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‘Our time is now,’ said 
College chair Jo Cleary 
at our fi rst annual 
conference in January. 
And there can be no doubt 

that the advent of The College of Social 
Work and the two chief social workers, 
who both spoke at our conference, do 
provide an unparalleled opportunity 
for the profession to assert itself on the 
national stage.

But social work must seize the moment.  
This is a critical time in the profession’s 
evolution, as the Care Bill, the work in 
progress from the Munro review, and 
two social work education reviews led 
by Martin Narey and David Croisdale-
Appleby will testify.  Social work itself 
can determine, to a signifi cant extent, 
whether all this rethinking of the 
profession’s role and basis can be turned 
to good eff ect.

The mood music at our annual 
conference was extremely positive, in 

FROM THE EDITOR

spite of the gloomy fi nancial outlook in 
the public sector. There was a genuine 
sense that everyone was up for the 
challenges ahead and that, as our chair 
put it, ‘the future of social work is in our 
hands’.  But the remedies go right to the 
heart of the profession.

For a start, as the chief social worker 
for children, Isabelle Trowler, told the 
conference: ‘We need to watch a little 
less and do a little more.’ Much of 
the extraordinary amount of money 
spent on surveillance, on observing, 
monitoring and reporting professional 
failure would be better spent on direct 
work with the people who need social 
workers. That includes older people too, 
as this month’s article ‘Lessons from 
America’ argues.

So this is a great time for a new 
start – or, as our keynote speaker Lord 
Adebowale put it, a ‘renaissance in 
social work.’  Realistic?  For once, it really 
may be.

Renaissance in social work

MARK IVORY

Social work must 
seize the moment. This is 
a critical time



Prospect of rough-sleeping 
families draws ever closer
 I hate having to tell someone I won’t 

house them: a 23-year-old whose 
family has kicked him out; a family 

from France with a six-year-old where 
the only thing I could offer was to foster 
their child but not accommodate them 
as a family. 

I feel angry, helpless and guilty. I feel 
angry that I’m even in this situation, 
given that I’m not a specialist housing 
adviser. I feel helpless because there is 
so little I can do and I feel guilty that 
I’m not advocating more. 

What’s more, it’s only going to get 
worse. The time of having homeless 
families with young children actually 
living on the streets is, in my view, fast 
approaching. And I think we also have to 
think of the consequences of having to 
say ‘no’ to housing migrant families. It 
might sound good on a national stage to 
take issue with welfare for migrants, but I 
do wonder whether politicians have really 
considered all the consequences.

Of course, we can’t house everyone 
in need, but I think that to offer only 
to accommodate children will mean 
that such families will be forced back 
into multiple occupancy of overpriced, 
overcrowded, unregulated housing 
where people are scared to complain, 
whatever the behaviour of landlords.

So here is my ambition for 2014: to 
highlight this important need and make 
contact with third sector colleagues 
and friends so at least we can start to 
develop better advice and access to 
resources. 

I’m not suggesting those resources 
will be in the public sector but, just as 
food banks developed out of a need to 
support people in food crisis, there is 
now a need to develop something for 
families and others in housing crisis. 
Gotta spare room anyone?

Claire Barcham manages an 
emergency duty team in London

Families will be 
forced back into multiple 
occupancy of overpriced, 
overcrowded, unregulated 
housing

CLAIRE BARCHAM

OPINION



Check out education secretary 
Michael Gove on Wikipedia and 
there’s not even a mention of 

social work in his lengthy entry. Instead, 
we learn that he was criticised by the 
National Association of Head Teachers 
for his policies, the historian Simon 
Schama took issue with his revised 
school history syllabus and his proposal 
for a new royal yacht was disparaged by 
deputy prime minister Nick Clegg as ‘a 
case of the haves and the have yachts’.

But although Gove is a controversial 
figure, it looks as though social work needs 
to take him very seriously. Yet there is little 
sign that this is happening. Moreover, he 
seems to be that increasingly common 
phenomenon in right-wing governments, 
albeit a rarity on the Labour Party front 
bench – a committed populist ideologue. 
And while ideologues and practical policy 
might go together like a fish and a bicycle, 
Mr Gove is playing a key role in shaping 
the future of social work.

So far, this has largely been 
understood in terms of his espousal 
of the new Frontline system of social 
work education, which we are told is 
intended to create an ‘élite route’ into 
the profession to improve the quality 
of practitioners and managers for the 
future. The response to these plans from 
social work and social care’s leaders has 
been muted to say the least. 

But worse still is Gove’s call for social 
workers to put more emphasis on 
individual responsibility and less on the 
social circumstances of those with whom 
they work. In a speech last November, 
after admitting that there are ‘many 
superb social workers’, he went on to 
describe the ‘pernicious’ social justice 
analysis and motivation at the centre 
of their work. ‘In too many cases, social 
work training involves idealistic students 
being told that the individuals with whom 
they will work have been disempowered 
by society,’ he said.

Worse is Gove’s 
call for social workers to 
put more emphasis on 
individual responsibility 

at the SHARP end
A USER’S VIEW 

Mr Gove’s speech was part of the 
government’s attack on poor, disabled 
and other vulnerable people through 
public sector cuts and the programme 
of welfare reform, now supplemented by 
plans to systematically restructure a key 
service to help them – social work. 

This is the clear and strongly evidenced 
message from the most detailed and 
thoroughgoing critique that has so 
far been produced of Gove’s plans, In 
Defence of Social Work: Why Michael 
Gove is wrong, published by the Social 
Work Action Network (SWAN).

