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social Work 
Matters is the 
new, digital-

only publication of The College of Social 
Work. Its focus is fi rmly on social workers 
themselves, their profession and how it can 
develop to meet the challenges confronting 
it. The spotlight will be on policy, practice and 
research.

Our own research tells us that social workers 
want a positive, independent publication in 
which practitioners are prominent, both as 
contributors and as subject matter. They want 
intelligent comment and stories that refl ect 
the experience and opinions of social workers 
innovating, struggling and succeeding on 
the front line.  

So we will do what our title promises by 

celebrating the successes of social workers, and 
their power to make a diff erence that matters 
in the lives of the people they work with. We 
will analyse developments in practice, propose 
policies that promote social work’s strengths 
and criticise those that don’t, and consider the 
implications of new research for practitioners.  

Social workers are the heart of this 
magazine and it will only beat if you contribute 
your ideas for articles. Please do so by sending 
them to me at mark.ivory@tcsw.org.uk

Our solemn promise is to write in a clear, 
accessible way, devoid of the jargon that 
litters so much writing about social work. Since 
this is a digital publication, we’re planning 
to make good use of web technology as the 
magazine evolves. Here’s our guide to using 
your members’ magazine...

Thumbnail 
navigation

Accessible via 
Contents tab

digital interactivity
To make Social Work Matters as easy 
to use as possible, all interactive 
elements of content are coloured in 
purple. Clicking on any purple item on 
the pages will either take you to other 
pages or sections, or reveal related 
content. Examples include:

Previous page/
Next page

Show/hide 
boxed content
e.g. CVs (above)

Resources

Knowledge 
Buttons

show/hide 
related article

Links to other 
sections

From The ediTor, marK iVorY

Top Tip
To make Social 
Work Matters 
easier to read 
on screen, 
maximise 
your browser 
window 
(press ‘F11’ 
in Internet 
Explorer)

TO DOWNLOAD the issue to your computer, click on the Options tab 
on the top toolbar, and select ‘Download offl  ine version’.
TO PRINT either the whole issue or selected pages, 
click on the printer icon  on the top toolbar.
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editorial team
editor Mark Ivory
Tel: 020 7024 7706
mark.ivory@tcsw.org.uk

design and production CPL (Cambridge 
Publishers Ltd), 275 Newmarket Road,
Cambridge CB5 8JE.
www.cpl.co.uk

editorial advisory panel (interim)
Claire Barcham, professional practice 
development adviser, The College of 
Social Work
Owen Davies, public aff airs adviser, 
The College of Social Work
Richard Barker, chair, Policy 
Development Group, The College of 
Social Work
Daisy Bogg, member services 
development offi  cer, The College of 
Social Work

Social Work Matters is a monthly 
digital-only publication written, 
commissioned and edited by 
The College of Social Work for its 
members.
The College of Social Work
Fifth Floor, 2-4 Cockspur Street, 
London, SW1Y 5BH.
www.tcsw.org.uk

Social workers and all those with an 
interest in the profession are invited 
to contribute ideas for content. 
Ideas, comments and enquiries 
concerning the publication should be 
directed to the editor Mark Ivory, 
mark.ivory@tcsw.org.uk

To obtain a regular digital edition of 
Social Work Matters, you will need 
to be a member of The College of 
Social Work. Join The College at
www.tcsw.org.uk

The College of Social Work is a 
professional college developed and 
led by social workers to set and 
raise practice standards, improve 
the public image of the profession, 
and shape the policies and 
procedures under which social work 
practitioners operate.

The opinions expressed in the 
editorial content do not necessarily 
represent the views of The College 
of Social Work. Unless specifi cally 
stated, goods or services mentioned 
in the publication are not formally 
endorsed by The College of Social 
Work, which does not guarantee or 
endorse or accept liability for any 
goods or services featured in this 
publication.
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it is easy to forget the founding values of 
local authority children’s services when you 
watch the news and hear criticism of social 

workers as another ‘scandal’ hits the headlines.  
‘We’re the most hated profession in the nation, 
probably,’ said Susanne, the newly qualifi ed 
social worker featured in the fi rst episode of 
the BBC2 series Protecting Our Children.

The programme, which followed child 
protection workers in Bristol, showed 
wonderfully well how misplaced that criticism 
is.  When council children’s services got 
started under the Children Act 1948, the 
government expected them to bring ‘warmth 
and humanity’ to caring for children in need.  

These were precisely 
the qualities on display in 
Bristol as the social workers 
managed to engage 
empathically with a family, 
while investigating whether 
the level of neglect was such 
as to place a three-year-old boy at risk of 
signifi cant harm.  

By establishing a relationship with the 
mother, in particular, they were able to 
give advice and support in their ultimately 
doomed eff ort to help her to cope. At the 
same time, they gathered the evidence that 
would eventually result in court decisions 
to take the boy and a newborn baby into 
foster care. 

Eileen Munro, in her child protection review, 
spoke of the centrality of relationship skills in 
social work and how they had gradually been 
stifl ed by an ever-growing pile of procedure 
manuals.  But none of this ‘managerialism’ 
was evident during the programme.  

Instead, we saw social workers doing 
good work in diffi  cult circumstances.  Neither 
bureaucratic nor risk-averse, it was social 
work shown truthfully – not perfect, but 
glowing with the warmth and humanity that 
characterises the profession at its best.

The word of the moment seems to be 
‘austerity’. Cuts are coming across the 
public sector and there will be few social 

work teams that have not felt the chill wind 
of job losses and diminishing services.

In this climate it’s hard to feel positive 
about the profession and the sector.  But in 
some ways we are at a better point than ever 
to eff ect change and develop social work into 
what we want it to be, and to defi ne what the 
role of social work is and should be. 

The nature of the work has changed 
considerably in the 12 years or so since 
I qualifi ed. I started in an adult care 
management team where we shared 
computers and submitted handwritten care 
plans with costs totted up on calculators. 
Now we have a complete paperless system 
of working that curiously seems to have 
generated more paper than it did away with. 

Sometimes the changes are dramatic 
– another reconfi guration or a switch to a 
new computer system so all case records are 
computer-based – but sometimes they happen 
slowly as a new policy is rolled out and the 
needs and requirements of the people we work 
with become focused in diff erent ways. 

We, as social workers, are uniquely placed 
by our profession to understand what is 
happening to those that we work with. We 
can create a role to advocate for those who 
need the services we provide. 

By building stronger links with user and 
carer groups, we can promote the needs 
of those we see every day. The voice of a 
frontline social worker is a powerful one. 
We need to use it well and use it eff ectively, 
especially in these more diffi  cult times. 

now is time for change

VicToriaharT is a social worker in London

It was social 
work shown 

truthfully – not perfect, 
but glowing with 
warmth and humanity

From The
ediTor
From The
ediTor
marK iVorY

 See pages 
17 – 21 on 
the future of 
social work
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amy norris
children’s social worker

I had the most 
wonderful 

birthday last month. I 
attended court for an 
adoption hearing where 
a little boy was adopted 
by his new mummy.  The 
adopter’s niece made me 
a bracelet to thank me. 
Defi nitely the best 
birthday I’ve ever had.

maggie siviter
child protection conference chair

I sensed that a 
young, pregnant 

woman in care feared 
that not even this baby 
would produce the 
commitment from her 
own mother that she has 
always needed. It opened 
the possibility of fi nding 
a way for her to remain 
caring for her baby.  
Social work is often 
about small changes 
with large impacts.

