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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 which 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 which 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

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

Bookmark this page
Enter fullscreen reading mode
Print options

The magazine can be downloaded for 
reading offl  ine via the Options tab.
Social sharing functions can be 
accessed via the @ icon.

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)
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Owen Davies, public aff airs adviser, 
The College of Social Work
Richard Barker, chair, Policy 
Development Group, The College of 
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Daisy Bogg, member services 
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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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W
hat are good social workers made 
of? It has been hotly debated by 
contributors to The College of Social 
Work’s blog, and one of the main 
purposes of this new, monthly digital 

magazine for our members will be to provide 
some answers.

A quick glance at the blog (link below) reveals a 
variety of opinions on the subject, but the following 
view is not untypical: ‘Human rights and social 
justice serve as the motivation and justifi cation for 
social work action.’

Social justice is a clear theme emerging from our 
consultation events on the future of social work 
with adults. Social workers attending were set the 
admittedly diffi  cult task of summarising their role in 
a single sentence: responses included phrases like 
‘agent of social change,’ ‘combating social injustice,’ 
and ‘champions for vulnerable people.’ Who said 
the radicalism had gone out of 
social work?

All of which begs the question: 
What exactly do we mean by 
social justice? Jon Glasby, in 
his article on personalisation 
(page 11), mentions a possibility 
frequently cited by social workers 
as a reason for joining the 
profession: ‘To help people be the 
best they can be.’ 

In his book The Idea of Justice, the Nobel prize-
winning economist Amartya Sen argues that this is 
the heart of social justice, that someone is able to 
live to their full potential with the ‘capability to do 
things that he or she has reason to value.’ We should 
refl ect on how casually this capability is denied to 
vulnerable people and how critical social workers are 
in bringing about change for the better. 

The principle applies just as much to adoption 
(page 8) as it does to personalisation. If the debate 
were about helping all children in care be the best 
they can be, rather than a favoured few, then good 
social work and the pursuit of social justice might be 
better served.

A few weeks ago, I started an evening course 
and while we were introducing ourselves to 
the group, stating our names and professions, 

I said I was a social worker. I may have had an 
apologetic tone to my voice expecting a negative 
response but I was met with interest and curiosity. 
One of the other attendees told me she had met 
other social workers who had been reluctant to 
share their profession in a group setting and she 
asked me why this was.

Being someone who has always considered 
myself proud to be a social worker, I gave thought 
to this. We do a necessary job and work hard at it. 
We should have no more reason to feel shy about 
shouting out about what we do than doctors or 
nurses, policemen or solicitors and yet, so often 
we are.

It seems to be about a general perception of our 
role and work. Apart from very public scapegoating, 
such as we see after there have been high-profi le 
failings in systems, I’ve found there is little attention 
to the work we do. We shouldn’t mistake little 
attention for little interest, though. If the media 
will not refl ect and promote the work we do, it is 
something we can do for ourselves. 

Being a social worker identifi es me and, to an 
extent, it defi nes me. By explaining to people at an 
evening class what it is I actually do and changing 
their perceptions, moving the image from the 
abstract ‘tabloid grabbing’ headlines of failings to 
the personal explanations of the day-to-day work, 
we can show pride in the profession as a whole. 

We do have a lot to be proud of as social workers 
and it’s worth remembering and demonstrating. 
We, along with those who have positive experiences 
of our interventions, are the best advocates for 
ourselves and our profession.

WHEN NOT TO 
SAY SORRY
VICTORIAHART

Join the discussion

This is the heart 
of social justice, 

that someone is able to 
live to their full 
potential with the 
‘capability to do things 
that he or she has 
reason to value’

FROM THE EDITOR

Victoria Hart is a social worker in London

MARK IVORY
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Marie Joseph
social work lecturer

The College of 
Social Work has 

happened! Social 
workers can truly fi nd 
‘a voice’ as never before. 
I like what The College 
has begun to offer to 
service users and 
practitioners in so many 
ways. Social work is 
going to be in for BIG 
times.

Linda James
workforce development
manager (social care)

When 
interviewing 

candidates for the Step-
up to Social Work 
programme I was 
inspired by the 
enthusiasm, insight and 
passion for children and 
young people evidenced 
throughout the process.

The candidates were 
bright, well educated 
and eager to make a 
contribution. They 
left me feeling very 
optimistic for the future 
of the profession. 

Claire Barcham
approved mental health
professional

Holding the hand 
of a gay man 

I assessed in a police cell 
under the Mental Health 
Act, to show him that 
I had no fear of the 
idea he might be 
HIV-positive, and being 
able to help him open up 
about what had 
happened to him and 
as a consequence avoid 
a hospital admission.

TH
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 I 
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Never has a profession attracted such negative, 
inaccurate stereotyping and hostility as social 
work. Why is that? Social workers are invariably 

involved when someone is going through a diffi  cult 
time, when they are vulnerable 
and may even resent input from 
social services. Yet when good 
relationships are forged between 
a service user or carer and their 
social worker, together they can 
make a signifi cant diff erence, 
often with far-reaching and 
long-term benefi cial eff ects. 

