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“It makes me feel part of 
a community.”

“It helps me to be an 
informed practitioner.”

“Loved my first session. 
So glad I took the plunge!” 

“Provides a reflective space to 
think about my work.”

“It is making me think and 
ensuring I continue to reflect 
on new information and 
research that I almost certainly 
wouldn’t have otherwise.”

“Hearing about others 
practice, stimulates ideas, 
helps with my 
professional 
development, improves 
my practice as my 
knowledge is increased.”

“Being able to listen to experienced 
practitioners and to share my ideas 
with them is incredibly valuable.”



Welcome

Mark Hardy, Social Worker, City of Edinburgh Council & 

Honorary Associate Lecturer, Edinburgh Napier University 
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Nerilee Ceatha, 

Social Work Team Leader, 

Child & Family Agency, Ireland

Communities of Practice: 

An indicator of social work wellbeing?
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‘Communities of practice’
A sign of social work wellbeing? 

Nerilee Ceatha
Social Work Team Leader

SASW Conference  20 March 2019

Image Credit https://www.istockphoto.com/ie/photos/puzzle?sort=mostpopular&mediatype=photography&phrase=puzzle
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Nature vs nurture?

• Diana, aged 79

• specialist teacher

• instilled a belief in 
life-long learning 

• Continuous 
Professional 
Development (CPD):

• Autism

• ESOL



Nature AND nurture

Image available from Gerry Leisman
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Theory of Attachment Based Exploratory Interest Sharing (Heard and Lake, 1997) 



“Companionable interest 
sharing is a major 

motivational force that 

brings human beings
together into relationship 
with one another.” 

(Heard and Lake) 





“…use the word well-being
to describe the experience
of reaching the goals of 

companionable interest 
sharing…” 

(Heard & Lake) 



‘Mastering Wellness’, Ceatha (2016)



Themes

connecting

mastering wellness

making a difference 



Connecting





‘Communities of practice’

“…groups of people who 

share a concern or a

passion for something they do 

and learn how to do it better 
as they interact regularly” 

(Jean Lave and Etienne Wegner) 



A shared practice

domain

community

practice



“CPD supports social workers to 

focus on what interests and 

motivates them, to build on 

strengths and interests. It is an 

opportunity to engage with the 
passion and drive that motivated 

you to become a social worker, to 

harness the aspects of the work 
that inspire and sustain you in 

your role” (Clíona Murphy, IASW CPD Officer)



Irish Health & Social Care Professionals Conf 2015



Irish Health & Social Care Professionals Conf 2018



Mastering wellness





Infographic from Buffalo University School of Social Work



Infographic 
from Buffalo 
University 
School of 
Social Work



From 
InformChildren
and 
InformAdults



Brené Brown, 2010

Brené Brown, TED Talk, 2011



From Dan 
Siegal, 
UCLA



http://ideachildrights.ucc.ie/resources/

A copy of the IDEA SPARK tool is on their website:

“Even with the best self-care plan, 

some work contexts can be 
overwhelming…In such 

circumstances, recourse to
professional associations 
and/or a trade unions, or 

collective action for change, may 

be the most appropriate 
mechanisms to improve
professionals’ welfare.”

http://ideachildrights.ucc.ie/resources/




“Whilst SW define their stressors
as…a macro problem, they 

experience this stress as lack of 
personal efficacy and self-worth
and expect to cope by drawing on their 

inner strengths (micro solutions)… 

Thus, they tend not to utilise 
available systemic ideas and 
theories in social work to address 
their own problems.” 



Compassion, including self-
compassion “could be achieved in 

part through an improved 
culture of learning from what 

works well, and from non-
punitive learning from what 

went wrong; promoting the 
values of respect and trust 

throughout an organisation’s 
structure”



Making a difference
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Mapping the research cycle and CPD cycle (Ceatha, 2018) 
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Transformative social work

• ‘communities of 
practice’

• practice wisdom 
informs research 
and CPD cycles 

• research-minded 
social work 
practice



Social work is well-placed…

• to embed
‘communities of 
practice’

• to reclaim our  
learning and 
development

• to embrace research-
minded practice

Ceatha, N. (2018). Using 
‘Communities of Practice 
to deliver Continuous 
Professional Development 
for Social Workers in 
Ireland. The Irish Social 
Worker. Winter, 2018



Dr Jermaine Ravalier, Reader in Work & Wellbeing 
(Psychology)

Bath Spa University

Working Conditions in Social Work: 

Impacts on Health & Wellbeing
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Working Conditions and 
Stress in UK Social Workers

Dr Jermaine M Ravalier

Reader in Work and Wellbeing (Psychology)

j.ravalier@bathspa.ac.uk



Background
“The only people who can’t deal with stress are those who don’t have the right coping 

mechanisms”

The Japanese have ‘karoshi’ (https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/oct/18/death-
from-overwork-japans-karoshi-culture-blamed-young-mans-heart-failure)

• Ill-health forces 25,000 workers to give up work each year.

