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The Centre for Social Work
Practice (CfSWP)
• The centre for Social Work Practice was created by a
group of social workers and social work academics
wishing to promote and support relationship-based
practice in social work
• It has been a charity for about 6 years
• It has focused on the providing local events and
conferences with partner organisations
• And developing the delivery and evaluation of Reflective
Practice Groups (RPG)
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Orb8
• Orb8 is a small organisation which promotes relationshipbased and therapeutic practice in respect of our most
vulnerable young people
• Dr Jane Herd it’s founder and CEO was the original
Director of CfSWP
• As Director of CfSWP Dr Herd created the RPG project
with Brighton and Hove
• She was commissioned by CfSWP to find further pilot
sites and these will be managed and delivered by Orb8
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The RPG project
• CfSWP decided to focus on RPG’s as a way of
supporting relationship-based practice and providing
spaces for social workers to reflect on their work
• It undertook a literature and scoping exercise which
revealed there was much informal positive experience
and feedback about being in RPG’s
• However, there was very little formal evaluation or
research so there was not a strong evidence base
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The Brighton and Hove Project
• In 2014/5 Brighton and Hove Children’s Social Services
approached CfSWP
• They were undertaking a relationship-based
reorganisation of services
• They wanted to know what CfSWP might contribute?
• The RPG project was born out of this and the model that
this created is now called The Whole System RPG Model
• This has been running in B&H now for 3 years and there
has been a detailed evaluation of the RPGs by CfSWP
12 April, 2019

RPG Project

5

What does an RPG look like?
• Each RPG run’s for 1 hour 15 minutes on a monthly
basis
• Groups are made up of 10 to 12 members and 1
facilitator
• Membership is allocated to groups by the commissioning
organisation
• Members remain in the same group though membership
will change as people leave or join the organisation
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How does an RPG operate?
• There will be a presenter who has been agreed at the
previous group
• The presenter speaks for approximately 15 minutes on
an issue, this may be troubling, stuck, interesting etc
• This can be a service user, relational dynamic, practice
issue, type of presentation etc
• The group listens but do not ask questions
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How does an RPG operate?
• The presenter then ‘sits out’ but still listens while group
reflects on what heard
• The presenter is invited to comment on what they have
heard
• The group then discuss together any conclusions or
outcomes they feel they have come to
• The facilitator keeps the group on task and will work to
draw out underlying issues, dynamics or patterns
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Practice
• This is a chance to try and explore in depth what the
responses and reactions to what has been said are.
• Feelings and sensations are as important as thoughts
and ideas
• It is NOT about fixing things, offering advice or making
things better.
• Participants may find it useful to consider their responses
in the following order to get as a good a sense as
possible about their reaction to what they have heard
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Practice
• Bodily sensations- what were they and what links might you
make to them?
• Feelings- how did you feel in response to what was said?
• Images and metaphors- pictures in your head, stories, quotes
etc
• Thoughts- what thoughts came up both logical or a bit strange
or surprising?
• Actions- This is the very last aspect of the process. If reached
too soon it may block the process of really trying to
understand what you have heard, if discussed it will be toward
the end.
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Theoretical Basis
• Based on therapeutically informed practice including
unconscious and systemic processes
• Considering organisational dynamics and issues such as
parallel processes
• Interested in a process of discovering what may be going
on under the surface and ‘driving’ practice or avoidance
or practice
• Focuses on emotional impact on the work including
secondary trauma
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The Whole System RPG modelMeans the Whole System!
• The Whole System means that everyone from the
Director of children’s services to senior managers,
managers, social workers and other selected
practitioners are allocated a group place
• Everyone is expected to attend on a monthly basis and
this is linked to career development
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The Whole System RPG modelFacilitation
• CfSWP (via Orb8) will provide the External Facilitator
• This person will facilitate the Senior Manager, Manager,
and Internal Facilitator groups
• The Internal Facilitators may be consultant sws, practice
leads, practice educators or senior pracs and will be
selected by the organisation
• The Internal Facilitators also have a monthly training
session with the External Facilitator
• The Internal Facilitator provides all the groups for the
social workers and other selected practitioners
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Evidence so Far
18
The RPG has provided other perspectives concerning my work
20
The RPG has helped me to manage the emotional impact of the work
15
The RPG has strengthened my professional identity
13
The RPG has helped me to develop better understanding of complex… 11
Membership of the RPG has had beneficial impacts from the point of view of… 9
The RPG has helped me enhance my contribution to the multi-agency system 4
The RPG has helped me to manage the emotional strain of my work more… 9
The RPG has increased my knowledge about different types of interventions… 2
The RPG has improved my skills in relationship based work with families 4