We live in interesting times; 
‘Austerity Britain’ presents a 
challenge as the need for social workers increases in 
the face of swingeing budget cuts. I have recently 
experienced both the very best and worst from my 
social workers. Relationships are the core of social 
work practice, and that between a service user or 
carer and their social worker is arguably the most 
vital alliance. Good social workers are invaluable.

The College is both for social workers and led 
by social workers, but input from service users 
and carers has been actively sought throughout. 
The importance of this ‘special relationship’ 

continues with service user/
carer representation on the 
Board, membership options and 
opportunities for volunteers.

Establishing The College as a 
beacon of excellence is timely 
and much-needed. I hope for 
appropriate services which can 
be accessed by service users 
and carers; and that The College 
develops a united, clearly-

defi ned public image to bust media stereotypes 
and to promote social work as the profession that 
it is. Working together, what an opportunity we 
have to make a diff erence!

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

Relationships are 
the core of social 

work practice and that 
between a service user 
or carer and their social 
worker is arguably the 
most vital alliance

User view from Kate Arnett

 Social workers offer their practice highlights of the month
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When the opportunity 
arose to appear in a BBC 
programme on child 

protection social work, as a media 
spokesperson and champion for 
our profession, I felt it provided 
a good opportunity to improve 
the public perception of what 
is a challenging and complex 
fi eld of social work, on both a 
professional and personal level. 

The programme demonstrates 
very well how the complex adult 
relationships, the confused and 
confusing thinking behind parents’ actions, impact 
in a highly personal way on the practitioners trying to 
engage with them. The series concentrates on work 
undertaken by my colleagues, and myself, with some 
highly resistant and complex families. In particular, it 
shows the eff ect that potentially threatening – and 
defi nitely scary – parents can have on practitioners. 
This is highly relevant in the post-Baby P world we 
all inhabit, where the delicate negotiations, tactics, 
minute adjustments and constant compromises we 
make, in our endeavour to ensure we are not locked 
out of the child’s life permanently, are overlooked 
in the cry for children to be 
better protected.

Alongside that, the BBC, I 
felt, worked very hard to deal 
with the families and their issues 
sensitively and with respect. The 
families were able to provide 
professionals, through their 
interviews with the programme 
producers, insight into how they experience the 
interventions we attempt when trying to ensure 
their child remains at the heart of the whole process. 

It’s rare for us to be able to observe ourselves 
through a camera lens, seeing ourselves as others 
do. I was surprised at how frank and open families 
were prepared to be: social workers and families, 
depending on what the presenting story is, aren’t 
the ‘monsters’ described in the press. We share all 
the human frailties, vulnerabilities and dilemmas 
faced by those families we seek to support, and the 
BBC production team has managed to encapsulate 
that. It is heartening to see just how my profession 
rolls up its sleeves and wades into some of the most 
diffi  cult and distressing circumstances families are 
faced with. I’m grateful to the BBC producers for 
allowing that rare glimpse of our work.

Maggie Siviter is child protection conference chair
at Bristol City Council.
Protecting Our Children will be a three-part series broadcast on BBC2

When I have had times of 
crisis, what I’ve wanted is for 

someone to come and make things 
better, not someone to come and try 
to ‘empower’ me.

ROBERT GUZDER

One of the key things is 
always to maintain the client’s 

dignity... to see outside of the 
situation in which you fi nd the 
person; who they were before they 
found themselves in troubled 
circumstances; to build a rapport 
as gently as possible.

ANNETTE

I held someone’s hand at 
work yesterday. It was 

powerful. The person gripped my 
hand hard. It was what she wanted 
and it was right in the circumstances. 
It was miles and miles away from 
writing up Assessment Frameworks 
and Funding Applications etc.

ETIENNE

Life experience, empathy and 
a drive to help and stand for 

the oppressed should be the tenets of 
a good and effi cient social worker.

STEVE ISHMAEL

I love my job, despite the 
challenge of the cuts to 

service. I fi nd I can still get my 
creative care plans for funding 
passed as I have worked towards the 
goals with the service user.

JULIE

What makes me love social 
work is the practical element. 

Yes, we use theory but we don’t just 
spout text book knowledge... We take 
the theory and make it relevant to 
people’s everyday lives.

THE CONSTANT SOCIAL WORKER

JOIN THE DISCUSSION AT
www.collegeofsocialwork.org/join-the-
discussion/?id=0

BLOGLOG
Thoughts from the College blog 

It’s rare for us 
to be able to 

observe ourselves 
through a camera lens, 
seeing ourselves as 
others do
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Self-directed support (SDS) still 
denies people adequate control 
over their services, claims 
personalisation pioneer Simon 
Duff y in a new progress report.