• 2 million blame work for their ill health.

1. Cardiovascular disease and physical health (e.g. Rosengren et al. 2004; Segerstrom & 
Miller, 2004).

2. Subjective health (insomnia[Clint et al., 2008], musculoskeletal pain [Pallilser, 2005]).

3. Behavioural manifestations (Ravalier et al., 2018)

j.ravalier@bathspa.ac.uk @Ravalier



Background

Both financial and social costs of chronic stress at work

Costs the UK economy over £100 billion per year. 200 million+ working days 
lost.

• Biggest cause of long-term, second biggest cause of short-term sickness 
absence in this country.

• In social care: stress, depression anxiety = 2.1 million days lost (2014/15 
figures)

• In social care: Stress absence 20% higher than 2003/04.



Aims of the Project

An objective, academic study of the impacts of working conditions in 
UK social workers

• How do working conditions compare to the rest of the UK?

• Levels of stress, job satisfaction, presenteeism, and turnover 
intentions.

• Which working conditions most influence these outcomes.

• Causes of stress in UK social workers.

• How to improve on stress for UK social workers.

j.ravalier@bathspa.ac.uk @Ravalier



What We’ve Done

A survey, consisting a number of separate questionnaires, was sent to all 
members of BASW and SWU

1. Working conditions: demands, control, support, relationships, role, 
change.

2. ‘Outcome’ measures: stress, job satisfaction, presenteeism, turnover 
intentions.

3. Demographics: age, gender, ethnicity, job role, hour disparity.



What We’ve Found

1. Working Conditions
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j.ravalier@bathspa.ac.uk @Ravalier



2. Job Satisfaction 3. Migration and Attrition
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4. Service User Behaviour
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j.ravalier@bathspa.ac.uk @Ravalier



So, what can we do?

“In one sentence, how would you make your job less stressful?”

• Provide greater (formalised) peer support.
• Provide more (meaningful) reflective supervision.
• Provide more managerial support.
• Workload – paperwork and number of cases.
• Social work culture – spread the positivity!



What Have We Done So Far?
The Media

• Publicising this widely in the media – let’s shine the positive light on 
what social workers do, and highlight the negative working 
conditions.

j.ravalier@bathspa.ac.uk @Ravalier



What Have We Done So Far?
The Campaign

Respect for Social work



What Have We Done So Far?
Parliament & Lords

• Debate in the House of Lords.
• One-to-one briefings with MPs, MSPs, Lords, and policy teams.
• Launch event in the House of Parliament.
• Written and verbal evidence provided to HCLG committee inquiry.

We are asking for:
• MPs to write to chancellor and Secretaries of State to ensure SW is 

properly funded.
• HoC debate on social workers’ working conditions.

j.ravalier@bathspa.ac.uk @Ravalier



Next Steps

1. Finishing up the national Working Conditions Toolkit
2. Parliamentary launch of toolkit
3. Health and Social Care conference at BSU.
4. Health and social care roundtable event.

5. DWP and DHSC-funded research project.
6. Apply national toolkit.



Overall therefore…

• SWs love their actual job, and are highly engaged in it.

• However, too much expected with too few resources.

• Under-funding means increased demand, and subsequently SWs 
working while ill, and wanting to leave the job.

• We are gaining more interest – research funding, committee inquiries, 
numerous mentions in parliament. Need to keep fighting!

j.ravalier@bathspa.ac.uk @Ravalier



That’s all, any questions, comments etc?

A full copy of the report is 
available at:
https://www.basw.co.uk/news/art
icle/?id=1478



SASW response:
https://www.basw.co.uk/what-we-do/campaigns/professional-working-conditions

• The research finds
• SW are strongly engaged in their work 

& want the very best outcomes for 
service users.

