
nfettered Tory Britain will be
no great place to practice social
work. The apparent victory at
the recent General Election of
neoliberal/free market policies

over anything resembling a concern for
social justice or equality looks bad for local
authority services. It is now generally
accepted that the greater the inequality gap
in society, the worse will be its social
problems – from being poorly in terms of
physical or mental ill health, to education
performance, imprisonment or rates of
homicide.

Recent reports show the UK to be the
most unequal country in Europe in terms of
wages and income distribution, with the top
one per cent of earners galloping away in
terms of their personal wealth. Amongst
those now presiding over government power
is Iain Duncan Smith: privately educated,
occasional poverty tourist, and former
Guards officer, he holds the responsibility for
welfare benefits – a man on a mission to
“increase incentives” to work – a chaotic
policy driving the most disadvantaged out of
the benefits system and into street beggary
and homelessness. 

The minister with responsibility for social
work is also privately educated from affluent
Surrey: former corporate lawyer, Nicky
Morgan (included in her portfolio is equality
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which is strange considering she voted
against gay marriage).

Ms Morgan is committed to a
continuation of her predecessor Michael
Gove’s policy to ‘improve’ field social work
through the Frontline initiative, seen by
many as a blatant attempt to broaden a
business and market-led approach to social
work delivery, opening the doors to the
privatisation of just about everything. As
Chancellor Osborne commented at the
Mansion House dinner in early June, private
enterprise is seen as the answer to efficiency
and service delivery issues across the public
sector – a neoliberal mantra riding on the
back of ‘austerity’ that Margaret Thatcher
could only dream about.

Values

Faced with all this, what can we do to
maintain a focus on the values that brought
most of us into social work? Read on if for
you this does not include extending business
models, reducing dependency on the state,
social policing, and roles that barely involve

contact with service users in favour of online
assessment tools. 

The premise here is that an approach
which is based on a return to traditional
social work models involving relationship
building, recognition of the nature of
oppression suffered by the vast majority of
service users, and positive change (even if
that takes a while) is more rewarding and
ultimately productive than rapid focused
interventions measured by unreliable (and
often copyrighted and aggressively marketed)
assessment tools. 

This is considered radical because in the
present climate it cuts against the grain.
Social work has the highest turnover of any
comparable profession in the UK and so such
strategies have another important purpose:
helping individuals deal with the multiple
pressures they find in practice, stemming all
the way from societal and government
expectation to chronic front line need. The
radical social worker stands a greater chance
of survival in the sense of avoiding either
total accommodation to the neoliberal
agenda or burnout.
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Let’s get

In the face of continuing austerity, cuts to welfare and the
privatisation agenda, Colin Turbett believes the green shoots of
radical social work must be nurtured  
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Radical social work as a counter to the
status quo has a long history in social work,
reaching its peak of influence in 1975 with
the publication of a book by Bailey and Brake
of the same name. Many young workers of
my own generation were inspired by its call
for class-based collective struggle to create a
better society in contrast to ‘casework’ that
seemed to ask individuals to adapt better to
an unequal society.
In the 1980s and 1990s, following on from

the impact of Thatcher’s politics on the UK
(which are, of course, still around today),
such approaches were eclipsed by single issue
concerns around equality, gender and race.
Over recent years there has been a revival of
interest and a group of UK academics have
written a number of books on radical social
work and they have organised around the
Social Work Action Network (SWAN) with
some moderate success. Their only flaw (and
given the strength of their work it is a minor
criticism) is a focus on critique rather than
day-to-day practice.  
Six main components of a ‘radical social

work’ strategy for workers today are offered
in this briefly summarised contribution to
the debate:

1 Recognise the place of the people we
work with in an unequal class-based
society and make this central to
assessment, discussion and agreed
individual care plans. Reject the blame
culture promoted by the tabloid press fed
by government agendas.