‘Many people fi nd that they 
are nominally included within 
a system of SDS, but that they 
then lack meaningful control,’ 
Duff y says in the report. ‘The 
system still treats people as 
service users, not as citizens.’

Personalisation must hand over control

Tougher entry standards for the 
social work degree have been 
published by The College of 
Social Work.

From 2013 entry onwards, 
applicants will need to 
demonstrate written and verbal 
communication skills, undergo 
both individual and group 
interviews, and have 240 UCAS 
points or equivalent evidence of 
academic ability.

The new standards were drawn 
up by the Social Work Reform 
Board following concerns about the 
academic ability of some students.

‘I recognise how important it is 
to demonstrate both academic and 
interpersonal skills and to have a 
passion for social work,’ said social 
work MA student Cath Sims. ‘If we 
hope to increase the profi le of our 
profession, we need to increase the 
profi le of our students.’

New standards stress academic ability

Why adults need social workers
Social care sector leaders will gather at an invitation-
only summit on February 3 to hear why social workers’ 
skills are vital to the support of vulnerable adults.

The summit, organised by The College of Social 
Work, will draw on the fi ndings of a series of 
consultation events which set out to defi ne the unique 
and important role of social workers with adults.

Attended by senior Department of Health 
offi  cials, the summit will feed into the social care 
White Paper expected in the spring.  The paper 
will address workforce issues in the context of the 
quality and funding of adult social care, following 
the Dilnot review.

 More on page 16

Social care is braced for further 
cuts after the government 
announced a further reduction in 
local authority ‘spending power’ 
of 3.3% this April.  Despite the 
promise of £1 billion extra money 
from the NHS, social care funding 
is estimated to have fallen by 
precisely this sum in 2011-12.  

The government continues to 
insist that the funding gap can be 
closed without damaging front-line 

services, by sharing services and 
cutting out waste.  

‘I don’t think the “radical 
transformation of services” that is 
being asked of local government 
will happen easily or seamlessly,’ 
said social worker Angelica 
Gutierrez, a spokesperson for The 
College of Social Work.  ‘We will still 
need a good number of qualifi ed, 
highly skilled front line workers and 
that does not come cheap.’

A unique resource to support and 
promote good practice, called 
‘Knowledge at The College,’ forms part of 
the launch of The College of Social Work 
on January 3.

Knowledge at The College is a bespoke 
service for individual social workers with 
a practice problem to which they want 
answers from expert practitioners.  

It is the place to go if you want a view on a practice 

dilemma, to ask a question about how 
to apply a legal or policy framework, or 
guidance on the latest research fi ndings 
to inform your practice.  

Social workers who are members of 
The College will be able to pose their 
own questions and browse answers to 
previous questions. 

To access Knowledge at The College, 
log in via our website www.tcsw.org.uk

Commenting on the report, 
social worker Chris Russell pointed 
out that social work education 
emphasises citizenship and the 
values which underpin it.  

‘Social work seems ideally placed 
to refl ect on this point and continue 
to try to reform systems so that 
people are treated as citizens, not 
simply as users of services,’ he said.

 www.centreforwelfarereform.org
 More on page 16

How to fi nd ‘Knowledge at The College’

Social care braced for further cuts

Government overhauls ‘painfully 
slow’ adoptive parent assessments
Assessment of prospective adoptive parents is 
to be overhauled because the current process is 
‘painfully slow, repetitive and ineff ective,’ according 
to children’s minister Tim Loughton. 

The government has appointed an expert panel 
to develop a new approach to recruiting, training 
and assessing adoptive parents as part of a wider 
reform programme to increase the rate of adoptions 
and speed them up.  

‘Dedicated social workers are spending too long 
fi lling out forms instead of making sound, common-
sense judgements about someone’s suitability to 
adopt,’ Loughton said.    

A new national assessment form will be based 
on a ‘concise but robust’ analysis of prospective 
adopters’ capacity to care.

The expert group will be led by the government’s 
adoption adviser Martin Narey and is due to report 
in March with a view to implementation later this 
year.  A green paper with proposals for wider reform 
is expected in the spring.

 More on page 12
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Social work needs the strongest 
possible voice at a time of 
unprecedented change.

Become a member of The College 
today and make your voice heard.

We are an independent membership organisation, representing, promoting and supporting  
social workers throughout England. We are the voice of social work and the guardian of standards. 

We speak to the government, 
the public and the media on 
behalf of the entire profession, 
providing leadership of the kind 
given to other professions by 
their own Royal Colleges.
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T
wo years ago Jane Hulse and Liz Bruce 
were working for the local county council, 
managing teams of hard-pressed social 
workers as they battled their way through 
the daily deluge of needs assessments, 

eligibility criteria decisions and fair access to care 
legislation that had engulfed the social care of 
adults and older people.

Today they are nestled in the snug of a 16th 
century coaching house, reflecting quietly on long 
careers in social work that suddenly seem to have 
turned full circle. 