• Feel hampered by 
• a lack of resources
• high case loads 
• high administrative burden 
• inadequate opportunities for 

reflective practice.

• SASW focus over next year...



SASW specific actions

• SW Services Strategic Forum

• Meetings with CSWO

• Writing to MSPs

• Pushing for fair media 

representation

• Involving people who use services 

• SASW Awards

• “the role of the social worker”

series of events…”

• Visits to areas/ teams 

• Collaborative efforts  Universities, 

IRISS & SWS 

• Highlighting best practice 



Morning Workshops

Room

A
Critical mindfulness as a facilitator of human relationships, self-care and anti-
oppressive practice
Pearse McCusker, Senior Lecturer in Social Work, University of Edinburgh

G21

B

What would YOU want? Poverty and the use of section 12 payments to support 
families
SallyAnn Kelly, Chief Executive of Aberlour Childcare Trust
Martin Canavan, Policy & Participation Officer, Aberlour Childcare Trust

G42

C

Trust: A pillar of relationship-based practice?
Mark Hardy, Social Worker, City of Edinburgh Council & Honorary Associate Lecturer 
Napier University
Autumn Roesch-Marsh, Senior Lecturer in Social Work, University of Edinburgh 

Lecture 
theatre 

G1

#SWlearntogether



Afternoon Workshops

Room

D

Family Group Decision Making: seeing families
differently using recognition and partnership
Dr Mary Mitchell, Lecturer in Social Work, University of Edinburgh
Margot Thomson, Team Leader, North East Glasgow FGDM Team 

Lecture 
theatre 

G1

E
Effective Conversations
Lucie McAnespie, Head of Adult Speech & Language Therapy, NHS Lothian

G42

F
Think Family, Act Family
Dr Gary Clapton, Senior Lecturer in Social Work, University of Edinburgh
Angela Gentile, Development Manager, CIRCLE

G21

#SWlearntogether



Family Group Decision Making: 

seeing families differently using 

recognition & partnership

Dr Mary Mitchell, Lecturer in Social Work, University of Edinburgh & 

Margot Thomson, Team Leader, North East Glasgow FGDM Team

#SWlearntogether



Family Group 
Decision Making

Seeing families 
differently using 
recognition and 
partnership



Family Group Conferencing Process
Stages and Key Steps

Referral

Preparation

Family Group 
Meeting

•Information 
sharing

•Private family 
time

•Family Planning

Monitor & 
Review



Legal 
frameworks

• The Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 2014 (Relevant
Services in relation to Children at Risk of Becoming Looked
After etc.) Order 2016 The Scottish Ministers make the following 
Order in exercise of the powers conferred by sections 68(1) and 
69(1)(b) and (d) of the Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 
2014(a) and all other powers enabling them to do so.

Citation, commencement and interpretation

• 1.- (1) This Order may be cited as the Children and Young People 
(Scotland) Act 2014

• (Relevant Services in relation to Children at Risk of Becoming 
Looked After etc.) Order 2016 and comes into force on 31st August 
2016.

• (2) In this Order, "the Act" means the Children and Young People 
(Scotland) Act 2014.

•



Legal 
frameworks 

continued 

Relevant services

• 2.- (1) The following descriptions of relevant 
services are specified for the purpose of section 68(1) 
of the Act:-
(a) family group decision-making services; and
(b) support services in relation to parenting.
(2) For the purpose of paragraph (1)-
(a) a "family group decision-making service" means a 
service which is designed to facilitate decision-
making by a child's family in relation to the services 
and support required for the child; and
(b) a "support service in relation to parenting" means 
a service which is designed to increase parenting skills.



Building 
Partnership

Shared responsibility of 
making sense of a situation 
and finding solutions 
together.

Includes children alongside 
adult family members and 
professional



Daryl and Moyra

• Daryl: You basically saying your opinion on what you 
think should be done and what support you need and 
support could be offered from other family members and 
stuff like that and basically drew up a plan. 

• Moyra: We had two plans one for if the kids come 
home and one for if they didn’t. And they both went to 
the panel, didn’t they?

• Daryl: Ahh they were worried about the home 
conditions at the time, the cleanliness which was getting 
on top of us and stuff like that. Ahh the kids got taken into 
care ahh while we had to sort everything out. Got them 
back. …finally got rid of social work a few months ago.