What is particularly powerful about its 
report is the breadth of contributors, who 
come from a range of political positions, 
as well as a broad sweep of perspectives: 
from current practitioners and service 
users to educators and researchers. 

SWAN’s radical credentials may result 
in it being accused of being like the little 
boy who shouts out that the emperor 
is wearing no clothes. But social work’s 
leaders should be reminded that this is 
likely to be a much better position to be 
in than that of a seriously under-clothed 
emperor!

Peter Beresford is chair of Shaping our 
Lives and professor of social policy at 
Brunel University. He is a member of 
SWAN.

PETER BERESFORD

OPINION

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Association_of_Head_Teachers
http://www.socialworkfuture.org/articles-and-analysis/news/349-why-gove-is-wrong
http://www.socialworkfuture.org/articles-and-analysis/news/349-why-gove-is-wrong
http://www.socialworkfuture.org/articles-and-analysis/news/349-why-gove-is-wrong
http://www.socialworkfuture.org
http://www.socialworkfuture.org




How to get ahead in  
the placements race
As an MA student I know how 

important it is to get the right 
practice placements that are 

tailored to your needs and help you 
prepare for life as a social worker. 

In my part of the world we have 
something called the PAN London 
placement application. Here is what 
I learned from the experience of 
completing it:
n  Give an accurate representation 

of yourself by being honest. If you 
have commitments that may affect 
the hours you can dedicate on your 
placement, explain these. For example, 
state whether you have to finish work 
by a specific time due to childcare 
commitments. 

n  For each dimension of the Professional 
Capabilities Framework (PCF) 
mention at least two or three areas 
for development and be very specific 

Students should 
not be too concerned 
about whether their 
placement is statutory 
or non-statutory

OPINION

SHANTI BOAFOR

BLOG LOG

because it will inform your work-based 
supervisor and practice educator when 
they draw up your learning agreement.

n  When stating your strengths, ensure that 
they are directly related to the PCF and 
use specific examples to illustrate what 
you have stated to be your strength.

n  I don’t think students should be 
too concerned about whether their 
placement is statutory or non-statutory. 
The most important thing is to secure 
a placement where the agencies are 
willing to provide statutory learning 
opportunities. Students should be 
mindful of this when completing their 
application. On my application, I stated 
that, because my first placement 
had been non-statutory, I preferred 
a statutory placement for my final in 
January 2014; however, I also stated 
that I did not mind whether I was placed 
with a non-statutory agency that was 
willing to give me statutory learning 
opportunities.

n  Always record dates and titles of any 
training workshops in your previous job 
experience that link to the social care 
field so that you can use it to inform your 
application. 

Shanti Boafor is a MA social work 
student at Kingston University

We should not be telling parents to 
flee abroad [to avoid the family courts]; 
we should be making every effort in our 
power to improve the system we have.
CORINNE MAY-CHAHAL

My concern is that many will read 
Christopher Booker’s article in the 
Sunday Telegraph about a woman who 
wants her children to be returned from 
care and take it at face value; the result 
being that people will be scared away 
from services and avoid seeking help.
STEVE CHAMBERLAIN

Participants at The College’s AMHP 
Community of Interest event set out the 
key priorities they would like it to focus on 
in 2014. Greater service user involvement, 
better integration between AMHP 
training and practice, and improving the 
public perception of mental health social 
work were all highlighted.
DAISY BOGG

Social workers may hear about and see 
upsetting or traumatic events, and this 
can lead to a risk of what is known as 
vicarious traumatisation, or secondary 
trauma.
VANESSA GRIFFIN

A series of discussion papers and 
case studies will be published this year 
to stimulate further debate on The 
College’s Business Case for Social Work. 
These will include the role of social work 
in ensuring local authorities meet their 
statutory duties, community social  
work and building social capital and 
social work with older people. Most 
important will be the implications of  
the Care Bill and the opportunities it 
brings for social work.
BERNARD WALKER



If you are interested in applying for any of the above roles please visit

www.medwaychildrenscarejobs.co.uk

Transforming our services to improve
life chances for our children

Head of Child Protection & Proceedings - up to £60,640 

Principal Social Worker - up to £45,341

Fostering Team Manager - £45,341*

Social Work Manager - up to £45,341*

Senior Social Worker - up to £40,741*

Social Worker - up to £36,313*
* plus a retention payment of up to £3,500 per annum, dependent upon post

IRO/Lecturer in Social Work
(Joint post with the University of Kent) - up to £40,741

In return we offer many benefits including: a Social Work Academy, corporate
membership to The College of Social Work and Research in Practice, relocation
expenses (if applicable), lease car or essential car allowance, local government
pension scheme.



UPDATE

Social work will continue to be 
a strong force in spite of the 
public sector cuts, College chair 

Jo Cleary told TCSW’s first annual 
conference.

She told delegates that social 
workers had a key role to play 
in supporting people facing 
unprecedented stress. ‘People need 
social workers and they need what 
we can offer. The future of social work 
is in our hands. Our time is now.’

She went on to express optimism 
for the future despite spending cuts: 
‘We have always been a resilient and 
tenacious profession.’

Chief social worker for children 
Isabelle Trowler said struggling 
families would benefit from resources 
being concentrated on intervening 
more and monitoring less.

Cleary: ‘Our time is now’
‘We have myriad “watchers” in 

the system so that we constantly 
observe, monitor and report failure 
[by professionals],’ she said. ‘We need 
to watch a little less and do a little 
more.’