Jan parker
senior teaching fellow

Eighty one 
postgraduate 

students in a lecture on 
fostering and 
assessment, showing 
absolute enthusiasm in 
their willingness to learn. 
The debate was lively 
and reminded me how 
lucky the profession is to 
be attracting such bright 
and committed 
individuals into the 
workforce.TH

IN
GS

 I 
li
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d

What is the most important skill needed 
to be a good, eff ective social worker? 
Social work is a vast and varied fi eld.  

It involves supporting people from cradle 
to grave in all manner of situations. And 
it requires good academic achievement – 
BA(Hons) or MA in social 
work – while post-qualifying 
(PQ) study is encouraged, as 
is continuing professional 
development (CPD).

However, as a service user I would rate 
eff ective communication equally highly, since 
it is the key to establishing good relationships, 
trust and producing good results. After all, I 
allow you into my own home and personal 
space, not always willingly in every case, to 
elicit intimate, personal information so that I 
may access services. 

Social workers need both a good IQ 
(intelligence quotient) and EQ (emotional 

quotient), should speak in a clear voice using 
plain words, and do what they say they will 
do when they say they will do it. Make that 
telephone call as agreed, even if you have 
no news, as we’ll be waiting for your call.

Ineff ective communication can endanger 
lives. I know of a long-term 
service user who has had to 
go without her critical needs 
being met for 18 months 
because communications 

have broken down, both with her social worker 
and between the social worker and two 
colleagues. This has caused great distress and 
suff ering for both service user and spouse.

Ultimately we share the same goals. 
Eff ective communication ensures we can 
reach them together soonest.

Kate Arnett is vice chair of the Social Work 
Action Group in Worcestershire

Ineffective 
communication 

can endanger lives

User view from Kate Arnett

 Social workers offer their practice highlights of the month

updaTe  inTerVieW  sTaTe oF The arT  pracTice  policY
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T hese are not easy times 
for anyone, but while we 
worry about those who 

have lost their jobs, we also 
need to worry about those 
who are left in public sector 
employment.

I am a playwright, but also 
a social worker. These days I 
manage a community mental 
health team but all social 
work is interlinked; you cannot 
separate out mental health, physical health 
and child protection issues with any precision. 

When the Baby Peter story broke, there 
was a sharp intake of breath everywhere as 
waves of outrage crashed against children’s 
departments, the NHS and the police. It is 
very hard to do a good job when you are 
frightened and nervous in any setting.  But 
in child protection work there is an irrational 
cloud of suspicion, condemnation and fury 
that descends when a story 
hits the press that obscures 
intelligent thinking.

I wanted to fi nd a way of 
exploring this without writing 
a documentary about the 
case. In my new play I try to 
draw people into the dynamic 
of the relationship between 
a social worker and a mother 
who has just had a baby. By 
showing how complex such a relationship can 
be, I hope an audience will be able to think 
more deeply about what social work is for. 

There are no purely good social workers 
and no purely bad parents, and each case 
has its own diffi  cult terrain to navigate. Plays 
do not give answers, but they take you into 
a world where you can explore your own 
thoughts and feelings about very challenging 
issues. I’d like to invite all social workers to 
come along and reach their own conclusions.

Economically as things 
continue to get tougher, and 

as tolerance is eroded in austere 
conditions, I believe we will need 
social work more than ever.

ETIENNE

Don’t forget that policies and 
procedures are guidelines 

and laws are written to be 
interpreted. Politicians have turned 
social work into a game – that’s OK 
so long as they know we will play 
to win.

GILL HUTTON-DAVIS  

We are social workers not 
miracle workers. Sometimes 

the expectations are similar, but we 
need to remember the distinction in 
order to be kinder to ourselves!

ERMINTRUDE

I feel that I am naturally 
quite resilient, whether that 

be learnt through my own childhood 
or from my genetic make-up. I fi nd 
as a woman that this is often 
described as being “strong” or 
“assertive” or, in some cases, 
“intimidating”. I imagine that some 
men have their own experience of 
having resilience misunderstood.

THE CONSTANT SOCIAL WORKER

In the words of one of my 
lovely lecturers from a uni in 

the Midlands area: “Social work is 
about doing an ordinary job, 
extraordinarily well.”

WIN

I often fi nd it really 
disturbing when I am 

confronted by people’s suffering but 
I feel my hands are tied.

BENBEE

Bloglog
Thoughts from the College blog 

Chris Lee is an award-winning playwright and a 
social worker. His new play, Shallow Slumber, his 
fi rst to directly address the issues involved in social 
work, runs at the Soho Theatre in London until 
18 February.

In child 
protection work 

there is an irrational 
cloud of suspicion, 
condemnation and 
fury that descends 
when a story hits the 
press that obscures 
intelligent thinking

opinion conTenTs
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Sector leaders gathered at The 
College of Social Work’s high-
level summit on the future of 
social work with adults, held in 
London on 3 February. 

The summit marked the 
launch of The College’s 
campaign to champion social 
workers’ vital role in adult 
social care and to ensure that 
care minister Paul Burstow 
fulfi ls his promise to put 
social work at the heart of 
the forthcoming care and 

support White Paper.
Keynote speaker Glen 

Mason, director for 
people, communities and 
local government at the 
Department of Health, 
stressed the important 
contribution that would be 
expected from social workers 
in the era of personalisation.  
Care management, he said, 
had ‘really constrained our 
social workers – we need to let 
them out of the box again.’

sector leaders speak up 
for social work

ministers back college’s 
‘key’ role in reforms
Government ministers pledged their full 
support for The College of Social Work at its 
launch celebrations in London on January 31.

Children’s minister Tim Loughton and social 
care minister Paul Burstow both spoke of The 
College’s crucial role and the positive impact 
that it will have on the future of social work.

‘The College is absolutely key in making 
the Munro reforms work,’ Mr Loughton said.  
‘It’s already doing sterling work on improving 
education and training, and better equipping 
professionals for the challenges of child and 
family social work.’

Social work will be at the heart of the care 
and support White Paper on the future of 
adult social care expected in the spring, Mr 
Burstow told the audience at the Institute of 
Directors in Pall Mall. 

‘Social workers play a vital role in adult 
social care,’ he said. ‘The new College will 
help to ensure that the profession continues 
to have the highest standards of care and, 
above all, excellent and safe practice.’

Work on implementing the 
Munro review has moved up a 
gear with a series of training 
days for children’s services 
directors on reforming child 
and family social work.

The College has 
collaborated with the 
Children’s Workforce 
Development Council and 
Morning Lane Associates 
(MLA) on delivering the 
workshops, which focus on 
reviewing and redesigning 
social work, and on the 

role of the principal child 
and family social worker 
recommended by Munro.

MLA was set up by the 
co-founders of the ‘reclaiming 
social work’ model of children’s 
services used in Hackney 
(see book review, p12).

Claire Barcham, 
professional practice 
development advisor at 
The College, said directors 
spoke of the ‘passionate 
commitment’ of social 
workers to the changes.

munro change agenda moves up a gear
inspectors to ‘shadow’ social workers
Ofsted inspectors are to shadow child protection 
social workers without giving advance notice as 
part of a new inspection regime.