Jane and Liz recently learned that the social 
enterprise they set up in 2009 has been selected 

by the Social Care Institute for Excellence (SCIE) as 
one of its ten social work practice pioneer projects. 
This will provide funding and support for a service 
offering information and advice on adult care to 
anyone who needs it, regardless of ‘eligibility’ or 
‘needs’. Both of them feel it is a return to the core 
values of a profession they joined over 30 years ago. 

“We feel that we are now working as we did 
when we originally trained to be social workers,” 
says Liz. “We are able to consider clients’ wishes as 
well as their needs.” 

“We are old-school social workers,” Jane adds. 
“We have always believed that it’s our responsibility 
to help whoever turns up at the door, whatever their 
circumstances.”

It was the splitting up of Cheshire County 
Council two years ago that spurred the duo to take 
redundancy and set up the Independent Social Work 
Partnership. The idea was to offer support to adults 
and older people who did not qualify for – or chose 
not to access – local authority services. 

SOCIAL WORK  
as it was always meant to be

SWMINTERVIEW 
Liz Bruce and Jane Hulse, founders,  
The Independent Social Work Partnership

The founders of a pioneering social  
enterprise are putting ‘old-school’  
principles into practice. By Mark Hunter
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“We felt there were a lot of gaps in the market 
because people who were self-funders didn’t have 
any reviews of their care packages, either at home 
or in residential nursing care,” Liz says. “So we felt 
there was an opportunity for a private social work 
service to help people who choose not to approach 
the local authority or who couldn’t get the services 
that they required.” 

The need for such a service had become 
increasingly clear during their fi nal few years at the 
local authority.

“People who were assessed as having critical 
and substantial needs, but who had the money 
to be self-funders, were being disenfranchised 
because they were not actually given any help 
and assistance,” says Jane. “They were given a list 
of care homes and invited to help themselves. So 
you have carers, who may themselves be in their 
80s, suddenly having to fi nd a home for a wife or 
a husband who is suff ering from dementia. It’s an 
almost impossible task.”

From the outset it was obvious that many 
people felt intimidated by the care system and 
needed someone to cast a professional eye over 
their circumstances and the options that might 
be available to them. The pair began off ering 
information and advice, for which they did not 
charge, followed up by a bespoke email that listed 

various services that could be tailored to the 
client’s needs.

“The information and advice is paid for by our 
chargeable services,” says Liz. “We then send out our 
terms, conditions and fees and say ‘if you need us in 
the future then please get back to us’. But we don’t 
charge for the initial advice. We felt quite proud really 
because our USP was that you could actually ring 
a qualifi ed and experienced social worker and get 
hands-on advice and information immediately.” 

Becoming a pilot practice will allow the two 
social workers to expand this part of their service. 

They are currently developing a ‘virtual offi  ce’ that 
will allows clients to access their services online and 
they are planning to set up weekly advice sessions 

We have always believed that it’s our 
responsibility to help whoever turns up 

at the door, whatever their circumstances

CV
Jane Hulse

Education 
1979: West Midland  Partnership  

Certifi cate in Social Services

1994: Approved Social Worker     

Employment 
1991-2009: Cheshire County Council

2007-09: assistant team manager of 
Hospital Discharge Team.  Manager of 
Community Team

1991-2007: Member of Older People’s 
CMHT 

1989-91: Self Employed. Therapeutic 
Activities in Residential / Nursing Homes

1981-89: Hertfordshire County Council. 
Working with  Older People and older 
people with learning diffi  culties

1979-81: Herefordshire County Council. 
Working with Older People and Adults 
with Physical Disabilities
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by appointment from two GPs’ practices, one rural 
and one in Chester city centre. They also plan to 
recruit at least two more social workers as partners 
in the practice.

Another part of the pilot project will be to carry 
out an evaluation to determine whether off ering 
self-funders access to information and early 
intervention reduces their demand for statutory 
services later on. 

“We will add on some way of evaluating what 
happens to the people who come to us after six 
weeks or six months to see how eff ective our 
information and advice has been,” Liz explains. 
“Whether it has reduced the number of clients 
costing statutory services, either through crisis, 
breakdown or going into residential nursing care.” 

Self-funders who run out of money are estimated 
by the Local Government Information Unit to cost 
the state almost £1bn a year in England alone. 
Jane is therefore convinced that early intervention 
is not only good for the client but also good for 
the economy. 

“Because most social workers only deal with 
critical or substantial needs now, they only get to 
see people at that end of the spectrum,” she says. 

“Whereas if you can step in at the other end, and 
give people more time and choice to make these 
important decisions, they may never get to critical 
or substantial. So what we are trying to do is hit 
those service users that need the advice before 
they come into crisis. That little bit of help that you 
can give to people that aren’t quite critical yet, can 
be just enough to ensure that they remain on an 
even keel.” 