Lord Victor Adebowale, chief 
executive of social care enterprise 
Turning Point, spoke of the growing 
importance of social work. ‘We are 
coming full circle,’ he said. ‘We’re 
realising that society needs the 
experts. We need those people who 
understand how communities work 
together.’

Meanwhile chief social worker 
for adults Lyn Romeo urged social 
workers to ensure they were at the 
heart of the transformation of health 
and social care.
More from the conference

Expert advice from College online
The College of Social Work (TCSW) has launched a bespoke online 
platform to give members better access to advice from social care experts.

The first members’ event on the new Communities of Interest platform 
was an online debate on 7 February on the themes and issues that 
emerged from the TCSW Conference on 21 January.

Chief social workers Lyn Romeo and Isabelle Trowler were due to 
be on the panel, which was chaired by The College’s chief executive, 
Annie Hudson.

Hudson said: ‘Our Communities of Interest provide social workers with 
an arena to gain knowledge and seek advice, as well as share their own 
views and concerns.’ Read more

Moves to close gap in mental health care
The College is hoping that plans 
to tackle inequality in access 
to mental health care and 
to widen choices will address 
longstanding grievances.

The government document, 
Closing the Gap, spells out the 
need to find out why people 
from ethnic minorities are 
less likely to use psychological 
therapies and why relatively few 
older people use mental health 
services.

The importance of choice in 
care is highlighted by extending 

to mental health service users the 
legal right that applies to physical 
health patients contained in the 
NHS Constitution Handbook.  The 
change will be introduced in April.

Daisy Bogg, The College’s 
practice development adviser, 
said: ‘More needs to be done 
to make sure those in the most 
need are treated in a way that 
protects their personal dignity, 
with appropriate choices 
available and self-determination 
informing any interventions.’
More on Closing the Gap

Professional Assembly member awarded MBE
Lucie Heyes, member of The College of Social Work’s Professional 
Assembly, was awarded an MBE in the Queen’s New Year Honours list.

Heyes, who is also a media spokesperson for The College, was recognised 
for her contribution to children and families services. Read more

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/273649/Closing_the_gap.pdf
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 A
s you enter the Hampshire town 
of Aldershot a sign welcomes 
you to the ‘Home of the British 
Army’, a statement of its historic 

links to the military, formed in 1854 
when a base was established during the 
Crimean War.

Today its neighbouring towns are also 
home to some serving soldiers and the 
veterans who stay within the county 
once their army career is over. 

For some, that is when the trouble 
begins. Then they may fi nd themselves 
referred by various routes, including 
their GP, the probation service, and 
charity the Home Operational Model 
for Recovery (HOMER), to Cecilia Saile, 
a substance misuse social worker 
employed by Hampshire Council.  

For 10 years she has worked alone, 
helping addicts towards recovery, some 
of them soldiers. Most misuse alcohol – 
drug addiction among former soldiers 
is rare – a habit formed in the hard-
drinking culture of military life, where 
brothers in arms are bonded by beer. 

From the offi  ces of Rushmoor Council, 
which serves Aldershot, Cecilia runs 
group and individual therapy sessions. 
The former soldiers she works with 
have, with one exception, been male – a 

Leaving the armed forces can be an emotional upheaval for some servicemen and 
women, potentially leading to a spiral into substance misuse and mental ill health. 
Sally Gillen spoke to two social workers who help reintegrate veterans on Civvy Street

Duo put veterans in 
recovery position

INTERVIEW

refl ection perhaps of women’s minority 
representation in the army. 

‘We don’t have a separate programme 
for the military,’ explains Cecilia. ‘To 
me that works well because that is the 
point – they will be mainstreamed and 
reintegrated into the community.’

In a group, soldiers hear other life 
stories. But they also begin to understand 
that the reasons behind their addiction 
may at their root be not so diff erent from 
others. Like other substance misusers, 
ex-veterans normally only agree to 
help when their lives have become 
unbearable, says Cecilia. ‘When they 
are homeless, in and out of prison, their 
relationships have failed and they are 
estranged from the family that might 
otherwise have supported them is when 
they seek help.’

The ex-soldiers who sign up for help are 
a varied bunch. An ex-SAS offi  cer who 
lost his family as a result of his drinking 
but eventually conquered his addiction 
and now earns a living as bank manager 
brings a smile. ‘When he left the army 
he could get jobs but the alcohol kept 
coming back. He was intelligent and only 
in his thirties,’ recalls Cecilia. 

But many are resistant to help. Cecilia 
says: ‘Yesterday I assessed a 23-year-

I get through 
with patience and 
persistence and never 
judging. Social work is 
a science and an art
Cecilia Saile

Often someone joins 
the army and puts their 
problems behind them but 
they return to haunt them 
once they leave
Liz McGill

from poor, deprived backgrounds and 
so there is more likelihood of that in 
someone’s background.’

She warns against oversimplifying the 
mental illness and related substance 
misuse experienced by many former 
soldiers as a symptom of post-traumatic 
stress disorder resulting from the horrors 
of war. ‘The evidence shows that a single 
exposure to a traumatic theatre of war 
is not related to subsequent problems. 
What seems to be related is exposure 
over several tours. Often someone joins 
the army and puts their problems behind 
them, but they return to haunt them 
once they leave the army and do not 
have those structures.’

