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Hobson’s choice?

As the UK General Election nears, Steve Rogowski, a long standing
critic of the New Labour political culture and of the government’s
market-based modernisation agenda, considers the issues at stake for
social work and the options facing voters.

ith a General Election imminent,
how do the prospects look for
social work? In answering this
broad question, admittedly with
a systemically England bias, it is

inevitable that consideration is given to the
impact of the Peter Connolly tragedy, which has
undeniably opened up a space for more
progressive debates about some of the issues
that have bedevilled social work under the
‘modernisation’ and ‘transformation’ agendas
of the current government. Within this, two
reports are important: the joint area review
(JAR) of Haringey Children’s Services in 2008
and the subsequent Social Work Taskforce
(SWTF) report, Building a Safe, Confident
Future in December 2009. 

The JAR review, unsurprisingly, pointed out
that services were inadequate and required
improvement, but also raised a number of other
significant issues. Firstly, attention began to be
focussed on Ofsted which had previously
approved of services in Haringey. It had relied
on quantitative data – for example how many
forms had been filled in within the specified
timescale – and not enough on the underlying
quality of service provision and practice.
Secondly, the review increased public awareness
about the electronic recording system social
workers have to use – in practice meaning far
more time spent sat in front of computers than
with children and families. Thirdly, there was a
more sensible debate about what could and
could not be achieved by social workers. So
although, generally, the child protection system
works well, risk and child deaths cannot be
totally eliminated. And fourthly, as Unison
argued, attention was focussed on how neo-
liberal policies – reflected in unfilled vacancies,
agency staff and high staff turnover – were
impacting on the ability of social workers to
deliver effective services. 

Many of the points raised by the JAR were
echoed in the subsequent Social Work
Taskforce report. The Taskforce was set up to
examine the recruitment, training and overall

quality and status of social work in England.
The key recommendations included the
establishment of a National College of Social
Work to represent the profession, a licence to
practice, a career development framework
including a practice-based masters
qualification, new standards for employers, a
campaign to improve public understanding and
improvements in recruitment. 

The three main political parties in England
accepted the Taskforce’s proposals but in
considering the merits of their conviction it is
worth reflecting on the reason for social work’s
malaise in the first place. In my view it is easy
to contend that it has everything to do with the
government’s dismissive attitude to the
profession. Let’s take a look at just a handful of
the evidence: it has disbanded the Central
Council for the Education and Training of
Social Work and the National Institute for

Social Work; social work’s role in services such
as the Children’s Fund, Sure Start, youth
offending and mental health has been sidelined
– indeed, until the tragic deaths of Victoria
Climbié and Baby Peter the very words ‘social
work’ were hardly used by government – and
following the General Election we can expect
massive public expenditure cuts, leaving me to
question whether many of the Taskforce
recommendations will be implemented. 

The key problem with all the major parties is
that they accept a consensus that sees neo-
liberalism (or global capitalism) as the way
forward. This entails the dominance of the free
market and the acceptance of wealth and power
inequalities. 

So, here is my view of the political choices we
have in front of us – in particular those of us in
England unaided by the opportunity to
consider the merits of nationalist or other
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parties who inevitably restrict their activities to
one particular UK country. 

Beginning with the Conservative Party, we
know that former and current leaders Iain
Duncan Smith and David Cameron advocate a
‘broken Britain’ narrative. They offer a scenario
in which the death of Baby Peter and the
Edlington child torture case are linked to other
concerns about the ‘underclass’ and sink estates
littered by lazy, feckless and immoral people. It
is a fatalism that views society as broken and
that there is little that can be done to fix it, so
why waste public money. The initiatives and
spending injected by the Labour government
can, in the Tory view, be seen as having proven
the ‘fact’ that many parts of society cannot be
improved, hence clearing the path to ending the
support that Labour, with all its faults, has
provided. When in government, endeavoring to
produce solutions to society’s problems will not
be a priority. It is easy to argue that instead,
spending less and insulating their natural
constituency from the consequences will be the
likely goal. Importantly, increased inequality, the
root of societal ills, may not be addressed at all.

To the extent that the Tories might attempt
to deal with social problems it will be in an
authoritarian way. Based on the party’s public
spending attitude to date and on its previous
period in office, we can expect cuts in welfare
benefits and coercive measures to get people,
including the sick, disabled and single parents,
into work – albeit the jobs will be non-existent,
or inadequately paid and insecure. Resulting
hardship will place more pressures on
individuals, as well as families and children.
Historically this has led to increases in poverty,
domestic violence, drug and alcohol misuse,
together with consequences for mental illness
and youth and adult crime. In turn there will be
many more child protection concerns. Social
work’s role will amount to being little more
than the moral police, only intervening when
things reach crisis point. 

