, the problems best suited for home economics are perennial and
practical in nature. Perennial means each generation of families faces similar problems, just in different
contexts (e.g., the need for shelter, food, clothing, child care). Because we are mission-oriented, focused
on valued ends, home economists deal with these enduring problems in socially responsible, and morally
defendable, ways. A practical problem is concerned with thoughtful action in situations for which
reflective decision-making is required, rather than rote or standardized approaches. What worked before
may not be appropriate in the new context. Thus, home economics professionals are required to use
judgment based upon an understanding of all the variables of each particular situation (Brown &
Paolucci, 1978; Vaines, 1980). It bears repeating that home economists must continue to critique the
human condition, which means investigating and denouncing social and individual damages caused by
power imbalances in society. Mission-oriented professionals strive for praxis; that is, home economists
engage with real inequality in society, and then seek to link the insights they gain from their ongoing
critique to engage in social and political action (Brown & Paolucci, 1978; McGregor, 2010).

The role of philosophy(ies)
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As explained above, practitioners within the home economics profession are held to the highest
ethical and moral standards because their practice impacts the human condition, as shaped by daily life
within families and the home. It behoves us to adopt a unifying philosophy of practice that establishes the
individual, the family and the home as the primary beneficiaries of the profession. Inculcation of
profession-wide philosophies requires rational, practical and inclusive approaches that engage all
segments of the profession. Such a strategy contributes to unifying a profession in pursuit of its mission,
via a profession-wide dialogue (Maddux et al., 2000). They identify the challenges of trying to adopt a
single professional philosophy and model of practice, challenging anyone engaged in a discussion of
professional philosophies to remember it is not about what people do, but why they do it. The why of
professional practice in mission-oriented fields is informed by the philosophy(ies). 

Cipolle, Strand and Morley (1998) explain that a philosophy of practice helps practitioners make
decisions that lead to the formation of ethically consistent practice. This consistency can happen because
a philosophy defines the rules, roles, relationships and responsibilities (4Rs) for the practitioner that
guide day-to-day and career-long professional practice. Without a professional philosophy, practitioners
cannot really know what is motivating them to make such large decisions (with moral overtones). This
situation is exacerbated when practitioners’ philosophical convictions are subconscious or not clearly
articulated (Thomas, 2011; Vaines & Wilson, 1986).

Components of home economics philosophy(ies) (form and substance)

Salsberry (1994) suggests that a philosophy can have both form and substance (see Thomas,
2011). The form of a philosophy comprises three parts: reality (ontology), knowledge (epistemology) and
values and ethics (axiology). Reality asks what entities exist within, are fundamental to, the domain of
home economics? Knowledge asks by what claims, how, can the basic phenomenon of home economics
be known? Ethics asks what does the domain of home economics value? Succinctly, a philosophy is “a set
of beliefs about what the basic entities of [a discipline] are, how these entities are known, and what values
should guide the discipline” (Salsberry, 1994, p.18). The form of philosophy for home economics wants
to know what entities are we concerned about, how do we come to know about them, and what values
shape our practice (see Figure 1)? 

Figure 1 Form and substance of home economics
philosophy(ies) (adapted from Salsberry, 1994)
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A standard rhetoric exists worldwide, about the raison d’etre, the form, of home economics as a
discipline and a profession. In short, individuals and families (alone and as social institutions) are our
focus (reality). We come to know about them by studying their day-to-day lives lived out in their homes
and households, shaped by internal and external factors (knowledge). The intent is to improve, optimize
and enhance their well-being and quality of life (values and valued ends). 

The form of our philosophy is one thing; however, the substance of a guiding philosophy to
function within that form is quite another (Salsberry, 1994). While the form of a philosophy provides a
framework for professional action (clarifies entities, how we know them and through what value lens), the
substantive dimension of a philosophy entails conceptual clarification and assessment of various
arguments about reality,  knowledge and ethics (Edwards, 1997). Philosophy is supposed to inspect all
areas of life and question each practice’s fundamental concepts and presumptions (Romano, 2009). The
substance of the philosophy of any discipline (home economics included) entails the creation of a unique
perspective on the discipline’s phenomena of interest (Salsberry). What constitutes the uniqueness of this
perspective depends upon whether we think we need a philosophy of home economics, a set of home
economics philosophies, or something else.