After many years working for local authorities, 
Jane and Liz are relishing the freedom of being 

independent social workers, 
managing their own hours 
and meeting up in the pretty 
Cheshire village near to Jane’s 
home. But both stress that 
life as self-employed business 
partners is no easy option. 

“Ask me late on Sunday 
night when I’m still doing the 
accounts,” says Jane.

Above all, it is clear that these two long-serving 
social workers remain completely enthused with the 
work they are doing. 

“I actually feel that it’s very exciting,” says Liz. 
“Care of the elderly is obviously very topical at the 
moment and I feel passionately that we can make a 
huge diff erence. That’s why I became a social worker 
40 years ago. To off er people information, to help 
them make choices and actually make people more 
independent.” SWM

That little bit of 
help that you can 

give to people that 
aren’t quite critical yet, 
can be just enough to 
ensure that they remain 
on an even keel

CV
Liz Bruce

Education 
Southampton University and Liverpool 

University (CQSW)

Employment 
1993-2009: Cheshire County Council, 

social worker, assistant team manager 
in Older People’s CommunityTeam 

1992-93: West Cheshire College of 
Further Education, project offi  cer 

1986-92: Wallasey Council for Voluntary 
Service, project offi  cer 

1983-86: Self-employed Home Help 
Agency 

1977-80: Wirral Borough Council, 
community development offi  cer 

1972-77: St Mary’s Hospital, London, 
social worker
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W
e were very pleased to work with the 
government on its Give a Child a 
Home campaign, designed to increase 
the number of people coming 
forward to foster or adopt.  But the 

government’s single-minded focus on increasing 
adoption risks oversimplifying what are enormously 
complex decisions. 

What about the needs of the vast majority of 
children who come into care and neither need nor 
want to be adopted? 

It is very important to reduce delays and speed 
up the time it takes for children who cannot live with 
their parents to live with a family that can provide 
them with a long-term home. This is true for all 
looked-after children, and not just those who might 
be adopted.

Currently only 4,000 of the 62,000 children 
living in care away from home in England today are 
awaiting adoption. Meanwhile more than 27,000 
children come into care every year, and it is vital that 
the right decisions are made for all of them.

Cutting a child’s legal ties with their birth parents 
and family, choosing a family that can adopt them, 
possibly separating them from their siblings, and 
moving them to live with this family are enormous 
decisions. While this process can be speeded up, it 
must not be at the expense of ensuring this is the 
right path for the child.

Adoption is not the only way that children 
fi nd stability and success. Local authorities with 
low adoption rates may be providing stability for 
children in other ways, and have outcomes that are 
as good, or even better, for the children who remain 
in their care as for those in other authorities. The 
government’s plan to ‘name and shame’ authorities 
which seem to be doing badly is not the answer.

What is needed is a focus on securing families 
who can provide a child with a home for as long as 
they need this. We need less focus on legal status 
and more on meeting the particular needs of each 
and every child in care.

Robert Tapsfi eld is chief executive of the Fostering 
Network

 I support the Prime Minister’s drive to improve 
adoption rates. Too many children who enter care 
under fi ve years old grow up in the care system. 
Delays at all points blight the life chances of 
these children, often exacerbated by the Public 

Law Outline (PLO), which was introduced to speed 
things up. 

But there is a wider issue. Adoption is just one 
way among several of providing children with lifelong 
supportive and positive adult relationships. Indeed, 
the care planning regulations put permanency 
planning at the heart of all social work practice, yet 
too much practice is still about fi nding a placement 
rather than thinking about permanency.

The poor developmental outcomes for 
children who drift through care without regard to 
their relationships are well known. Planning for 
permanency was always supposed to ensure that 
all children in care had positive adult relationships 
on which they could rely. Instead permanency 
planning has become synonymous with adoption 
and has shifted the emphasis from safeguarding 
relationships to fi nding a placement.

I suspect one cause of this shift is that 
“casework”, which recognised the importance of 
understanding and working with relationships, fell 

‘Permanency’ should mean more than adoption, says Julie Selwyn

Why relationships matter

Julie Selwyn is director of the Hadley Centre for 
Adoption and Foster Care Studies at the University 
of Bristol

ROBERT
TAPSFIELD
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‘good enough’ families are being turned away, and 
that local authorities are refusing to pay for voluntary 
adoption agencies, despite the potential for overall 
longer-term cost savings to children’s departments. 

Permanent long-term fostering can also be 
eff ective in providing lifelong relationships. Where 
children grow up in a stable foster family, research 
shows, their academic achievement is equal to that 
of their adopted peers, and levels of mental health 
diffi  culties in early adolescence are about the same. 
But it is vital that relationships formed during foster 
care are continued afterwards and that the progress 
made is not squandered. Too many young people 
still leave care with no supportive adult in their 
lives and are consequently unable to build on their 
achievements in foster care.