Inspectors will spend most of their time 
talking to children and their families, as well 
as social workers and managers.

According to Ofsted, the focus will be on 
children’s experience, looking at what makes 
the most diff erence in improving their lives.

‘Inspections that rely heavily on case fi le 
recordings and quantitative performance 
information can’t get the whole story,’ 
said Lucie Heyes, a College spokesperson. 
‘Observing more practice should provide 
inspectors with a fuller picture, where the 
quality of the relationship between worker 
and service user can also be seen.’

College Launch Event 
Paul Burstow: Social workers central to 

White Paper

opinion  inTerVieW  sTaTe oF The arT  pracTice  policY



socialWorKMATTERS FeB128

inTerVieW

e
xplaining how, despite leaving school 
at 16, she came to run one of the fi rst 
half-dozen independent social work 
practices, Deborah Jarman says at 
one point: ‘Debbie Jarman would like 

to say that she had a plan’. But she didn’t. 
And even now, in her job as team manager of 
Liverpool’s independent social work practice, 
she’s ended up where she wanted to be, but 
not in the way she intended.

‘I enjoy what I do’, she adds, ‘and I took 
the opportunities that were there and I knew 
that I needed to qualify. I enjoyed learning.’

The practice started in 2009 under the 
aegis of the city’s Personal Social Service 
Society. It is one of the fi rst fi ve pilots, 
analogous to a GP practice, to test the 
eff ectiveness of working with looked-after 
young people in this independent setting. 

Deborah applied for her present job at 
the outset, but didn’t get it on that occasion. 
However, she did become senior practitioner 
and then, through one or two internal 
reorganisations, she was made deputy team 
manager last year – a post created for her. 
Last May, she fi nally secured the top post.

Unusually, her main qualifi cation is the 
old Certifi cate in Social Service, which was 
intended for residential workers and after 

many years was placed on a par with the 
former Certifi cate of Qualifi cation in Social 
Work (both were then subsumed by the 
Diploma of Social Work). Since then she’s 
gained post qualifi cation and also both NVQ 
assessor’s awards and a manager’s award. 

This is not the way most social workers 

move up the ladder. Indeed, at the very 
beginning she didn’t even put her foot on 
the fi rst rung: she left school at 16 and did 
not go to university. She describes herself as 
‘average’ at school, but did realise that she 
wanted to work with people and possessed 
personal skills that made her think she was 
capable of doing so.

She took a pre-entry social care course 
and at 18 found herself a job with the Wirral 
Autistic Society – and, a year later, moved to 
Barnardo’s as a residential worker focusing on 
children with complex needs who had been in 
long-stay accommodation.

She went on to work with two more 
Barnardo’s projects, holding various jobs. 
She left the fi rst, Liverpool Families, when 

seeing Things 
through a child’s eyes
Deborah Jarman manages one of a handful of pilot 
independent social work practices with looked after 
children. She talks to Terry Philpot about the experience

I had been in a comfort zone for too long. 
Could I do it? It was untried and I had 

a sense of challenge…

conTenTs
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Barnardo’s transferred the social work part to 
Liverpool Council, but she switched to another 
project – Keeping Children Safe – from which 
she was eventually made redundant after 26 
years working with the charity. 

‘It’s the best thing that’s ever happened 
to me,’ she says. This commonly expressed 
optimism sits well with someone who, while she 
may not have had a plan, seems grateful for 
the opportunities that have come her way and 
who also had the foresight to take them.

But she still had worries about joining the 
practice. These were about moving away 
from the familiar. ‘I had been in a comfort 

zone for too long’, she admits. ‘Could I do it? 
It was untried and I had a sense of challenge 
– a bit like that fi rst job at Barnardo’s.

‘I would be lying if I said that I wasn’t wary 
at the beginning, but as time has gone on I 
really began to get into the whole thing and 
enjoyed the challenge.’

Not that Deborah was completely untried 
when it came to looked-after children. As 
luck would have it, her work with Keeping 
Children Safe had involved her carrying out 
independent assessments for both public 
and private law proceedings. She did this for 
nearly fi ve years.

Independent practice manager Deborah Jarman

opinion  updaTe  sTaTe oF The arT  pracTice  policY
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She says: ‘It was a really good experience 
as I was working with barristers, guardians, 
with children and their families and judges 
– and seeing what went on, not only in the 
court but also outside of it. I could observe 
the behaviour in the court and see how it 
worked, and its culture. That enriched my 
learning so much.’ 

So much, indeed, that what she was doing 
then led to her taking on work as a trainer 
for the local child protection committee (now 
safeguarding board). 

She had joined Liverpool Families in the 
mid-1990s as the Children Act 1989 was 
being implemented, and now wonders how 
younger members of staff  must view things 

currently. ‘It’s strange now to see newly 
qualifi ed social workers using the legislation 
and the instruments like the LAC [looked-
after children] documents, when I saw that all 
starting,’ she muses

‘I used to get fed up with people saying to 
me: “You’ve never worked for a local authority 
so you don’t know what it’s really like”. 

‘But, in fact, in many ways – and the court 
work was a big part of that – I have been able 
to be the fl y on the wall, the observer, who’s 
not in the thick of it where you can’t always 
see things so well.’

She explains how this varied career has 
helped: ‘What I have now is an understanding 
of the complexities that aff ect children and 

conTenTs
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their families and what we [in the practice] 
can do is to try to unpick those and help.

‘I’ve learned that it’s important is to be 
able to put yourself in the child’s shoes, 
then in the adult’s shoes. Understanding 
that is very important – if you don’t, you 
either freeze or you become complacent. 
I try to transfer that idea when I am 
supervising.’

However, the practice will close in March 
– even before the evaluation is completed in 
2013. It costs £600,000 a year to run and is 
a victim of the cuts. But Deborah’s optimism 
seems undiminished: ‘It could be that we 
will have had some infl uence on the bigger, 
national picture.’

The team will be taken into the local 
authority children’s department, but the team 
manager doesn’t seem at all apprehensive 
that she doesn’t know what job she will be 
doing in March.

‘The challenge will be to fi t into a diff erent 
culture and way of working, but I know 
something of that, anyway, because a 
practice can’t work truly eff ectively unless 
there is a good working relationship with 
the local authority – and we have that now,’ 
she says.

The practice, she continues, has given its 
children and young people – they are aged 
from three to 16 years of age – continuity 
of service rather than of social worker, so 
that if the child’s social worker is not around, 
someone else can help. 

I used to get fed up with people saying to 
me: ‘You’ve never worked for a local 

authority so you don’t know what it’s really 
like’.. But, in fact, in many ways I have been able 
to be the fl y on the wall, the observer…

Terry Philpot has written and edited more than a 
dozen books on social care

One of the things she is most proud of is 
how the team has engaged hard-to-reach 
young people; those who had thought it was 
not worth having a social worker. Now many 
of the youngsters come into the offi  ce – its 
central location was suggested by the city’s 
Children in Care Council – where they can 
have medicals (some for the fi rst time) with 
specialist nurses or consult with the Brook 
family planning service. 