Three approaches to substance of home economics philosophy

A philosophy gives meaning and boundaries to home economics practice. Nonetheless, most
home economists have never taken a philosophy course. Romano (2009) notes other disciplines face the
same dilemma. Thomas (2011) asserts we do not all have to be philosophers, but we do need to know
where we stand in the world, and what we are expected to do as professional practitioners, and to what
ethical and moral standards. Because the knowledge base of home economics practice is always changing,
to keep pace with the changing face of humanity, it is important to have a solid foundation from which to
practice - a philosophy is that foundation; and even that can change over time. One could say that a
philosophy is a reflection of the profession’s personality, professional culture, beliefs, attitudes and
values - its mission. Without question, philosophies affect professional decisions and actions taken in
practice (Bryan, 2006).

The title of this paper is the role of philosophy(ies) in home economics. For some time, I have
been contemplating whether we should say ‘a philosophy of home economics’ or a set of ‘philosophies of
home economics.’ This query is shared by both Drs. Kaija Turkki (Finland) and Donna Pendergast
(Australia), fellow home economics philosophers. They both argue that philosophies of home economics
(plural) is a term that respects the diversity of what constitutes home economics as it is practiced around
the world (personal communication). Edwards (1997) expresses similar concern for the nursing
profession, pondering which is most relevant, a philosophy of nursing or philosophy of nursing. If the
latter, then “any one specific philosophy of nursing can only be an instance of the subject-area denoted by
the expression ‘philosophy of nursing’” (p 1090).

Perhaps the answer is a third approach, a comparative home economics philosophy. A
comparative approach makes comparisons across various time frames, regions or cultures as something
develops. This approach would challenge the assumption that how home economics evolved in one
country is the way it evolved around the world. Niehof (2011), from the Netherlands, explains that the
profession of home economics was formalized during the Lake Placid conferences in North America
(1899-1909), but it then evolved along different paths around the world as it grew in importance. As the
profession expanded around the world, so did notions of what constitutes a philosophy of home
economics practice. Indeed, home economists in different countries now hold different conceptualizations
of what constitutes home economics (Whalen, Posti-Ahokas, & Collins 2009). 

To illustrate further, following on the heals of the very influential American monograph about
how to define home economics philosophy (Brown & Paolucci, 1978), Brown, a renowned American
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home economics philosopher, wrote three tomes about home economics philosophy in United States,
especially volume three (Brown, 1993). But, the North American notion of what counts as home
economics philosophy is not used worldwide. In my epilogue for a book on home economics practice in
Scandinavia (Tuomi–Gröhn, 2008), I note that (a) North American home economists draw on Habermas
(German philosopher), (b) European and Scandianian home economists draw on Merleau-Ponty, Husserl
and Heidegger (German and French), (c) and Japanese home economists draw on Bollnow (German).
Given this wide range of philosophical inspirations, it stands to reason that what is considered a
philosophical framework for home economics practice would differ around the world. This diversity
became self-evident in a profile of different vignettes of home economics philosophies in five regions of
the world (McGregor, 2009) (see Table 1). 

Table 1 Evidence of diversity of opinions about what counts as home economics
philosophy, from five different global regions (McGregor, 2009)

. embrace new notions of what it means to be an expert (expert novice and integral specialist); 

. consider the idea of having fun and taking pleasure while practising on the margins, and of resisting normalization
(carnival and carnivalesque);

. move far beyond interdisciplinary to the energizing spaces of transdisciplinarity transformation and integral
thinking; 

. embrace celebratory, reflective leadership with a focus on human action (ethical, spiritual and authentic) and human
as well as intellectual capital, rather than conventional management and transactional leadership; 

. choose to focus on the human condition, basic human needs and qualities of living rather than well-being and
quality of life; 

. use new conceptualizations of the home (the house as a place for humanity and the ascendency of human beings
rather than just shelter for individual families); 

. consider the concepts of wholesight and being-in-the-world;

. conceive our body of knowledge as agent-centered rather than subject- or content -centered (facilitated through
communities of practice instead of separate specializations); 

. show a newfound respect for everyday life, especially how people make sense and meaning within their daily life;

. adopt different notions of what competent practice looks like (predicated on sustainability of culture and society,
personal and social responsibility, and a willingness to live and manage together);

. accept the idea that everyone on earth has a right to basic education for life competence (a rights-based approach) so
as to foster the culture of family life;

. move away from integrated practice to integral practice (shift from balance and harmony to a respect for the
emergent and healthy tensions that hold things together as they continually evolve in an attempt to see order
emerging in chaos);

. position the profession beyond patriarchy; and,

. consider the restoration of humanity by viewing home economics as a discipline for human protection focused on
the soundness and fullness of human life and existential hope (based on the assumption that the destruction of
private life leads to the destruction of the conditions of humans in general).