Cecilia nods in agreement. An ex-
veteran she has been working with 
for more than a year, who has a dual 
diagnosis of mental illness and addiction 
to alcohol and prescription drugs, has 
traced his anger back to childhood. ‘He 
walked around like this,’ she says, holding 
up clenched fi sts. ‘He was angry about a 
lot of things. He was adopted, he came 
from an abusive family. He can now track 
his anger. Everyone who comes to the 
group can see that.’

Now he is a published poet after Cecilia 
encouraged him to join a creative writing 

course, when she persuaded him to let 
her read the stack of poems he believed 
were ‘too dark and not good enough’ for 
anyone else to see. 

It can be hard to engage with a former 
soldier, she says, because they are more 
reluctant than most to accept help. 
At 5ft 2ins, Cecilia laughs that she is 
non-threatening to what are often the 
‘alpha male’ ex-soldiers, an advantage 
when trying to make that all-important 

connection during the assessment. ‘I get 
through with patience and persistence 
and never judging,’ she says. ‘Social work 
is a science and an art.’

However, once they sign up, their 
commitment is absolute. ‘It is very 
rewarding working with this group 
because they will turn up day in, day 
out. Some of my other clients will call 
to say they couldn’t attend a group 
because they had no money for travel. 

These guys will walk 40 minutes, an hour-
and-a-half. Whatever it takes.’

Illustrating that is the soldier-turned-
poet. For six months during his therapy, 
he attended three groups and an 
individual session with Cecilia every week. 
At the time he was living rough, sleeping 
in a tent. At nightfall, he would climb over 
a park fence and pitch his tent, waking 
early the next morning to pack up before 
the police had an opportunity to move 
him on. He has now been off ered one 
of the 28 fl ats in Mike Jackson House in 

Aldershot, one of two supported housing 
schemes for veterans in the country. 

Housing problems and homelessness 
can be a signifi cant problem for ex-
veterans, especially if they are lone males 
and, as such, are not prioritised for social 
housing. The lack of aff ordable housing 
requires saving for hefty rent deposits 
for the private sector. Leaving the army 
means learning how to budget for meals, 
understanding responsibilities such as 
paying council tax and adjusting to a life 
as a civilian. 

People in the army know where whey 
stand and they are respected for the job 
they do,’ explains Liz. ‘Outside, they may 
get a job but they are not automatically 
respected for the job they do. They can 
lose their identity.’

Cecilia adds: ‘Recovery is all about 
fi nding your own identity. The key is you 
are a person with worth and it is quite 
crucial that you believe it. Because that is 
one of things addiction takes away, self-
worth. That is why I work with them long-
term. Developing it takes a lot of time 
because they are more used to running 
themselves down.

‘What we try to get them to see is being 
in the army was not their entire life, just 
an episode, and it is over now.’

old, who has been in prison for two years 
and was referred to me by the probation 
service for help with alcohol misuse. He 
has been abstinent and he thanked me 
for the assessment but said he did not 
need help. He thinks he is in recovery but 
he has only stopped drinking and done 
nothing else. He has not transformed 
the way he views the world and himself, 
which is what recovery is about.

‘That’s the way it goes when they are 
young. They often don’t want to engage.’

Without many coping skills, the 
unnamed soldier, discharged for 
undisclosed reasons related to his private 
life, will struggle like many of his ex-
veteran peers.

At a stroke, soldiers leaving the army 
can lose their job, home and the sense 
of family provided by their regiment. It is 
this group, rather than those who have 
developed resilience in happy, stable 
childhoods and have families to return 
to, that is likely to suff er most. Liz McGill, 
manager of Hampshire Council’s Drug 
Alcohol Action Team and a social worker 
for 40 years, says: ‘Often how someone 
copes and any subsequent illness or use of 
alcohol may well be related to childhood 
events rather than to what happened 
in the military. The army tends to recruit 

People in the army 
know where whey stand 
and they are respected 
for the job they do. 
Outside, they may get a 
job but they are not 
automatically respected
Liz McGill

CV Cecilia Saile

CV Liz McGill



Education
1981: BSc in social work, 
Concordia College, Manila, 
Philippines

Employment
1995-2003: Social work lecturer, 
the University of Assumption, San 
Fernando Pampanga, Philippines

2004 to present: Substance 
misuse social worker, Hampshire 
Council adults’ services. Between 
2004 and 2011 was integrated 
with the Department of Health’s 
substance misuse team

Education
1970-73: BA (Hons), social 
studies, Liverpool University

1974-75: CQSW/diploma in 
applied social studies, Preston 
Polytechnic

2002-04: NVQ5, strategic 
management/diploma in health 
and social care management, 
Portsmouth University

Employment
1990-99: social worker, mother and 
baby unit, Park Prewett Psychiatric 
Hospital, Hampshire Council

1999: project manager 
responsible for implementing 
review of mental health services, 
Hampshire Council

1999-2002: mental health 
service manager, responsible 
for operational management of 
social care in North and North 
East Hampshire, Hampshire 
Council adults’ services

2002-07: locality manager, Surrey 
& Borders NHS Foundation Trust, 
Hampshire Council adults’ services   

2007-present: mental health 
commissioning manager, 
Hampshire Council adults’ services

2011-present: mental health 
commissioning manager and 
Hampshire DAAT (Drug and 
Alcohol Action Team), Hampshire 
Council adults’ services    

CV Cecilia Saile

CV Liz McGill
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will require comprehensive responses 
across their life-course. These include: 
pre-care interventions – the risk factors 
for entry to care correspond with the 
aetiology of mental health problems; 
ensuring high-quality care to compensate 
young people, including stability, 
maximising educational progress and the 
identifi cation and treatment of mental 
health issues; more gradual transitions 
from care that are closer in style to 
normative transitions; and providing 
inter-connected and personalised support 
into adulthood, not just at the time of 
leaving care.