The practice’s 10 social workers work with 
120 of the city’s 1,000 looked-after children, 
each worker having an average caseload of 
17 – the same as the city’s social workers. In 
its fi rst year, the practice saved £200,000 of 
the £3.5 million placement budget it held for 
the council. 

One concrete achievement is that 21 of 
the children will have moved out of care by 
next November – three of them having been 
reunited with their parents. This last aspect 
is an example of the work with birth parents: 
to support them and help them maintain or 
create contact. 

It has also led to a greater understanding 
of a child’s point of view, and the line between 
taking a child into care and making a further 
investment in the family. These achievements 
have motivated Deborah in her time at the 
practice, she says, ‘like fi re in my belly’. SWM.

opinion  updaTe  sTaTe oF The arT  pracTice  policY



The Department for Education is 
piloting independent social work 
practices for looked-after children 

and care leavers. Apart from the one in 
Liverpool, four other pilots are running 
in Kent, Hillingdon, Staff ordshire, and 
Blackburn with Darwen. 

The aim of the practices is to 
improve the experiences and 
outcomes for the most vulnerable 
children and young people in care, 
to empower social workers to do 
their jobs eff ectively and to reduce 
bureaucracy.  

They are intended to be 
independent, social worker-led 
organisations, along the lines of GP 
practices, and a national evaluation is 
due to report in the spring.

Six more pilots will go live in mid-
2012. These are: Bristol, North 
Tyneside with Northumberland, 
Barnet, Redbridge, Sunderland and 
Norfolk.

The government sees the 
independent practices 
as part of its Big Society 
agenda, a component 
of which is to give public 
sector workers a new right 
to form employee-owned 
cooperatives and to bid 
to run the services they 
provide.

More information is 
available from the 
DfE’s social work 
practice pilots 
team on 0114 
274 2564 / 020 
7340 8053 or 
socialwork.
practices@
education.gsi.
gov.uk

independence on The agenda
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BooK reVieWs

Social Work Reclaimed. 
Innovative Frameworks 
for Child and Family 
Social Work Practice
Steve Goodman and 
Isabelle Trowler (eds)
Jessica Kingsley 
Publishers
2011

Understanding Social 
Work: History and 
Context
John Pierson
Open University Press
2011

F
ad and fashion have been the besetting sins of social 
work, but evidence to support many new ideas has been 
sadly lacking in a profession that has often looked for 
enthusiasm and innovation rather than evidence of 
effi  cacy. A change in culture, upon which Reclaiming 

Social Work (RSW) as a system for delivering child and family 
services is predicated, is rare.

There is no shortage of evidence so far as RSW is concerned. 
In Hackney, where the practice began and the authors were at 
that time, respectively, deputy director and assistant director 
of children’s services, there was a 40 per cent fall in children 

entering care, staff  sick 
leave halved, and the use of 
agency staff  fell from 50 to 
seven per cent. 

RSW off ers an answer 
to what social workers had 
complained about for too 
long and which Munro 
castigated: over-reliance 

on procedures and the consequent all-consuming bureaucracy, 
administration and paperwork. And the answer to that is what 
RSW literally claims to do: to set free social workers to do social 
work and to reinstate the centrality of the service user relationship 
(surely the core social work attribute) at the heart of practice. 

Of course, this involves allowing initiative – for example, 
letting practitioners spend £20 without having to get sanction 
several tiers up – and changing management structures to 
manageable caseloads with managers who also work as 
practitioners and have knowledge of their subordinates’ cases. It 
also means an active encouragement of thinking about the task 
and being creative.

It is not just about making units of operation smaller and 
more manageable but also about what that allows managers 
and practitioners to do. RSW seems to fi t very well with that 
other contemporary trend – the social work practice. 

The authors have left Hackney Council but have now 
established a social enterprise to spread the word and are 
already acting as consultants to several local authorities. 
Hackney appears to have proved its case – and contributors to 
this book explain in detail its many aspects and impacts. 

Time has found fl aws in too many books well regarded by 
contemporaries. It may well be that this book, essential reading 
now for anyone who seeks to know how an important new idea 
can work, will fi nd an honoured place in years to come.

Terry Philpot

The answer is 
to set free 

social workers to do 
social work and to 
reinstate the centrality 
of the relationship at 
the heart of practice

how to set social workers free
conTenTs
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a professional identity rooted in history

T
he pale outlines of social work can be seen in the 1601 
Elizabethan poor law whose essential purpose was 
the prevention of starvation and disorder. Or, in the 
language of our own day, it was about care and control, 
the familiar territory of social work down the decades so 

well covered in this book. 
John Pierson takes up the story at a seminal stage for social 

work, the so-called new poor law introduced in 1834. The costs 
of the old system had soared and cutting them meant the 

usual punitive response 
from government, which 
legislated for an even harsher 
system of workhouses for the 
‘undeserving’ poor than the 
one it replaced. 

As the industrial revolution 
produced increasing poverty, 
so a moralizing, often 

evangelical Christian middle class sprang up that was determined 
to tackle the accompanying social problems. The moral element 
was a continuing theme as social work came of age with the 
formation of the Charity Organisation Society in 1869, whose 
many volunteers inaugurated casework and whose leading lights 
included the social reformer Octavia Hill. 

She was one of the great social work pioneers, but for all 
her talk of empathy, as Pierson says, Hill fi rmly believed that 
‘an individual’s character, moral make-up and sense of self-
responsibility were the only factors relevant in explaining why 
some people are poor and some are not.’ 

People were to blame for their own poverty and they must 
either change or face the consequences. But, as now, the 
pendulum swung between care and control. The settlement 
house movement and Guilds of Help which developed from the 
late 19th century recognised the structural causes of poverty 
and put more emphasis on care and support. 

The post-Second World War rise of the welfare state and the 
gradual de-institutionalisation of social work’s client groups 
since the 1960s also marked a shift away from the control ethos. 
But periodic moral panics ever since, usually resulting from 
lurid media headlines, have seen policy lurch back and forth 
between the confl icting priorities of punishment and welfare 
for young off enders, people with mental health problems and 
dysfunctional families. 

As Pierson ably shows, social work’s identity was forged in 
this confl ict. 

Mark Ivory

Periodic moral 
panics ever 

since, usually 
resulting from lurid 
media headlines, have 
seen policy lurch 
back and forth
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l
ocal authority social workers will be 
familiar with the Public Law Outline 
(PLO) introduced in April 2008, which 
heralded a new approach to the 
management of care and supervision 

orders. It was yet another attempt to tackle 
the time-honoured problem of delay in public 
law proceedings. 

While essentially a judicial initiative, the 
PLO focuses on court processes and local 
authority pre-proceedings practice, with 
the aim of delivering shorter, more focused 
public law proceedings. However, as recent 
newspaper headlines have proclaimed, 
children are actually waiting longer for 
courts to settle their future. 

The continued high volume of care 
applications, together with delays in 
court, suggest that the aspirations of the PLO 
are far from realised. Indeed, the fi ndings of 
the Family Justice Review confi rmed an array 
of systemic weaknesses within the family 
justice system. 