Dianne, David and Derek

“Mum’s presentation has transformed – she has gone from a shouty, 
sweary person who verbally abuses everyone and then storms out to a 
pleasant and fully participative woman, who thanked the various 
agencies and even gave the social worker a hug! Family members 
attended to support her, and they made really useful contributions as 
well”. Chair of the Child Protection Case Conference



Key messages

• Process and learning are as important  to families 
as changes in their quality of life.

• Embedding empowerment and recognition in 
practice can help build trust and partnership 
working within families and between family 
members and professionals.  

Family members feel 
seen, develop skills 
and confidence 
through the process 

Professionals can see 
family 
members operating 
differently which impacts 
on the relationship with 
family and  assessment of 
risk.



Thinking about FGDM….

•What are the key implications of this research 
for your practice?

•How does this research challenge practice with 
children and families?

•What is one thing from todays workshop you 
might take away and think about and /or apply 
in your practice?



Contact details

Margot Thomson

Team Leader

Glasgow City Health and Social Care Partnership

North East Children and Families

Family Group Decision Making

101 Cairnbrook Road

Easterhouse

G34 0NB

0141 781 2117

0141 276 7119

BB:07785451158

Margot.Thomson@sw.glasgow.gov.uk

Dr Mary Mitchell

Lecturer in Social Work

The University of Edinburgh

Room 2.02 

Chrystal Macmillan Building

15A George Square

Edinburgh EH8 9LD

+44(0) 131 651 1530

mary.mitchell@ed.ac.uk

FGC Research Briefing Paper (2017)

: 
https://www.children1st.org.uk/media/6738/
fgcbriefingpaper.pdf

mailto:Margot.Thomson@sw.glasgow.gov.uk
mailto:mary.mitchell@ed.ac.uk
https://www.children1st.org.uk/media/6738/fgcbriefingpaper.pdf


Re-envisioning social work and 

poverty: the role of the BASW anti-

poverty practice guide

Dr Godfred Boahen

Policy & Research Officer, BASW

#SWlearntogether



Re-envisioning social work and 
poverty: the role of the BASW anti-

poverty practice guide

Dr. Godfred Boahen

Godfred.Boahen@basw.co.uk

@BASW_UK



A story about two families

@BASW_UK

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

http://www.teinteresasaber.com/2013/03/republica-democratica-del-congo-un-pais.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


Families

• Zamuda family

• Two parents and four children

• One child with diagnosed with ‘severe 
autism’

• Poor housing, material deprivation, signs 
of ‘neglect’

• Refugees

• ‘Race’ – black family

• Smith family

• Two disabled adults: hearing and 
cognitive impairment

• Material deprivation and social isolation

• Race – ‘white’ males

@BASW_UK



5 minute discussion

• What are the common issues between 
the two families?

@BASW_UK



Ethics
• Who deserves what and why?
• Human rights

Trauma • Both families have been affected by war, loss, and illness

Individuals’ responses to 
trauma

• Resilience (or lack of)
• Innate skills to overcome difficult situation
• Skills to manage the situation

Impact on social worker • Narrow repertoire of choices
• Distress 
• Motivation but compassion fatigue?

@BASW_UK



An intersectional analysis

Class

Disability

Gender

Health 
inequalities

@BASW_UK



Dominance 
of risk in 

social work 
(Hardy, 

2015; Webb, 
2006) 

@BASW_UK
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Risk as real or a social 
construction?

Safeguarding is a need and 
a positive duty of the state 

(Law Commission, 2017) 

Risk as an eligibility criteria 
(Bywaters, 2013; Warner 

and Sharland, 2010)

Responsibilisation agenda 
(Ferguson, 2007)



Paradigm shift?

• Critical poverty practice?

• What might this look like?

@BASW_UK



BASW anti-poverty practice 
guide

Political action

Boot out Austerity

SASW, BASW work with 
politicians, policy makers, 

advocacy groups

(Re)shaping practice –
critical poverty practice

Social workers to put 
poverty at the centre of 

practice

@BASW_UK



NI Anti-poverty Framework 
(DoH, 2018)

Referral • Eligible? 