67
62

The RPG has further developed my ability to reflect on my work

0
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Areas of Impact
Impacts at three levels:
– Emotional outcomes
– Organisational/professional outcomes
– Enhanced ability for reflection and thoughtful
practice
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Emotional Outcomes
•
•
•
•

Confidence that own experiences and concerns are valid
Confidence that doing good work
Going out feeling calmer
“You can go in feeling very stressed or overwhelmed by
things you need to do and just having that creative
thinking space together can make you come out feeling
you’re of it and it’s ok, that’s the best bit about it really”
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Emotional Outcomes
• Feeling Supported
• “As a member of a groups it’s helped me when things
have felt difficult to feel that you know, that there’s other
people that feel things are difficult as well and actually
are willing to support me with that and share that”
• “ The RPG had helped me manage the emotional
impact/strain of the work”
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Bringing workers together from
across the service
• Opportunity for learning about each others’ roles, sharing
perspectives and the cross fertilization of ideas
• For some managers this represented a unique
opportunity for joining with their peers
• “Obviously one of the differences is that it’s not your
supervision group so you have a range of differing
perspectives, different teams, people with different roles
and priorities… so that’s really helpful”
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Broader Sense of Organisation
as a Whole
• “That coming together and sharing, to do that I thought
was really beneficial. And it’s kind of enhanced, I guess
my pride in the work that I do and we do really”
• I think it has helped when other teams have been in more
difficulties for them to kind of go, oh actually yeah, we
need to help over there….you know there’s much more
of an ownership of the work, the pressures, that strains
across the whole of social work,,,, you’re kind of getting a
broader sense of the while of the organisation…
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Time and Space to Think
• The use of a facilitated, structured model for reflection
denotes a ‘different’ space
• “Having the resource put aside for that reflective space I
think is really important….that we’ve got that resource
there”
• “You know there is something about, actually you have to
provide a structure to people’s discussions and to get
them to think different about how they’re feeling”
• “It felt really different in a really good way, in the sense
that it felt …it was going to be challenging and thought
provoking”
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Enhanced ability for reflection and
thoughtful practice
•
•
•
•
•

Changes to practice doing things differently
Changing thinking and action on cases
Thinking about own capacity and role
Gaining strategies/techniques to employ now or in future
“and then me having had that space to reflect and to
think and to you know look at new strategies, I then went
back to the family and said we need to, something about
this, cos this is not ok. It hasn’t been working and it
makes you very anxious…and he apologises and I said
ok…we’re talking on completely different terms now…
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Did it really work?
• The implementation of RPG’s for the last 3 years
alongside a whole system relational re-structure has led
to
• A decrease of agency staff from 20% to 0%
• In a staff survey 2018• 85% of staff said they felt safe and supported
• 99% felt trusted to make decisions
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And most importantly!
• Since the project begun Brighton and Hove has recorded
• A 10% reduction of children on child protection plans
• A 17% reduction of those in care in the last 3 years
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Oldham and the RPG project
• Bernie O’Brien, PSW, applied for Oldham to be a new site for
the RPG project in the summer of 2018
• Oldham is one of two new sites that we selected from 13
interested authorities
• There has already been much discussion and several
meetings with senior managers
• The External Facilitator has been found and Internal
Facilitators are in the process of being identified
• We plan to start the external facilitation in January 2019 of
senior managers, managers and internal facilitators’ groups
• Groups for practitioners will start March/April 2019
12 April, 2019
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Your RPG

• Any Questions Please?
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Relationship based
practice
in West Berkshire
Steph Atalla- Service Manager Family
Safeguarding Service.

Children and Families Practice Framework

Keeping families together

RELATIONSHIP BASED PRACTICE

Relationship based practice framework

‘Motivational

interviewing makes
a real difference to
families’

Feedback

Practitioner

‘My view on the
Family
Safeguarding
Model is that
rolling it out
nationally is a
no brainer.’
Adult worker

‘my parents don’t
fight and drink
anymore! They
are kinder to me
and my sister.’
Child

‘I trust my
social worker
with my kids
lives’
Mother

‘Spending more
time with
families is why I
came into this
job!.’
Practitioner

Family Safeguarding
Michelle a Parents Story
https://youtu.be/daRESavcXN4

2010-2015
What is Children
relationship-based
practice?
• Our definition of relationship-based practice – a ‘meta
position’:
• Human behaviour is complex and multi-faceted;
• Not a practice framework based on a single skills set;
• Common elements across well-indicated ‘interventions’;
• ‘Containment of anxiety’ supported by specific knowledge
and skill contingent on the child or family’s particular
situation;
• This is the theory of change at the practice level;
• Complex situations require complex responses.