Here, I focus on social work under the PLO 
and draw on very recent research fi ndings 
to highlight some of the diffi  culties that 

Dr Karen Broadhurst is senior lecturer in social work and social 
science, Lancaster University

stepping back from 
the edge of care
A new approach to family cases 
before they reach court could benefi t 
children and reduce delays, says 
researcher Karen Broadhurst

opinion  updaTe  inTerVieW  pracTice  policY
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local authorities currently face in trying to 
improve their practice. In addition, I describe 
a novel initiative tested in Coventry and 
Warwickshire and ask whether the children’s 
guardian might play an important role in pre-
proceedings social work.

Changes to local authority pre-proceedings 
practice under the PLO are set out in the 
revised version of Volume 1 of the Children 
Act 1989 Guidance and Regulations. 
Refl ecting concerns outlined in the Child Care 
Proceedings Review, the changes aim to:
● Improve families’ understanding and 

engagement with the family justice system; 
● Encourage local authorities, where safe and 

desirable, to pursue alternatives to court 
proceedings; and 

●  Improve the quality of care 
applications, where cases do 
come before the court.

As outlined in the guidance, 
the PLO places far greater 
responsibility on the local 
authority to complete 
assessment work prior to 
making an application to 
the courts. A large amount 
of work that once took 
place during proceedings 
is now ‘returned’ to the 
administrative space of the 
local authority. 

While the social work profession may see 
many benefi ts to this shift, it also requires 
that borderline, so-called ‘edge of care’ 
cases are held for longer in pre-proceedings. 
To date, I would argue that the resource 
implications of the PLO have not been fully 
acknowledged, nor the inherent anxieties 
that ‘edge of care’ practice entails in regard to 
children’s welfare and safety.

Over the past three years, I have worked 
with colleagues exploring pre-proceedings 
practice in a number of local authorities. 
Observations from this work have led the 
team* to conclude that the complexities of 
pre-proceedings practice are far greater than 

offi  cial guidance suggests (see our papers 
in ‘Resources’).

Eff ective pre-proceedings practice is not 
simply a matter of completing paper work 
(initial assessment, core assessment, social 
work chronology and pre-existing care plan); 
rather, resolving ‘edge of care’ cases requires 
advanced analytic skills, coupled with the ability 
to work very closely with children and families. 
Moreover, given the particular diffi  culties that 
parents present whose children teeter on the 
threshold for compulsory removal, input from 
multi-agency partners is critical. 

However, in our studies, local authorities 
reported continued problems of retaining a 
highly skilled workforce as well as practical 

*The author has undertaken studies with Kim Holt and Nancy Kelly at 
Bradford University, and with Paula Doherty at Lancaster University.

The 
resource 

implications of the 
PLO have not been 
fully acknowledged, 
nor the inherent 
anxieties that ‘edge 
of care’ practice 
entails in regard to 
children’s welfare 
and safety
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barriers to eff ective multi-agency working. 
For example, in pre-proceedings work, where 
specialist mental health or learning disability 
assessments were required, all too often 

partner agencies appeared unable to off er 
this service – leaving local authorities little 
choice but to commission costly specialist 
assessments from private providers. 

When money is tight, it is of course 
tempting to wait for the court to direct such 
assessments so that costs can be shared with 
the Legal Services Commission. This does 
nothing to divert borderline cases from the 
court, nor does it ensure that parents’ capacity 
for change is facilitated at a timely point.

The rise in the number of care proceedings 
nationally would suggest that the PLO has 
had little impact in terms of encouraging 
the diversion of cases from proceedings 
where safe and desirable. However, national 
statistics mask considerable variations in 
practices between local authorities. 

Working with a number of local authorities 
I have observed that some teams are able to 

I have seen far less evidence of effective 
pre-proceedings work leading to 

shorter, more focused proceedings as 
envisaged by the PLO and endorsed by the 
Family Justice Review

opinion  updaTe  inTerVieW  pracTice  policY
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facilitate high rates of diversion in ‘borderline’ 
cases. Where diversion has been achieved, this 
has been largely through eff ective work with 
extended families to carefully plan for either 
shared or alternative care with kin. Resourcing 
extended family networks in this way has 
many advantages where it is done well, not 
least that disruption to the child is minimised. 
Evidence also suggests that kin carers are 
often better placed to promote contact 
between children and their birth parents.

A key observation from my research so 
far is that, while there are certainly pockets 
of very good practice in the diversion of 
borderline cases from care proceedings, I 
have seen far less evidence of eff ective pre-
proceedings work leading to shorter, more 
focused proceedings as envisaged by the PLO 
and endorsed by the Family Justice Review. 

Here I turn to the Coventry and 
Warwickshire demonstration project (see 
our 2011 paper in ‘Resources’) to consider 
a novel initiative that drew the children’s 
guardian into pre-proceedings work. Coventry 
Combined Court has signifi cant delays in care 
proceedings. Responding to this problem, 

Cafcass with Warwickshire and Coventry 
local authority children’s services sought to 
examine whether early involvement of the 
children’s guardian might reduce the volume 
of cases coming before the courts or narrow 
the range of issues presented where cases did 
come to court.

The project planned for the guardian to 
attend the pre-proceedings meeting – a critical 
component of the formal pre-proceedings 
process. Where possible the guardian would 
also visit the children and parents, observe 
parent-child interaction and off er informal 
advice to both parents and professionals. 
A number of potentially positive impacts 
emerged from the study, not least that 
guardians were able to bring their specialist 
knowledge to the pre-proceedings process. 
If cases did progress to court, then the 
assessment work would be more complete. 

A small and highly skilled pool of 
guardians were involved in the demonstration 
project, all of whom spoke of the value 
of being able to off er case input in pre-
proceedings. They described being able to 
gain a ‘head-start’ where cases progressed to 
court which enabled them to present earlier, 
more decisive analyses to the court, reducing 
the likelihood that it would call for duplicate 
assessments. 

Professionals were, of course, acutely 
aware that the guardian service is already 
very stretched and suggested that it would be 
unrealistic to include a guardian in all pre-
proceedings cases. But the study does point 
to the possibility of a more fl exible approach 
in borderline cases that are proving diffi  cult 
to resolve. 

The research team are now working closely 
with Coventry and Warwickshire children’s 
services to further test the pilot with a focus 
on pre-birth cases, as well as tracking cases 
already in the pilot as they progress through 
the courts. Further local authority teams are 
also joining the pilot within Cheshire and 
Merseyside. SWM

conTenTs



The pre-proceedings meeting (PPM) is a 
critical component of the new approach to 
care proceedings outlined under the PLO.  

Guidance on the conduct of the PPM is clear that, 
wherever safe and desirable, it ought to be about 
offering parents or carers an opportunity to hear 
and respond to local authority concerns. 

National guidance (‘Preparing for Care and 
Supervision Proceedings,’ Ministry of Justice, 
2009) indicates that a Letter Before Proceedings 
(LbP) should be sent to parents inviting them to 
attend a pre-proceedings meeting, where the 
local authority considers that the threshold for 
proceedings is met, but there is scope for further 
work with the family to reduce risks.  It says:

‘If it [local authority] makes an “in principle” 
decision that it would be appropriate to apply for 
an order but also concludes that the risk can be 
managed without an immediate application, the 
LA is effectively concluding that it can see a window 
of opportunity to try to continue to work with the 
family to maintain their children safely with their 
parents. The LbP should be sent at this point. 