Social workers should insist on the importance 
of these positive relationships as part of their day 
to day work with children. Genuine improvement in 
children’s lives depends on them. SWM

‘Permanency’ should mean more than adoption, says Julie Selwyn

Why relationships matter

out of fashion in social work. Case management, 
rather than casework, became the order of the 
day and focused on permanency as a task to be 
completed in a certain time, instead of as a process 
of dynamic engagement with families.

The cost of this neglect of children’s long-term 
relationships as they grow into adulthood is high. 

Research shows that good social relationships promote 
self-esteem, performance at school, employment 
prospects, and health and well being. So the challenge 
is clear: permanency planning should go beyond 
fi nding a placement to ensuring that every child has 
lifelong positive relationships with people who can 
support them. Social workers have a crucial role in 
facilitating these relationships and it should be borne 
in mind that it is never too late to establish them.

Family group conferences can be a way of 
identifying important adults at diff erent points in 
a young person’s life.

Adoptive families are one source of these positive 
relationships, so it is regrettable that such families are 
not found for perhaps as many as a quarter of children 
with adoption recommendations. Suitable adopters 
may prove elusive, but there is also evidence that 

Permanency planning should go beyond 
fi nding a placement to ensuring that 

every child has lifelong positive relationships

RESOURCES
Julie Selwyn, ‘The Challenges in Planning for 

Permanency’, Adoption and Fostering, 2010.

Julie Selwyn and Joe Sempik, ‘Recruiting Adoptive 
Families: The costs of family fi nding and the 
failure of the inter-agency fee’, British Journal of 
Social Work, 1-17, 2010.
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W
hat should we make of the Prime 
Minister’s call for higher rates 
of adoption and the vociferous 
campaigning by The Times and other 
newspapers to the same eff ect? 

The person in the street could be forgiven for 
concluding that we are failing large numbers of 
children who could benefi t from adoption. What is 
left unsaid is that, alongside USA colleagues, UK 
social workers succeed in placing a higher proportion 
of children in care with adoptive parents who are 
not previously known to them than is the case 
anywhere else in the world. 

Those going beyond the headlines to read the 
ministerial statements will fi nd much with which they 
can agree. The emphasis is on securing a sense of 
permanence, where possible, but not exclusively via a 
legal order and exit from being formally looked after, 
and improving success rates for those whose needs 
can best be met by long-term alternative families. 

This broader approach is essential, as is 
evident from a closer look at the ages and other 
characteristics of entrants to care. In England in 
2010-11 only 19% of children started to be looked 
after when under the age of 12 months which is the 
preferred age for most potential adopters, and 43% 
were aged 10 or over. 

Many of the 21% aged one to four when they 
start to be looked after, and most of the 60% aged 
fi ve or over, will have established relationships (often 
ambivalent but not to be easily dismissed) with birth 
parents, relatives and especially siblings, that have 
to be nurtured, whatever placement and legal status 
is chosen. 

Adoption should be the placement of choice for 
some children in all age groups who need substitute 
parents, even for some teenagers. But the reality is 
that most children who start to be looked after, if 
they are to fi nd a sense of permanence and family 
membership, will fi nd it through return to parents or 
through a planned permanent placement with birth 
relatives or with a ‘non-kin’ foster family. A small 
number will need to fi nd it through a high-quality 
children’s home placement.

Recent history shows that the current drive to 
increase the percentage of children adopted from 
care is nothing new. As early as 1984, the ‘Short 
Report’ concluded that the placement of more 
children from care for adoption was to be welcomed 
but warned: 

‘Permanence should not have become a synonym 
for adoption. The search for permanence in 
our view could be accomplished in many ways’ 
(DHSS, 1984 pp 75-78). 

There was another drive to raise the rate of 
adoption from care when Tony Blair’s government 

Does the government’s renewed focus on 
adoption miss the point? By June Thoburn

Beyond the headlines:

getting closer to 
the truth about 

adoption
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set up an adoption task force and introduced local 
authority adoption targets. 

It can be argued that the emphasis on adoption 
during the 1980s and 1990s – as the preferred 
solution to the very real problems of some care 
leavers – blinded politicians and policy makers to 
the needs of children continuing to grow up in foster 
or residential care. 

The drive to meet targets too frequently led to 
the splitting of siblings, often with a loss of contact 
that was devastating to some of the older children 
remaining in care. It also resulted in children being 
moved inappropriately from foster families where 
they were well settled. 

During this period it sometimes seemed that 
the adoption tail was wagging the care service dog, 
neglecting appropriate permanence options for the 
larger numbers in long-term foster and residential 
care, for whom adoption was either not achievable 
or not wanted by the children themselves. 

After implementation of the Adoption and 
Children Act 2002, the attempt by courts to link 
adoption placement orders with care orders had, in 
some cases, the unintended consequence of care 
proceedings being prolonged. But, at the same time, 
a new series of government initiatives brought a 
change of emphasis, by placing an equal value on 
adoption and long-term foster care as permanence 
options. And special guardianship orders provided 
an alternative legal permanence option for 
some children.