The needs outlined may appear to 
make big demands on already-stretched 
services but research suggests that 
positive responses could provide a 
template for promoting resilience and 
wellbeing of this group among young 
people. 

Mike Stein is a research professor at the 
children and young people’s social work 
team at the University of York’s Social 
Policy Research Unit

F
or most young people, moving 
into their own accommodation, 
entering further or higher 
education, fi nding satisfying 

employment, and achieving good 
health and a positive sense of wellbeing 
represent important landmarks on their 
journey to adulthood. 

These pathways are also closely 
connected and often reinforcing. There 
is evidence that, as a group, care leavers 

are more disadvantaged and face more 
diffi  culties than other young people in 
achieving these landmarks. 

Research studies also reveal diff erences 
between groups of care leavers – some 
do very well against the odds, others 
just get by, and a small group struggle 
greatly. The application of a resilience 
framework suggests there are messages 
from research for promoting the 
wellbeing of care leavers while living in 
care, at the time of leaving care, and 
after they leave care.

Placements matching needs
Studies show that the quality of 
placements is central to the present and 
future wellbeing of children and young 
people. This suggests an ‘authoritative’ 
parenting style, as outlined in the 
parenting capacity domain of the 
Framework for the Assessment of 
Children in Need and their Families. 

This means placements matched to 
young people’s assessed needs can 
provide them with: compensatory 
attachments, or stability and continuity; 
a positive experience of education, 
addressing any defi cits; assessment and 
responses to their physical and mental 
health needs; new opportunities and 
turning points; and preparation in self-
care, practical and interpersonal skills. 

Research suggests some young 

Support for care leavers during the 
transition years is vital since it is then that 

they become vulnerable to physical and 
mental health problems, writes Mike Stein. 

But the groundwork must already have 
been completed

Building care leaver resilience

diff erent forms of support, including 
leaving care teams and personal 
advisers, mentoring, support by former 
carers and by positive family and kinship 
networks. Recent research exploring 
the health and wellbeing outcomes of 
young care leavers identifi ed one group 
with ‘positive wellbeing’ and another, 
highly vulnerable group with a range 
of emotional, behavioural and mental 
health diffi  culties, suggesting the 
importance of personalised responses, 
including access to mental health 
services for some. 

There is also evidence that more 
attention should be given to young 
people with additional support needs. 
These groups include: disabled young 
people, especially during transition to 
adults’ services; young parents; care 
leavers in the youth justice system and 
those who misuse substances; asylum-
seeking and traffi  cked young people; and 
lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgendered 
young people. In addition, it is important 
to address the diverse needs of diff erent 
groups of black and minority ethnic 
young people.

Promoting the wellbeing of care leavers 

time of transition and may combine with 
earlier pre-care and in-care diffi  culties or 
new challenges during transition, which 
aff ect their overall health and wellbeing. 
Studies show that young people who 
have more gradual, extended and 
supported transitions from care and who 
remain, or ‘stay put’, in placements where 
they are settled have better outcomes 
than those who leave care early.

Continuing support
Most young people today receive 
practical and emotional support well 
into adulthood. This underlines the 
importance of the corporate parenting 
role ‘from care to adulthood’, not just at 
the time of ‘leaving care’. Research shows 
how health and wellbeing is connected 
closely to other dimensions of young 
people’s lives, including education, 
careers, being settled in accommodation, 
and acquiring social and life skills.

There is evidence that young people 
can be assisted in these areas by 

Many care leavers 
have compressed and 
accelerated transitions to 
adulthood. These represent 
barriers to promoting their 
wellbeing

people with social, emotional and 
behavioural problems may benefi t from 
more treatment or therapeutic-based 
approaches while living in care.

Transitions from care
Many care leavers have to cope with 
major changes in their lives – in leaving 
foster care or residential care and setting 
up home, in leaving school and entering 
the world of work, or post-16 education 
or training, or being parents – at a far 
younger age and in a far shorter time 
than other young people. Many have 
compressed and accelerated transitions 
to adulthood. These represent barriers 
to promoting their wellbeing in that they 
are denied the psychological opportunity 
to deal with issues over time, which is 
how most young people cope with the 
challenges of transition. 

There is evidence that physical and 
mental health problems increase at the 

Some young people may 
benefit from more treatment or 
therapeutic-based approaches 
while living in care
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KNOWLEDGE
Promoting 

cultural 
change

and implement what we ‘know’ works.
By way of an example, gerontological 

social work is fl ourishing in the US (see 
Promoting cultural change). This may be 
diffi  cult to achieve in the UK, especially in 
an era of austerity, but an investment in 
time, energy and commitment is needed 
if we are to ensure that social work with 
older people and their families is fi t for 
purpose now and for the future. Albert 
Einstein once said: ‘We can’t solve our 
problems with the same thinking we used 
to create them.’ 