‘Once the LbP is sent, the LA should utilise 
this opportunity to secure a plan or agreement 
to protect the child safely at home and work 
towards reducing the risk of significant harm to 
the child.’ 

From our observations of local authority 
practices across a number of teams, we 
did observe that there was some confusion 
concerning when to send an Lbp. In some 
cases the Lbp appeared to be sent and parents 
called to a meeting, when in fact the LA did 
not think that there was scope for further work 
to reduce risks. In such cases, there was little 
scope for diversion; indeed a plan to progress to 
proceedings had already been made. 

In triggering non-means tested ‘Level 2’ legal 
aid, the letter before proceedings provides 
parents with the important opportunity for 
independent legal representation - with the 
parents’ legal advisor potentially facilitating their 
engagement with the PPM. Again, the same 
official guidance is clear that where parents have 
sought legal advice and are prepared for the PPM 
this is greatly beneficial:

‘The Pre-Proceedings Meeting (PPM) will work 
best where both the LA and the parent have 
had a good opportunity to prepare. For the 
parent this will mean considering the LbP and 
understanding the plan which he or she is being 
asked to agree to.’

However, in Coventry and Warwickshire, we found 
variability in the quality of this representation. 
While parents’ solicitors demonstrated much 
commitment to advocacy for parents, they were 
also candid about the negative impact of cuts 
to legal aid funding upon the quality of their 
representation. Private practices often sent a 
para-legal to service the PPM – it was simply not 
economic to allocate qualified practitioners to all 
cases. In a minority of cases, allocated solicitors 
stated that they would only represent parents if 
cases went into proceedings. We noted far less 
legal representation for fathers at PPM meetings, 
who often failed to attend with a solicitor.

Parents’ legal representatives also expressed 
some conflict of interest between their role 
as advocates for parents and their broader 
obligations to the best interests of children. 
They stated that if they were seen as too closely 
aligned to the local authority perspective, this 
risked effective relationships with parents. When 
we examined pre-proceedings minutes, we 
found mostly very limited evidence of input from 
parents’ legal representatives to those meetings. 

This was of some concern to the research team 
given that the meeting sought agreement from 
parents or carers as to actions that they must 
take in order that children could remain safely at 
home. The MoJ guidance says:

‘The PPM will not however, decide on anything 
which fundamentally remains contested or 
disputed. No participant should feel pressured to 
agree to anything that he or she does not want 
to. Legal advice during the meeting will assist the 
parent with this.’

A further issue, not previously identified, 
was that legal representatives had variable 
knowledge of welfare issues that were central 
to the PPM and this limited their ability to 
participate. These observations will be further 
tested through an extension of the pilot.

The pre-proceedings meeTing



The pre-proceedings meeTing

The children’s guardian works ‘in tandem’ with 
the children’s solicitor to ensure independent 
representation for the child in public law cases. 

Despite being viewed as an exemplary service, 
this model has been subject to amendment under 
the PLO, with critics claiming that changes may 
erode quality.

Under the PLO, guardians are now required to 
produce shorter case analyses at a much earlier 
point in the court process. Concerns have been 
expressed that guardians may be compelled to 
express a view before they have gained a full 
background understanding of the case. 

However, given last year’s Family Justice Review 
target of six months for care proceedings, might 
the introduction of guardians into pre-proceedings 
address concerns about their preparedness for 
earlier analyses? In addition, early involvement of 
the children’s guardian would ensure independent 
oversight for children, where cases ‘in principle’ 
meet the threshold for care proceedings.  The 
Association of Lawyers for Children has drawn 
attention to the lack of representation of children 
in pre-proceedings. While parents are now entitled 
to legal representation during pre-proceedings, it 
is something of an oversight that children do not 
enjoy this same entitlement. 

Turning to the findings from the Coventry and 
Warwickshire Demonstration Project and focusing 
specifically on the pre-proceedings meting (PPM), 
it is possible to conceptualise the guardian 
as potentially fulfilling an important 
role as mediator within this 
meeting, while holding the 
needs of children central to 
negotiation. 

The PPM can be seen 
as a social work-led 
meeting that provides an 
opportunity for alternative 
dispute resolution in 
borderline care cases. 
Observations drawn from 

the demonstration project found that the children’s 
guardian (on account of his/her independence), 
was able to broker a diversion plan between 
parents and the local authority – acceptable to 
both parties but child-centred. 

As national guidance (Ministry of Justice, 2009) 
describes, there is much benefit in establishing a 
non-adversarial atmosphere and fostering trust 
between parties. In this context, the guardian, 
who does not share a history of perhaps frustrated 
progress with the family, may enable a more 
objective position to be attained. In the pilot, 
we observed that in a number of cases, parents 
appeared more able to listen to concerns about 
children from an ‘outside’ party. 

Introducing the guardian into pre-proceedings 
does, however, require parental consent. In the 
Coventry and Warwickshire pre-proceedings pilot, 
we found that the often short window between 
the legal planning meeting and the PPM left busy 
social workers with very limited time to obtain 
this consent. 

However, for the guardian’s role at the PPM to be 
effective, visits to the family beforehand and case 
discussion with the social worker were critical to the 
success of this role. Of course, any revision to the 
guardian’s role would need to be made on the basis 
of thoroughly considered child-centred reasons and 
would require changes to primary legislation.  

Professionals in our study also raised questions 
about role clarification and the need to be very 

clear that the role of the guardian did 
not duplicate what was offered 

by the independent reviewing 
officer. The further roll-out 

of this demonstration 
pilot during 2012 will 
ascertain the value of 
early involvement of the 
children’s guardian, in 
regard to whether this 
intervention can reduce 

delay in the family court.

pre-proceedings pracTice: can The children’s guardian help?
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Owen Davies is public a� airs adviser and Claire Barcham 
is professional practice development adviser at The College 
of Social Work

W
hat sort of 
future is there 
for social work 
in adults’ 
services?  It 

has been reported that 
social work posts are being 
deleted and adult social 
services departments are 
appointing unqualifi ed staff  
to do similar tasks. 

We hear that newly 
qualifi ed social workers can 
fi nd jobs in child protection 
teams but not in adults’ 
services departments. And 
social workers in adults’ work 
themselves say that they feel 
that the valuable work they 
do goes unrecognised. 

The College of Social Work 
is being established to speak 
up for all social workers, and 
our members are already 
telling us how they want 
us to impress on decision 
makers that the work they 
do is of crucial importance to 
service users. 

We have held a series 
of meetings involving 
front-line staff , managers, 
service users and training 
and development experts 
to build up a picture of the 
current state of services, 
and to fi nd out what the 
profession thinks we need to 
do to ensure that social work 
survives and prospers.

Emerging from these 
meetings are some 
important themes.

1A self-confi dent 
profession willing 
to spell out what it 
o� ers
Experienced social 

workers often expressed 
frustration about the way 
that fashions come and go in 
social work with adults. Most 
would say that they came 
into social work expecting 
to be working face-to-face 
with people in need, using 
their interpersonal skills to 
help them fi nd their own 
way forward, and acting 
as adviser, enabler and 
advocate. 