In 2003 the Labour government’s Every Child 
Matters report stated that there was a ‘need to 
ensure that different permanence options are equally 
credible, including long-term fostering’, while Care 
Matters four years later reinforced this message. 
It was confirmed again by the Children and Young 
Persons Act 2008. 

In this light, the apparent recent return by the 
coalition government to an emphasis on adoption 
can be seen as a step backwards. On the positive 
side, ministers have moved to make available robust 
data on adoption alongside other permanence 
options and outcome measures. They have made 
it clear that they have learned the lessons about 
perverse incentives that resulted from the last 

government’s adoption target regime. 
What a pity, therefore, that in some ministerial 

speeches, the ‘naming and shaming’ element 
has been so much in evidence, especially since 
crude numbers and percentages, without a 
deeper analysis of a particular authority’s broader 
services, may mean praise or blame will be 
wrongly allocated. 

League tables are too crude to pick up, for 
example, the fact that one local authority may 
be succeeding well in its preventative services for 
families with young children; another may place 
more older children, but be taking longer to ensure 
successful outcomes; or another may be providing 
an in-care service for vulnerable teenagers. All are 
likely to reduce the proportion of younger children  
in the ‘adoptable’ groups. 

It should also be pointed out that, when the 
numbers leaving care through adoption and special 
guardianship orders are added together, the data 
show a rising trend from around 2,500 each year 
in the early 2000s to just under 4,500 in 2010-11, 
something which has not been highlighted.

Another worrying development is the emphasis 
being placed on the interests and opinions of 
potential adopters, both by ministers and the 
government’s special adviser on adoption, Martin 
Narey. Might this not be at the expense of meeting 
the assessed needs of each child in care to ensure 
the maximum chance that the placement will 
be successful? 

We need to know more about adoption 
outcomes, but what we do know about the real 
difficulties encountered by an important minority 
of adopted children, and their adoptive parents, 
does not support any weakening of social workers’ 
attempts to ensure that only those who have the 
strengths and attitudes to succeed are approved as 
adopters or permanent foster families. 

In summary, there are many positives about 
recent policies (across political parties) aimed at 
achieving the necessary ‘sense of permanence’ for 
children who need to enter care and cannot safely 
return to their birth parents. The Children and 
Young Persons Act 2008 provisions, pilots such as 
‘Right2Bcared4’ and ‘staying put’, together with 
the proposals in the Norgrove report on the family 
justice system (MoJ, 2011), are aimed at tackling 
some of the very real weaknesses, especially around 
placement instability. But how sad that the very real 
achievements of child and family social workers and 
specialist adoption teams appear so often to go 
unrecognised. SWM

In this light, the apparent recent return 
by the coalition government to an 

emphasis on adoption can be seen as a 
step backwards

June Thoburn is emeritus professor of social work,  
University of East Anglia
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HOW EFFECTIVE IS THE ADOPTION 
SERVICE?

Only the USA, Canada and the four UK nations 
place substantial numbers of children from care for 
adoption against parental wishes. 

In England, three children per 10,000 leave care each 
year through adoption by people not previously known 
to them. This is less than the rate of around 5 per 10,000 
in the USA, but it has to be borne in mind that the rate 
entering care in the USA (34 per 10,000) is considerably 
higher than in England (25 per 10,000), and that a much 
higher proportion in the USA is adopted by relatives, a 
practice not encouraged in the UK as there are better 
ways of supporting kinship carers. 

In all other countries with well-developed child 
welfare systems, adoption is essentially of children from 
overseas, whereas UK adopters are more likely to adopt 
children from care, many with distressing backgrounds 
and presenting their new parents with challenges with 
which they need continuing support. 

Adoption is more likely to be the placement of choice 
for children entering care when young. Recent studies 
indicate that around 30% of those who enter care when 
under the age of 12 months will leave care through 
adoption, compared with 11% of children generally (15% 
if special guardianship orders are included). 

Most of the youngest children join their adoptive 
families within a matter of months and after no more 
than two previous placements. It is misleading to 
use time to legal adoption as a key indicator, when, 
from the child wellbeing perspective, it is time before 
placement, age at going to live with the adopters 
and the number of prior placements that are the 
most important. 

A minority of the very young care entrants are 
badly let down, have more than two prior placements 

(any more than one is still too many), and remain in care 
for 12 months or more before joining their new families 
(Ward et al. 2006). For those entering care when older, 
the process of arriving at the appropriate permanence 
option is more complex and requires diff erent and 
individually appropriate time frames. 

Much has been made in the media about children in 
care who are of minority heritage being less likely to be 
placed for adoption, or to be placed less quickly. The data 
fi le makes it clear that this applies specifi cally to black 
children, mostly those of African Caribbean heritage. 