Dr Mary Pat Sullivan, of Brunel 
University, and Prof Alisoun Milne, 
of Kent University are members of 
a collaborative gerontological social 
work network (G8) and would like to 
acknowledge the work of their colleagues: 
Dr Liz Lloyd, University of Bristol; Dr M 
Ray, Keele University; Dr S Richards, 
Oxford Brookes University; Dr D Tanner, 
University of Birmingham; and Mr C 
Beech and Prof J Phillips, Swansea 
University

Y
ou and I are ageing, as is 
everyone around us. The gradual 
adjustment in the age profi le 
in England has made our 

neighbourhoods and communities more 
‘old’ and ‘very old’ than ‘young’. Reports 
on the challenging implications of the 
ageing population and our increasing 
life expectancy have made headlines for 
years now. 

Indeed, many of us are caring for, or 
at least contemplating the future care 
needs of, an ageing family member. 
And most social workers have or will 
encounter older people, most with 
complex health and social care needs, in 
their practice. 

As the population ages, social work 
has an opportunity to strengthen 
its connection with older people. 
To achieve this, professionals and 
education providers would do well 
to consider a body of evidence 
emerging in the US, write Dr Mary 
Pat Sullivan and Prof Alisoun Milne

Lessons from America

In fact, older people account for 40 per 
cent of hospital bed days and 60 per cent 
of local authority social services spending 
(AgeUK, 2013; DH, 2010). The increased 
risk of physical and mental health decline 
associated with older age – together with 
structural discrimination and social and 
economic inequality – accounts for this 
pressing reality. 

To fully understand what this means for 
social work we need to critically analyse 
the current and future challenges more 
thoughtfully and thoroughly. This critical 
lens permits us to explore the possibilities 
for action; to ‘gerontologise’ social work 
and aspire to build the profession’s 
capacity to improve the care for older 
people and their families.

There is a large and diverse group of 
older people whose lives are restricted 
by ill health or disability. Victor (2010) 
estimates that at least four million 
older people living in the community 
are managing longstanding illness or 
disability. 

These older people are not the 
‘unfortunate’ or the ‘unsuccessful’. 
They are us – just later in their lives. 
They are coping with the decline of the 
welfare state, family networks spread 
over distances and the increasing cost 
of living. And they live in a society that 
still accepts discrimination on the basis 
of age, a society with a profound dislike 

of older people, and a society where 
gerontological illiteracy is widespread. 
These are the real challenges that 
confront all generations. 

The good news is that social work is 
positioned to respond. By virtue of our 
value base that promotes inclusion 
and diversity and our repertoire of 
skills that embrace person- and family-
centred approaches to care, we can be 
fundamental to improving the quality of 
life of many older people. 

A growing body of evidence by 
our colleagues in North America is 
consistently demonstrating social work’s 
eff ective contribution in dementia 
care, carer support, elder abuse, care 
transitions, mental health and end-of-
life care, to name a few. Here too, our 
colleagues are validating social work’s 
ability to build networks of care and 
enabling environments to optimise 
opportunities for wellbeing and to 
ensure the rights of older people are not 

the commitment to developing an 
enabling relationship, or the therapeutic 
skills set of a trained social worker.

We urgently need a new story to 
tell. Always bearing in mind our 
interdisciplinary setting, we can 
collectively:
�  raise the ‘visibility’ of social work 

with older people and increase the 
‘desirability’ among future generations 
of social workers for gerontological 
practice (Berkman, 2010); 

�  reclaim social work’s therapeutic, 
community development and advocacy 
role with older people with complex 
needs and their formal and family 
carers;

�  invigorate social work’s engagement 
with policymakers and the structural 
arrangements that limit an older 
person’s possibilities;

�  strengthen social work education to 
build a gerontologically literate and 
competent workforce; and

�  help to build an evidence base for 
social work practice with older people 

overlooked (Berkman, 2011).
The administrative focus of care 

management has been ineff ective in 
responding to the complex needs of older 
people and their families. We know that 
a discourse that promotes the ideals 
of autonomy and independence, while 
neglecting the prerequisites for humane 
and interdependent caring environments, 
has often led to the abandonment of 
those most in need (Lloyd, 2010). There 
is a professional culture that undervalues 
practice with older people. 

The wholesale replacement of social 
work with social care is also a concern. 
However able a social care worker is, 
he or she does not have the breadth of 
understanding of policy and the law, the 
knowledge base about models of ageing, 

At least four 
million older people living 
in the community are 
managing longstanding 
illness or disability

The wholesale 
replacement of social 
work with social care 
is a concern
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How US is promoting cultural change in social work with older people
The John A Hartford Geriatric Social Work Initiative 
(GSWI) in the US provides a case study of a multi-
faceted programme of activities to promote a 
cultural change in social work. 

Since 1998, and with an investment of $65 million, 
a series of high-profile strategies were implemented 
– supporting gerontological social work (and 
interdisciplinary) education, increasing social work’s 
capacity to conduct high-quality gerontological 
research, evaluating social work practice to 
begin to capture evidence of effectiveness, and 
cultivating opportunities for knowledge transfer and 
implementation (GSWI, 2013a; Aging Times, 2008). 

The GSWI has worked with the National Centre 
for Gerontological Social Education (CSWE Gero-
Ed Centre), the Gerontological Society of America 
(GSA) and the Social Work Leadership Institute to 
ensure social work is responsive to changing societal 
demands as a result of an ageing population. 

For example, the CSWE Gero-Ed Center has worked 
with the GSWI’s Hartford Partnership Program in 
Aging Education to develop a 50-item geriatric 
competency scale from which to assess curriculum 
development and social work students. 

In addition, undergraduate and postgraduate 
social work programmes are required to have ageing 

content and textbooks infused within the curricula 
and that innovative community partnerships are 
developed with older people’s services for ‘ageing-
rich’ practice learning. 