As for New Labour, as well as being
responsible for much of social work’s current
situation, unfortunately much of the above
could equally apply to it. Despite some
positives, such as the minimum wage, this
government’s 13 years in power have essentially
witnessed a watered down version of what the
Tories now propose – an emphasis on
individualism and self-responsibility with the
erosion of collective provision, more
privatisation, and being, as Peter Mandelson
might have said, ‘relaxed’ about inequality. 

Insecurity has increased, with most people
feeling anxious about their ever more
precarious lives. You can often no longer expect
your local school or hospital to provide
reasonable services, but instead have to shop
around and choose on the basis of spurious
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indicators. Contacting social workers in the
hope of help and support now usually only
results in an assessment that says all that is
required is the continuation of universal
services, such as health and education, with
little else on offer. The controlling and rationing
role of social work, rather than its caring side,
has been to the fore. 

The Liberal Democrats are in some ways to
the left of Labour, advocating policies for a
green economy, together with improvements in
health and education and law and order. Yet the
party says little about social work and social
care. What we do know is a Liberal Democrat
government would cut public expenditure –
again potentially impacting negatively on the
people social workers deal with.

Two developments which indicate the overall
direction for social work are Labour’s espousal
of social work practices and personalisation.
Both are likely to be given even more
prominence over the coming years, whichever
way the election goes. A government working
party, chaired by Julian Le Grand, advocated
social work practices for looked after children,
with pilots now having been established. They
consist of small groups of social workers
working with such children, commissioned by,
but independent of, local authorities. 

In proposing this solution Mr Le Grand
argued that social workers are frustrated
because of the bureaucracy and
managerialism that takes them away from
direct work with users. He also referred to
social workers’ initial strong moral purpose,
idealism and commitment to rectifying
injustice when they enter the profession.
However, once into the job they are
overwhelmed with paperwork, meaningless
targets and deprived of autonomy. This
analysis is all well and good, but it implies
‘blame’ on local authorities, when in fact it
was central government that inflicted private

sector managerialism onto our councils.
The situation is far more complex than

suggested and the high moral tone of Le Grand
is disingenuous. Social workers’ frustrations are
real and significant, but there is no
acknowledgement that they have been caused
by the neo-liberal context in which they have to
operate. They cannot be solved by inflicting
even more neo-liberalism, with its belief in the
market and the private sector, onto social work.
The clear concern is that social work practices
mean local authority children’s services for
looked-after children are to be effectively
privatised, with children becoming
commodities. 

Personalisation also remains a concern. It is
the most recent introduction of consumerism
into the world of social work – centred on
ensuring that people are not dependent on the
state but instead are more responsible
themselves. This includes becoming more in
control of their lives by assessing and managing
their own health and welfare. Though
superficially attractive, it fails to acknowledge
the combination of poverty, multiple
discrimination and, often, physical or mental
impairment experienced by many users. Such
people are likely to be dependent on publicly
provided services. Proponents of
personalisation ignore the impact of this
structural inequality. With all political parties
intent on reducing expenditure across public
services, such policy changes are likely to be
punitive rather than empowering. 

Personalisation will also affect social workers,
as councils look to cut such posts while
expanding non-qualified staff numbers to
implement the reforms. It will be easier for
managers to ensure that unqualified – and
cheaper to employ – staff tick choice-denying
boxes rather than supporting users to achieve
the best quality of life.

So what should be the radical and critical
response to such dismal scenarios? Social
workers must be wary of neo-liberal
‘modernisation’ and ‘transformations’. In
alliance with other workers, service users and
wider social movements committed to
opposing the neo-liberal project, social workers
should resist this agenda – a view that echoes
Iain Ferguson’s in his work, Reclaiming Social
Work: Challenging Neo-liberalism and
Promoting Social Justice. Professional
associations such as BASW also have a role to
play. Notwithstanding the difficulties
involved, it is surely the way forward. 

Dr Steve Rogowski is a social worker (children
and families) with a local authority in north
west England. His book Social Work: the Rise
and Fall of a Profession? is due to be published
by The Policy Press, Bristol.

PSW

DESPITE POSITIVES,
SUCH AS THE
MINIMUM WAGE,
THE GOVERNMENT’S
13 YEARS IN POWER
HAVE WITNESSED IN
ESSENCE A WATERED
DOWN VERSION OF
WHAT THE TORIES
NOW PROPOSE 
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