Assessment • Determination 
of need

Intervention

Care 
planning

Review

Close •Resolution



Methodology - developing the 
practice guide

• Focus groups with practitioners and people with 
lived experience (Bryman, 2016)

• Different parts of the UK: specific local contexts

• Data collection
• Researchers’ notes

• Participants’ notes and flip charts

• Transcription of focus groups

@BASW_UK



Participants

Plymouth:

Over 20 social workers from 
children, adults, third sector

Emphasis on providing 
‘directory’ of services

London

Almost all BME social workers

Emphasis on asset based 
approaches

Cardiff

Rural issues

Transport and access to services

Belfast

Academics, policy makers and 
practitioners

Community, religion and the 
Troubles



Findings – people with lived 
experience

• Miscommunication of ‘help’

• For example, often service users contacted social services for 
help because they desperately needed financial resources to 
help their children, seeing social workers as a means to access 
and navigate benefits systems and other systems of support. It 
them came as quite a surprise when the result of this cry for 
help lead to investigations being started (Fieldnotes)

• Feelings of anger, mistrust, and confusion



• The obsession with the home and objects

• Inspection of fridge, surroundings, warmth

There was the implication that the social worker judged the 
participants more on their surroundings and things they were 
unable to do anything about because of constrained resources or 
time (such as temporary curtains)

• Feelings of invasion of privacy

@BASW_UK



• Stigma and the struggle to justify their right to 
family life despite their poverty

• Signs of living in poverty elicited different responses from social 
workers

• Lack of tact, empathy, and judgement

• Influenced by social workers conceptualisation of 
poverty

@BASW_UK



• Sacrifices and the impossibility of insulating 
children

Despite parents best efforts, children will often be perceptive and 
make decisions to try and help their parents that may result in 
them taken on a greater burden of poverty than they would have 
otherwise. For example, this might include children noticing that 
mothers tend to only eat family leftovers because they’re not able 
to afford an additional meal for themselves, and therefore opting 
to leave more food on their plates than they would have 
otherwise. 

@BASW_UK



• The importance of small things

• Respect, empathy, and acknowledgement of parents resilience 
in the face of adversity was important. If the initial contact with 
the social worker includes some recognition that the parent is 
trying their hardest given the difficulties they face as a result of 
poverty sets the tone for a good relationship between family and 
service. 

@BASW_UK



Two minutes’ 
discussion!

• The social workers are depicted as 
unempathetic, uncaring monsters!

• What is the explanation for this?



Impact on 
social 
workers –
findings 
from Wales

@BASW_UK

Emotional labour 

• "the management of feeling to create a publicly 
observable facial and bodily dis play’’’ (Hochschild 1983, 
cited in Wharton, 2009; p. 149). 

Anger and despair at the unfairness and 
discrimination people are experiencing

Helplessness and guilt that they are unable to 
provide resources to alleviate the situation

BUT Suppress them to be ‘professional’



• Remembering the precarity of life

• ‘and just thinking about how we are all just a few pay checks 
from losing our tenancy, losing our mortgage. How close we all 
are in reality. And you think that we’re all buffered somehow in 
society, but actually we’re not. You know?’

• Reliving past experiences of poverty

@BASW_UK



• Ethical trespass (Weinberg, 2005) – Our actions 
result in harm to others, however unintentional

‘We need to be thinking about…psychological impact on social 
workers because I can tell you that over the past four years as a 
consultant social worker, working with families whose children are 
on the cusp of care…experiencing the sadness and the loss. And 
the lack of hope. Seeing the children removed…’

@BASW_UK



• Professional dissonance (Taylor, 2005) – the 
actions you have to take conflict with your values

@BASW_UK

Statutory duties

Management decisions

Organisational imperatives

Values and ethics

Support

Human rights

Right to family life



Conclusion

@BASW_UK



Anti-
poverty 
practice

2

Income 
maximization 

measures: 
benefits checks; 

employing powers 
of LAs to provide 
financial support

3

Strengthening  
community 
networks;  

enhancing social 
capital

Connecting 
people

4

Assessing impact 
of poverty on 
service users –

health, education, 
participation, etc. 

1

Securing the rights 
of service users-

lawyers, 
advocating for  the 

child and their 
family

Self-care by 
professionals of 

themselves 
(Boahen and 
Wiles, 2018) 



Panel Discussion

Nerilee Ceatha
Social Work Team Leader, Child & Family Agency Ireland

Dr Jermaine Ravalier
Reader in Work & Wellbeing (Psychology), Bath Spa University

Dr Godfred Boahen
Policy & Research Officer, BASW

Mark Hardy
Social Worker & Honorary Associate Lecturer Napier University

SallyAnn Kelly
Chief Executive, Aberlour Childcare Trust
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Closing remarks

Trisha Hall, 

National Director, SASW
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