To create academic leaders in the subject, the GSWI 
has mentored and funded scholars to conduct high-
quality gerontological social work research to build 
the evidence for effective social work (GSWI, 2013b). 

Recently, the Hartford Foundation provided a further 
$1.35 million to create the Hartford/GSA National 
Center on Gerontological Social Work Excellence. 

It has three objectives: to further the development 
of social work research leaders to advance evidence-
based knowledge; mobilise the GSWI alumni network 
of more than 200 doctoral scholars and faculty 
fellows to influence policy and practice; and create 
five Hartford Academic Centers of Excellence in 
Geriatric Social Work. 

These faculties are expected to expand GSWI’s 
work by, for example, providing leadership in 
social work education, including the expansion of 
partnerships with organisations delivering services to 
older people, engaging in interdisciplinary research 
collaborations, and creating and evaluating models 
of knowledge translation to practice and policy 
(GSWI, 2013c). 



Working with older people
Brunel University, The College of 
Social Work and partners are putting 
on a seminar, Social Work with Older 
People: Making the Connections, to 
mark World Social Work Day on 18 
March. To find out more or attend, 
email Dr Mary Pat Sullivan.
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Kate Bermingham introduces the latest members of The College’s 
Professional Assembly as they explain their hopes for social work

Assembly speaks 
with new voices

Ann Nutt
adult social work 
service user 
‘I have been 
actively involved 
in service user 
participation 
projects in the 

social work sector for more than 20 
years now, and am delighted to take 
up the opportunity to join TCSW’s 
Professional Assembly. 

‘At age 27 I was diagnosed with 
rheumatoid arthritis, which necessitated 
support for me to live independently 
and care for my two young children. I 
became involved in active service user 
participation work with a number of 
organisations because I believe it is 
crucial that service users play a part in 
developing social work education.

‘I’d like the PA to support opportunities 
for service users to get involved with the 
development of social work education 
during the current period of change. 
If these changes are to be beneficial 
for the profession, we need to get the 
foundations right: I hope that service 
user participation in the Professional 
Assembly will be a step in that direction.’

T
wo student members and two lay 
members have joined The College 
of Social Work’s Professional 
Assembly (PA). The PA plays an 

important role in ensuring that The 
College is shaped by social workers for 
the benefit of the profession and the 
public it serves. 
Apart from setting strategic direction 

on professional development issues, 
the PA reviews policies for raising 
professional standards, supports the 

work of The College Faculties, advises 
on membership strategy and makes 
recommendations to the Board. 
Although the PA represents social 

work expertise across a broad range 
of practice areas, it is also crucial that 
the views of social work students and 
service users are properly represented. 
Here, the four new student and 

service user lay members explain why 
they wanted to join the Professional 
Assembly and what changes 
they’d like to see in the social work 
profession.

The level of 
support that care 
leavers receive needs 
to be more consistent
Selina Anderson

This period of 
transition is an 
opportunity to develop 
a strong profession
Rebecca Regler

There is a lot of 
stigma attached to 
social work, and we 
need to turn this 
around
Elizabeth Edwards

It is crucial that 
service users play a 
part in developing 
social work education
Ann Nutt

Selina Anderson 
Social work service 
user 
‘I think it’s very 
important that 
The College of 

Social Work (TCSW) offers service users 
an opportunity to share their personal 
experiences of social work, whether that 
be at events and conferences, through 
the media, or making their voices heard 
through groups such as the Professional 
Assembly. 

‘As a service user, I have a real passion 
for social care and a good understanding 
of its capacity to enable people to lead 
healthy and fulfilling lives. I also qualified 
as a social worker this year: I’m very 
interested in work with looked-after 
children and mental health. 

‘As a profession, I think we need to do 
more to ensure that the voice of young 
people who use services, particularly care 
leavers, is heard. At the moment we are in 
a “postcode lottery” situation – the level 
of support that care leavers receive needs 
to be more consistent. I hope TCSW can 
help address these issues and make sure 
that social workers and service users are 
represented in policy development.’

Elizabeth 
Edwards  
MSc social work 
student at Royal 
Holloway University, 
London

‘I’m really pleased that The College 
of Social Work is growing in influence: 
I think the profession needs a strong 
national college to help raise awareness 
about what social workers do and 
represent their interests. It’s important 
that the voices of social work students 
play a part in the development of TCSW.

‘I’m in the final year of my social work 
degree on a very interesting placement 
in adoption and permanency in a local 
authority. I’ve always been interested 
in work with disadvantaged children 
and young people, and look forward to 
learning more about TCSW’s work in 
these areas. 

‘A major issue we need to address is the 
pressure social workers are under. Social 
workers are often vilified in the press: as 
a result, there is a lot of stigma attached 
to social work, and we need to turn 
this around and highlight the valuable 
contribution that social work makes to 
society.’ 

Rebecca Regler 
BA (Hons)  
social work student 
at Ruskin College, 
Oxford
‘I joined the 
Professional 
Assembly as a lay 

member because I feel it is important 
that students are represented in the 
social work profession. I’m in my 
third year of a social work BA course: 
previously, I worked as a support worker 
for adults with severe mental health 
difficulties.

‘After my degree, I’d like to work from 
an early intervention perspective with 
children and adolescents who have 
experienced trauma and are at risk of 
developing mental health difficulties.