Discussion

“The broad overall goal of home economics is to provide benefits for mankind [sic] through the
delivery of a wide range of human services” (Kieren et al., 1982, p 118). We are making decisions about
problems facing humanity that may not have solutions in our lifetime. For this reason, it is imperative that
we have some sort of philosophical underpinnings to guide our practice. “Home economics is subject to a
continuous process of change and redefinition” (Wahlen et al., 2009, p. 34).  In the face of this change,
we must continually examine and redefine our philosophical underpinnings.

The process of conversing about philosophy(ies) of home economics can be empowering because
it provides an opportunity to reflect upon, and identify, what is meaningful within our professional
practice (see Kinsella, 2001). We have to ask ourselves if we are still in agreement on the long-standing
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form of our philosophy, reiterated here: Individuals and families (alone and as social institutions)
(reality) are our focus. We come to know about them by studying their day-to-day lives lived out in their
homes and households, shaped by internal and external factors (knowledge). The intent is to improve,
optimize and enhance their well-being and quality of life (valued ends). This form was supported by a
particular substance of philosophy: interdisciplinarity; systems, eco and human ecosystems thinking; a
global perspective; social change theory; practical problem solving; moral values reasoning; and, system
of actions, all focused on the concepts of well-being and quality of life (McGregor, Pendergast, Seniuk,
Eghan & Engberg, 2008).

Do we want to redefine our focus, how we came to know about it, and from what value set? What
would this reframing look like? We could shift our focus to a study of individuals and families and their
art of everyday living and how this helps the home become the protector of humanity. We could shift our
focus to the human family and study how the home performs as the arena that shapes the human
condition. We could shift our focus to the family as a social institution, and study how various societies
respect this institution as the cornerstone of the future of humanity. Each of these scenarios, and others,
represents a different form of philosophy than we have now: a different notion of reality (which entity is
our focus), a different way of knowing about this reality, and from which set of values. 

The substance of our philosophy(ies) would change profoundly if we shifted forms of philosophy
(i.e., different reality, knowledge and values). And, if the substance of our philosophical base changes,
our ideologies, research methodologies/paradigms, theories, methods, results reporting and applications to
professional practice (pedagogy, policy, human service delivery) would all change as well (McGregor et
al., 2008). A philosophy of practice is a changing and dynamic entity, reflecting changes in the
profession, its practitioners, individuals and families, and the world at large. What appeared the right
thing to do in years past may change as new understandings emerge and as the world becomes more
complex (Kinsella, 2001).

Conclusion

Back to the title of this paper. Philosophy(ies) play a profound role in our practice as a mission-
oriented profession focused on practical, perennial problems that span generations. “A fully articulated
professional philosophy of practice can serve as a grounding point [an anchor] from which to examine
professional activities and actions” (Kinsella, 2001, p.1). Are we still doing the right thing, given what
humanity needs to survive and thrive, through the family and the home? This is always our anchor, our
guiding question.

The time is right for a world-wide discussion about what would serve us best: a philosophy of
home economics, philosophies of home economics, or comparative home economics philosophy. First, an
agreed-to world-wide professional philosophy may “mean a more sustainable profession on a global
scale, a deeper assurance of consistency in practice, a stronger ability to ride the currents of change, and a
far-reaching sense of solidarity” (McGregor & MacCleave, 2007, p 15). This would be a philosophy of
home economics. Second, after holding an international dialogue about the issue, we might agree that
each region will embrace a context-specific home economics philosophy. What works in North America
as  substantive philosophy may not be appropriate for Asia, Africa, Europe, Oceania and vice versa.
Third, we may have an international dialogue and agree to adopt a comparative home economics
philosophy that respects the global diversity of home economics practice, perhaps with an agreed-to form
(see Figure 1), but with different substance, depending upon the context. 

We are not isolated islands. We belong to the worldwide profession of home economics, with
members practicing in almost 200 countries. Given this contextual professional mosaic, we can anticipate
a philosophical mosaic as well. A true professional will choose to identify with the profession, but she or
he also will need to draw strength from the philosophical identity and culture of the profession
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(McGregor, 2006; McGregor & Goldsmith, 2010). Given our moral responsibility to humanity, home
economics must continue to (a) articulate a philosophy(ies) of practice, (b) engage in collective dialogue
about this practice dynamic, and (c) work together to create practice that is consistent with the valued
ends of the profession. 
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