Professional practice is 
rooted in ideas about 

dignity and equality that other 
professions would acknowledge, 
but only in social work are they 
fundamentally related to the 
purpose of the job

opinion  updaTe  inTerVieW  sTaTe oF The arT  policY

Practitioners have been hit by fi nancial cuts, so what should they do 
to survive? Owen Davies and Claire Barcham met some to fi nd out

Why adults need 
social workers
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They would typically take issue with the 
“assess and recommend” approach typical 
of care management, often saying they felt 
that their skills were underused in this type 
of work.

Some welcomed the philosophy behind 
personalisation, arguing that it was likely 
to free them up to take a creative, enabling 
role where they could use their skills and 
knowledge well. This was echoed by some 
social workers in mental health, who often 
felt pressured to do a ‘dogsbody’ job in their 
multi-professional teams, rather than being 
trusted to do the social work tasks that they 
are expert in.

2 A proud profession keen to speak 
out for its values
Social workers are bound by the 
General Social Care Council code of 
practice, which draws on principles of 

human rights and social justice. Professional 
practice is rooted in ideas about dignity 
and equality that other professions would 
acknowledge, but only in social work are they 
fundamentally related to the purpose of 
the job. 

When a social worker deals with issues 
of protection or intervention in people’s 
lives – whether they relate to the compulsory 
admission to hospital of someone suff ering 
from a psychiatric disorder or the care of 
an older person affl  icted by dementia – 
their decisions will be based on a complex 
balancing of individual and community 
interests.

Social workers often fi nd themselves 
speaking up for the rights of people who 
are seen as diffi  cult or incompetent by the 
family or community in which they live, but 
sometimes they have a duty to take decisions 
that restrict the freedoms of individuals. This 
is a diffi  cult and sometimes controversial 
aspect of the job. It requires judgement and 
a set of skills and knowledge in balancing 
diff erent rights that only social work 
training provides. 

3 A trusted profession whose practice 
is based on solid evidence about 
what works 
Social work has a strong evidence 
base, both for understanding the 

challenges presented by the people who 
come (or are sent) for their help and for the 
interventions that can be deployed to bring 
about change. 

The growing body of research is widely 
welcomed by social workers. Indeed, we 
saw a real enthusiasm for creating more 
opportunities for front-line workers to get 
involved in small-scale practical research. 
The further development of the evidence 
base – driven by a partnership between 
practitioners and academics – must be a key 
part of the future of the profession.

conTenTs
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4 An e� ective profession with the 
organisation and resources to ensure 
that services are of high quality
Good social work happens in a wide 
range of settings. It’s a cliché to 

say that social work is constantly changing, 
but it’s true. Some of our participants were 
annoyed that the reinvention of wheels is 
often heralded by those with short memories 
as ‘innovation’. 

But most accepted it as a fact of professional 
life that social workers must be ready to 

deploy their skills in organisations subject to 
continuous change, and in settings that alter as 
the understanding of ‘what works’ develops. Just 
as medicine constantly changes to embrace 
new treatments and deal with new health risks, 
so does social work. 

This means that social work needs the 
resources to meet challenges as they arise. 
Our social work members are heartily fed 
up with working in cash-strapped and 
understaff ed organisations – and then 
getting the blame when things go wrong. SWM

We saw a real enthusiasm for creating 
more opportunities for front-line 

workers to get involved in small-scale 
practical research

opinion  updaTe  inTerVieW  sTaTe oF The arT  policY
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i
t was Tony Blair who said that his priority 
was ‘education, education, education’. 
Michael Gove also concentrates on his 
education responsibilities and, apart 
from his personal drive on adoption, 

gives less attention to children’s social 
work. Each has had their own take on the 
importance of the traditional three Rs of 
writing, reading and arithmetic.

But social work has been left with its own 
three Rs – of risk, rationing and ritual. It is 
social workers in both children’s and adults’ 
services who are immersed in, and held to 
account for, the management of risk to 
vulnerable children and adults. It is social 
workers who increasingly have found that 
their work is focussed on rationing resources 
for children, families and disabled and 
older people. 

And it is social workers who are engulfed 
by the rituals of procedures. It is to some 
extent the same for all professionals, such 
as teachers, health workers and doctors. It is 
what has happened to all professionals in the 
public sector over the past 20 years. But it is 
most notable for social workers.

Colleagues and I recently undertook a 
study of how diff erent core professional 
competencies and characteristics are 
defi ned and deployed in multiprofessional 
community health and social care teams. It 
found that social workers were spending more 

time in the offi  ce, and less time with service 
users, than other professional colleagues – 
although health therapists such as speech, 
occupational and physiotherapists were not 

spending that much time 
with service users either. 

More time was spent 
working directly with 
service users by doctors and 
psychologists, and most 
time by nurses. But other 
professionals were seen as 
having more professional 
space and autonomy, and 
they were more focussed 

on action whereas social workers were more 
restricted to focus on assessment. 

It does not have to be like this. So in the 
new professional space to be built by social 
workers, there should be a focus on revising 
the three Rs for social work. 

social work and 
the Three rs
It’s time to switch the focus of 
practice from rationing to rights, 
says Professor Ray Jones

More children 
and families will 

be living without a 
working cooker to 
prepare a hot meal or 
the bus fare for parents 
to visit a sick child in 
hospital

time in the offi  ce, and less time with service 
users, than other professional colleagues – 
although health therapists such as speech, 
occupational and physiotherapists were not 

spending that much time 
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Rights
Firstly, rights, emphasising social work’s value-
base about human and civil rights for people 
who are often marginalised, demonised and 
stigmatised. At a time when unemployment is 
increasing, benefi ts are being cut and housing 
for many families is becoming less secure, the 
talk is of wimps, wasters and the workshy. 

As plans proceed to reduce the money in the 
social security Social Fund, and then transfer 
the responsibility for its management to local 
authorities, the consequence will be more 
children and families living without a working 
cooker to prepare a hot meal or the bus fares 
for parents to visit a sick child in hospital. 

As disability benefi ts are time-limited and 
made much harder to claim, there will be 

At a time of personal trauma and turmoil 
people may be assisted to fi nd a way forward 
through discussion and time with someone 
they can trust, who is not overwhelmed by 
their distress, and who can help to structure 
their planning and problem-solving. 

From a child moving in to care to an older 
person with increasing frailty confronting the 
increasing diffi  culties of living alone, having 
someone with whom to share anxieties and 
fears and to consider future options and 
possibilities is a resource which has become 
undervalued.

Relevance
And thirdly, relevance, seeing people in their 
social and environmental context, including 

Ray Jones is professor of social work at Kingston University and 
St George’s, University of London, and a former director of social 
services and chair of BASW.

increasing exclusion and isolation for disabled 
people. A focus on values now becomes 
even more important. This should underlie 
the advocacy role of social workers and also 
social workers contributing to a collective 
voice to tell what it is like for those who are 
marginalised and whose dignity is minimised.

Relationships
Secondly, relationships, recognising that it is 
the interaction between social workers and 
service users which has importance for people 
who may be in turmoil because of major life 
changes or threat, and who others keep at a 
distance. It also through the knowledge and 
trust that is built through relationships that 
change may be sought with and for others. 

the context of disadvantage and having less 
power. It is this perspective of a person in a 
bigger context that might be less prevalent 
for doctors and health workers, and for 
teachers, largely trained and working within 
the boundaries and brick walls of hospitals 
and schools. 