‘The social work profession is going 
through a period of change: the Social 
Work Reform Board recommendations 
and the Children and Families Bill 
are two important aspects of these 
changes. I think this period of transition 
is an opportunity to develop a strong 
profession, and to explain to the public 
what social work really is and how it adds 
value to society.’
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Case recording was often fi nished late 
and accounts were usually handwritten. 
We all used to grumble about the time 
recording took, but if we could have 
foreseen the future with its reams of 
online forms, its endless box-ticking, 
we would have been horrifi ed. I don’t 
think there was a system for collecting 
management information.

This was before the rise of consumerism 
with its right to complain, and there was 
little understanding of the need for an 
independent view. The same manager 
who chaired looked-after children reviews 
responded to any complaint, unless a 
councillor or MP was involved. 

So were they the good old days? I don’t 
think so – or at least not for the children 
we serve. It is diff erent for social workers, 
of course, who fi nd themselves pilloried 
by a risk-averse media. It is ironic, given 
the progress that has been made in 
children’s social work, that the public is so 
unwilling to adopt a rational view of the 
child protection tragedies that occur.

Jackie Bedford started work as a 
social worker in Manchester children’s 
department in 1966 and subsequently 
worked in children’s services in Edinburgh, 
Croydon, North Yorkshire and Oxfordshire

Jackie Bedford looks back on her 
40-year career as a social worker 
and asks whether support for 
vulnerable children has improved

The good old days?

S
erious case reviews like those 
recently involving Daniel Pelka and 
Keanu Williams are often a trigger 
for the media to criticise social 

workers. But it is worth asking whether 
vulnerable children get a better deal today 
than they did in the past. 

I started as a social worker in what 
were then local authority children’s 
departments in the 1960s and 
throughout my career I’ve witnessed 
several practice upheavals, driven by 
research, technology, a management 
revolution and changes in public 
attitudes.

That decade is stereotyped as the one 
when we looked anew at the world. But 
I am amazed by what we didn’t see. 
Discriminatory practice was common in 
terms of gender, sexuality and race. It 
startles me now to think that, though 

we disapproved, we used to allow white 
foster carers to refuse to accept black 
children.

Non-white, disabled or older children 
were thought unadoptable and there 
were no non-white social workers in my 
offi  ce. I remember one being appointed 
who was the butt of kindly meant (I 
suppose) but racist jokes. Babies and 
toddlers were routinely accommodated 
in children’s homes during their mother’s 
subsequent confi nements. Fathers had 
to work!

There was little understanding of 
domestic violence (sado-masochistic 
ritual?) and of course there were no 
women’s refuges. Sexual abuse was 
supposed not to exist, though there 
were ‘whispers’.

We were less aware of the need to 
promote healthy identity, so children 
adopted as babies were sometimes not 
‘told’ until adulthood. And children of a 
diff erent race or colour were not always 
taught to be proud of their heritage.

We could see the plight of thousands 

as adopters and we never even began 
considering those who were gay or 
disabled. Today’s assessments seem 
to me to be far more structured, child-
centred and focused, giving a much more 
nuanced picture.

Workloads? On my second day of work 
I was handed 100 cases, some children 
in the looked-after system and some 
families who needed support. There were 
of course no children’s centres and few 
support agencies. It wasn’t possible to do 
more than fi re-fi ghting. 

As for staffi  ng, I don’t remember 
shortages, though some of us were 
untrained, and of course there were no 
agency staff .

Nor do I remember any formal child 
protection procedures, yet we had a 
statutory duty to investigate. There 
were no local structures for inter-agency 
working, but I would phone the GP or 
the health visitor and the school, write a 
report, see the parents and the child (the 
modern emphasis on the voice of the 
child was non-existent) and discuss the 
case with a senior social worker. There 
was no conference, no formal protection 
plan. Court proceedings were swift and 
simple, with the social worker presenting 
a report of perhaps three sides of A4.

of children in the looked-after system, 
drifting in care because their parents had 
not been able to cope, but we thought 
that this was inevitable. The emphasis 
on the rights of parents rather than the 
needs of children resulted in no attempt 
to provide these unfortunates with a 
permanent home in case their parents 
were able to resume care. This planning 
blight resulted in multiple placements 
for children with a consequent huge 
cost in emotional, social and intellectual 
damage.

All this changed in the 1980s and 
we were enthusiastic about the new 
permanence policy but didn’t understand 
attachment disorders or see the damage 
to children wrought by early neglect, 
assuming that the security of legal 
permanence would automatically lead to 
a problem-free childhood.

Assessments sometimes relied on 
astonishingly crude external indicators. 
I remember being told as a student 
social worker that the divorced and non-
church attenders would be unacceptable 

On my second 
day of work I was 
handed 100 cases

If we could have 
foreseen the future with its 
reams of online forms, its 
endless box-ticking, we 
would have been horrified
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We welcome contributed articles on 
any social work topic. Mark Ivory, editor 
of Social Work Matters, will be happy to 
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Our mission is to do what the title Social 
Work Matters promises by celebrating 
the successes of social workers and their 

power to make a diff erence in the lives of 
the people they work with. We 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. 

Since launching in January 2012 we 
have touched on an enormous range of 
topics: articles can be opinion pieces or 
more factual in content, but they should 
be in plain English with the minimum 
of jargon. 

We hope you have enjoyed reading this 
month’s Social Work Matters. Mark would 
be pleased to receive your feedback at 
any time as this will help us to tailor the 
contents to our readers’ needs.

Your Social Work Matters