The Team
Around
the
Relationship
Children 2010-2015
• Whole system change
• Theory of change: if social workers feel supported and contained they can
build relationships with families and use these relationships to facilitate
change with families based on their practice expertise
• Supported by six principles:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

continuity of relationships between social workers and families;
consistency of relationships between social work teams and families;
collaboration between practitioners;
social workers being purposeful partners in change for families;
the organisation supporting a learning culture, and;
a transformation of the organisational culture from a blame culture to a
relationship-based one that inspires trust and confidence.

How do we
implement
these principles?
Children
2010-2015
Whole system change required structural change - the pods;

Supported by new processes, including:
group supervision;
Reflective Practice Groups;
new quality assurance processes, practitioner-led audits;
and the One Story model of recording and assessment.
Founded on a new culture:
relationship-based management and leadership;
trust and openness;
prioritising relationships, containment and direct work.

From an ‘Academic in Practice’ – culture change?
First of all, I was blown away by the quality of practice I was observing …
Next, your sense of team-ness. It was lovely to watch your team interacting
and supporting each other. When one struggled with a task there was always
another there to listen and provide support… What I think it all speaks to,
though, in particular is your style of management. You have created an
environment where your team clearly look to you and trust you… They seem
very in touch with the emotional and relational side of their practice, forming
real relationships with family members and managing to balance their authority
and task-centredness with warmth and compassion… But best of all it
absolutely inspired me and reminded me of why I came into social work. As a
social work educator, I worry at times about sending our newly
qualified SWs out into a career where stress and burnout is so
high. Your team showed how the job can be structured to meet
the needs of children and families in a way that is safe and
manageable for staff.

Children
2010-2015
Outcomes
An evaluation of relationship based practice in
Brighton and Hove
The Team Around the Relationship provides the potential to make a
difference for children and families.
The key messages from the first 3 ½ years are, in general, that:

What makes the Children
difference2010-2015
– purposeful relationships?
• “Louise has established a great relationship with me and my children
so that the more difficult things can be addressed. Louise remembers
the children’s birthdays etc, I could write pages…. I know Louise deals
with 100’s of family’s but you would not know that. She makes us feel
like we are the only family that matter - always.” (Parent)
• “Alex has been my social worker for 3 years now and all that time she
has been consistent and always there for me. Without her things would
have been completely different, she has faith in me and even in my
darkest times she still believes in me and that helps a lot. She is really
on the ball with getting things done and is really down to earth and
genuine. I’m lucky to have her.” (Young Person)
• Social worker instability – 11% and 26% - why does this matter? Back to
the start

Childrenpractice
2010-2015
Relationship-based
and direct work
• Relationships and time: continuity and consistency are
important but relationships are not just long-term or
continuous
• Relationship-based practice: initial visits, duty and
assessments
“At the beginning when I was doing assessment, I was talking to
the parents and whenever I met the children, I am interviewing
them rather than doing stuff with them. Now I’ve realised that I
can actually play or do things with the children and actually still
get information out of them …. So yes over the last 6-7 months
there has been a noticeable change for me.”
http://www.talkingandlisteningtochildren.co.uk/project-impact/

Children
Model of practice
based2010-2015
on relationships, but …?
• Your Voice: social work survey (social work health check)
In an average month/the last month what percentage of your time do/did
you spend on the following:
2019

2018

2017

With children/young people

15%

12%

10%

With adults in families

16%%

14%

15%

Reports and admin (inc. carefirst, court
reports etc.)

29%

38%

33%

Meetings

21%

21%

23%

Supervision

11%

11%

12%

CPD and contributing to learning and
research

6%

4%

6%

Children
Model of practice
based2010-2015
on relationships, but …?
Breakdown for role (2019):
In an average month/the last month what percentage of your time do/did you
spend on the following:
Social
Worker

Senior Social
Worker

With children/young people

25%

14%

With adults in families

23%

21%

Reports and admin (inc. carefirst, court reports etc.) 29%

29%

Meetings

19%

18%

Supervision

9%

7%

CPD and contributing to learning and research

4%

5%