2 Make relationship based practice the
main focus of any intervention. This
means earning respect from service users
for honesty, reliability and the sharing of
information. Risk assessments, the core of
practice in today’s culture, should focus
on protective and strength based factors
rather than perceived weakness. This
infers an emphasis on support to increase
such strengths and resilience rather than
prominence being given to surveillance
and aggressive interventions. There is a
good body of literature supporting such
approaches (see, for example
Featherstone, White & Morris 2014, on
child protection – a practice area at the
sharp end of public interest and social
policy making).

3 Create workplace cultures that celebrate
creative working based on the core values
of social work. This will also mean
challenging the appearance of prejudice
and discrimination alongside allies in the
office. This is not restricted to meetings
and formal settings but extends to the
tearoom and informal transactions
between colleagues.

PRIVATE ENTERPRISE IS SEEN AS THE
ANSWER TO EFFICIENCY AND SERVICE
DELIVERY ISSUES ACROSS THE PUBLIC

SECTOR – A NEOLIBERAL MANTRA RIDING
ON THE BACK OF ‘AUSTERITY’ THAT

THATCHER COULD ONLY DREAM ABOUT

4 Use discretion to find ways to promote
such creative practice. The great American
sociologist Michael Lipsky, whose 1980
book has been recently re-published,
explores this theme and demonstrates
that all systems of public administration
require adaptation at front line level in
order to avoid system overload and
breakdown. Those who believe that
managerialism has destroyed such
prospects through centralised control and
regulation are wrong. As an exaggerated
example I am always reminded of the
Polish social worker Irena Sendler, who
smuggled Jewish children out of the
Warsaw Ghetto, risking death on a daily
basis in order to save lives. As an exercise
it is worth sitting down with a group of
colleagues and listing areas in which
discretion to ‘do things differently’,
despite all the daily pressures, can be
exercised.

5 Present critical challenges to the endless
round of restructurings and new
initiatives. Some of these are aimed at
‘improving efficiency’ (i.e. making
financial savings) and, as stated at the
start of this piece, will be increasingly
dominated by a marketplace culture.
Other programmes and government
strategies are founded upon class-based
values and right-wing orthodoxy:
parenting programmes are an example of
this – a rejection of working class values
in favour of middle class ones. This is
nonsense when you start to analyse them
carefully and, of course, it’s much cheaper
than tackling poverty and inequality, the
real cause of most stress and family
dysfunction. Personalisation and
individual budgets have their supporters
on the political left as they offer choice,
but the reality is that they are delivered
through a minimum wage driven social
care workforce and a prime role is to save
money.

6 Finally survival in the front line will only
work though collective approaches. The
originators of radical social work ideology
in the 1970s looked to trade unions to

deliver change in the workplace and wider
society. But 40 years later trade unions
have suffered attacks on basic rights and
are no longer the agents of widespread
change they might have shown promise of
being at that time. However, they remain
crucial (in the public sector at least) to
bargaining and individual defence: unions
like UNISON should be built and
defended and that starts with
participation. BASW also has a clear role
in defending and promoting the core
values of social work and resisting the
apparent attractions of the market.
Survival also depends on basics that are
under attack, like good professional
supervision backed by effective workload
management. The radical social worker
will seek out settings where these are
available. None of this will work unless
respect is won from colleagues and
managers through commitment and skill
at the job.

It is easy after a Tory election victory to be
despondent but there are signs of hope that
positive change can happen and our
disenfranchised clients can begin to resist the
forces that confirm their places at the
bottom of the heap. The focus of the
Scottish Independence debate on social
justice and inequality produced a level of
participation and interest in politics north of
the border that saw the unionist parties all
routed in the recent election. 
In Europe anti-austerity politics are on the

ascendancy, something that seemed
unimaginable a few years ago. Social workers
in Greece, Spain and faraway Hong Kong
have been at the forefront of the political
struggles in their countries. Radical social
work as a form of practice has only a small
part to play, but if it enhances the lives of a
few people then it will be worth the
efforts of those involved.

Colin Turbett qualified as a social worker in
1978. He recently retired from a children and
family team manager position with North
Ayrshire Council in Scotland. Read a review of
his book Doing Radical Social Work on page 31
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