It is a strength of social work that its focus 
is not only the individual or the social context. 
It is both, and how each interacts and has 
an impact on the other. It is why social 
workers need a community focus as well as 
personal focus, and why an understanding 
of politics and power is important alongside 
an understanding of psychology and of 
the person. 

Being intellectually eclectic and 
wide-ranging in its knowledge-base and 
perspectives can be presented as a weakness, 
but it is one of social work’s strengths as it 
reviews and revises its own three Rs. SWM

increasing exclusion and isolation for disabled 
people. A focus on values now becomes 
even more important. This should underlie 
the advocacy role of social workers and also 
social workers contributing to a collective 

the context of disadvantage and having less 
power. It is this perspective of a person in a 
bigger context that might be less prevalent 
for doctors and health workers, and for 
teachers, largely trained and working within 
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Frontline social workers must be freed 
from rigid processes for the sake of child 
protection, say Sue White, Dave Wastell 
and Brid Featherstone

Why system design should 
be the day job

T
he Munro Review of child protection 
in England makes a strong case for 
system redesign. The report takes 
issue with the excessive dominance 
of timescales, audit and performance 

management which had paradoxically 
made error more, rather than less likely in 
children’s services. The work had become 
bureaucratically complicated while the 
system failed to take account of its human 
complexity.

If we really want to understand what goes 
wrong when children are failed by the system, 
we need to look at the ‘human factors’. 

One example concerns the Laming Inquiry 
into the death of Victoria Climbie; during 
one hospital admission, the contact with 
social services to inform them of a medical 
explanation for the injuries was made by a 
junior doctor, Dr Dempster:

‘...[Victoria] was admitted to the ward last 
night with concerns re: possible NAI [non-
accidental injury]. She has however been 
assessed by the consultant Dr Schwartz 
and it has been decided that her scratch 
marks are all due to scabies. Thus it is no 
longer a child protection issue. There are 
however several issues that need to be 
sorted out urgently: 1) [Victoria ] and her 
mother are homeless. They moved out of 
their B & B accommodation three days 
ago. 2) [Victoria] does not attend school. 
[Victoria] and her mother recently arrived 
from France and do not have a social 

conTenTs
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Sue White is professor of social work, University of 
Birmingham; Dave Wastell is professor of information systems, 
University of Nottingham; and Brid Featherstone is professor 
of social care, Open University

network in this country. Thank you for your 
help.’ (cited in Laming 2003: 251).

The doctor’s intention was to prompt a 
hospital visit by a social worker, but the letter 
was read by over-stretched social workers on 
duty as a recategorisation of the case – it was 
no longer a matter for child protection. 

So, from the point of view of the human 
actors, complexities arise from the need 
to pass what might be speculative and 
ambiguous information across service 
boundaries. For the receivers of the referral, 
the categories ‘non accidental injury’ or 
‘child protection case’ were the ‘message’, 
the ‘urgent’ matters detailed by the doctors 
simply ‘noise’. The eff ect of the formal 
organisational systems that forced premature 
categorisation escaped Laming’s criticism – 
indeed, he prescribed more of them. 

If we are to design safer systems we must 
start with human beings. How do motivated 
staff  make retrospectively obvious errors 
in the attribution of cause and eff ect? The 
intrinsic characteristics of information 
processing by human beings are both friend 
and foe in decision-making. 

We are equipped with an apparatus 
to assess our fellow human beings on an 
intuitive/emotional level, and alongside 
this we have particular cognitive biases. 
For instance, once we have settled on an 
interpretation of events we tend to deviate 
little from our initial ‘anchor’ hypothesis. 
When powerful cultural practices are added 
to the mix, we have a heady cocktail.

It is clear that the failures in many cases 
are not principally to be remedied through 
familiar exhortations to share or record 
information. Important as these are, rarely 
are they the crucial causal errors.

Organisations need to be designed to provide 
the time, space, argumentative fl exibility, 
analytic ability and trusting relationships to 
debate and make sense of what is being seen 
and recorded. To do this, we must engage with 
what is known about system design. 

So far there has been too much 
emphasis on the standardisation of process. 
Technologies for process management will 
only be eff ective for routine processes and it is 
vital to distinguish between these and those 
where expert judgement and dialogue are key. 

The message is ‘do not standardise 
processes that cannot be standardised!’ 
Researchers Lillrank and Liukko capture this 
distinction in their ‘quality broom’ metaphor 
(see following page).

Standard processes can be managed 
through procedural or technological means, 
but non-routine processes cannot. For 
example, standardised processes can ensure 
that the father’s name is recorded, but 
the assessment of him cannot be done by 

If we are to design safer systems we must 
start with human beings. How do 

motivated staff make retrospectively obvious 
errors in the attribution of cause and effect?
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standardised means. It is highly complex 
work. Much of social work lies at the ‘brush’ 
end of the quality broom. Standardised 
processes are thus always the wrong 
approach for a great deal of the work. 

What can social workers and managers do 
to design safer systems? They must refl ect 
and represent the realities of the job and 
resist the imposition of systems designed 
by outside experts that are not rooted in an 
understanding of those realities. 

For example, multiple versions of events 
and confl icts around care and control can 
characterise many cases where a range of 
abuses are occurring. Standardised protocols 
are of little value in such situations. 

Young people constantly give feedback 
on the importance of how they are talked to 
by workers. Thus, while it is important to be 
able to measure how many children attend 
meetings that are held to discuss their care 
(standard process), it is just as important, if 
not more so, to devise meaningful measures 
that assess their level of participation and 
how they feel about the quality of those 
meetings (non-routine process). 

The design approach advocated by Munro 
is known as sociotechnical systems design 
(STSD). Several key principles characterise 
the approach., which can be summed up as 
‘do not over-specify and delegate as much 
as safety and accountability will allow, 
liberating people to innovate and adapt to 
unpredictable situations’. So, do not have too 

many rules about the wrong things, and allow 
social workers to make those decisions they 
are best placed to make, rather than having 
multiple ‘sign-off s’. 

There are examples of such redesign within 
social work, such as the Hackney’s ‘Reclaiming 
Social Work’ initiative (see book review on 
page 12). Here, radical re-organisation along 

sociotechnical principles 
(small, autonomous work-
groups) achieved the virtuous 
circle of improved outcomes 
(e.g. fewer children in care) 
and reduced costs. 

If we are to avoid 
externally imposed ‘strong but 
wrong’ solutions to complex 
problems in the future then 
the people who know most 
about the work will need to 
play a full part in designing 
safer systems. The College 

can help by making the case for this and 
showcasing its eff ects. This has to be the day 
job for all of us. SWM

Quality systems

Quality culture

Level of 
uncertainty

Standard
● Identical repetition
● Compliance
● Procedures

Nonroutine
● Non-repetitive
● Interpretation
● Intuition

If we are to 
avoid externally 

imposed ‘strong but 
wrong’ solutions to 
complex problems in 
the future then the 
people who know most 
about the work will 
need to play a full part 
in designing safer 
systems

resources
Professor Eileen Munro, Munro Review of 

Child Protection: Final Report, A Child 
Centred System, May 2011. Available here.

Lord Laming, The Victoria Climbie Inquiry, 
January 2003. Available here.
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