Children of South Asian heritage tend to enter care 
when younger, are more likely to be placed for adoption 
with parental consent, and within similar time frames to 
white British or mixed heritage children. 

A much smaller proportion of children of African 
Caribbean children enter care when under the age of 12 
months. Although more likely to be placed in permanent 
foster families than with adoptive families, they are 
advantaged when compared to white British children, 
in that they are less likely to be separated from siblings 
and more likely to be helped by their new families to 
retain positive links with siblings placed elsewhere and 
birth relatives (Thoburn et al, 2000).  

RESOURCES
Ward, H., Munro, E. R., and Deardon, C. (2009) Babies 

and Young Children in Care: Life pathways, decision-
making and practice. London: Jessica Kingsley 

Thoburn, J., Norford, L. and Rashid, S.P. (2000) 
Permanent family placement for children of minority 
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Child and young adult wellbeing 
outcomes

We know far too little about the proportion 
of children whose adoption placements are 
successful. Because children who are adopted 

from care change their names, unlike those who return 
to birth family members or are placed with long-term 
foster families, we have no robust administrative 
data on how many re-enter care from their adoptive 
families. 

It is, in any case, misleading to talk in general terms 
about ‘success’ or ‘breakdown’ rates, since they are 
strongly associated with age at placement (also a 
proxy for other variables that impact on success such 
as early experience of trauma and neglect, challenging 
behaviour, and the severing of important links with birth 
family members and siblings). 

In broad terms, adoption studies in the UK and USA 
conclude that somewhere between 5% and 15% of 
children placed for adoption before the age of fi ve 
will leave their placement because of relationship 
breakdown at some point before they become adults. 
This rises to around 20% for those aged around eight at 
placement and around 50% for those aged 10 or over 
when joining their adoptive families. 

When age at placement and other variables are 
controlled for, most studies conclude that placement 
disruption rates are similar for those placed for 

adoption and those placed with the intention 
of achieving permanence through placement 

with a foster family. Special guardianship is as yet 
too new for reliable outcome data. But comparisons 
in UK nations are diffi  cult because the characteristics 
of children placed for adoption are diff erent from 
those placed in ‘permanent’ foster care or with ‘special 
guardians’ (Biehal et al, 2010). 

When ‘satisfaction’ is the outcome measure used, 
studies of adopted adults tend to conclude that 
(irrespective of age at placement) around 80% 
of adopted adults are generally satisfi ed with the 
experience of growing up adopted (again similar to 
those who grow up in stable foster families). 

Although there are some children (and alternative 
families) for whom only legal adoption will meet their 
needs, and others for whom only permanent foster 
care or special guardianship are acceptable, what 
is important for most is that they have ‘a sense of 
permanence’ and become ‘part of the family’ as they 
grow up and move into adult life. 
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T
hese have been an exciting few years in the 
mental health field. User-led ideas of self-
defined recovery have increasingly influenced 
services and professional perspectives. The 
crucial importance of employment, housing 

and ordinary life opportunities for people with mental 
health conditions is increasingly taken as read. 

And perhaps the veil of stigma and prejudice 
surrounding mental illness, distress and disorder 
is showing signs of lifting as public awareness 
campaigns like ‘Time to Change’ have some 
impact. In some areas of practice at least, mental 
health services seem to be on a positive, possibly 
transformative path to ‘deinstitutionalisation’. But 
the journey still feels long and far from over.

The Centre for Social Justice (CSJ) recently 
published its report on future approaches to mental 
health: Completing the Revolution. It makes the 
point that the asylum closures in the 1960s started 
a ‘revolution’ that is unfinished. A step change is now 
needed, it argues, to complete the transformation. 
The report follows the government’s overarching 
strategy document: No Health Without Mental 
Health. But this new piece offers a much more 
substantial description of what changes are needed 

A new report by the  
Centre for Social Justice, 

argues that institutional 
thinking still dogs 

mental health practice. 
By Ruth Allen

The unfinished 
revolution

POLICY

and how they might be achieved. 
The first point to note is that it is likely to be very 

influential within national policy, as the clout of the 
CSJ should not be underestimated. The CSJ is perhaps 
best known for being founded by Iain Duncan Smith, 
now coalition government secretary of state for 
work and pensions. It has a reputation for placing an 
emphasis on the importance of preventing ‘family 
breakdown’ and promoting reform of the welfare 
benefits system to create less ‘dependency’ and more 
incentives for work and contribution to society. 

Whatever the overall aims of the CSJ, most of the 
report’s key messages should chime with social work 
values, and align well with other policies impacting 
on our practice, such as self-directed support, 
safeguarding people through enabling them and their 
families to take optimal choice and control, recovery-
focused approaches and pursuing social inclusion. 

The report emphasises the need for breaking 
down stigma and tackling inequalities – particularly 
racial bias in the use of mental health law, extending 
choice and opportunity and pursuing public health 
aims of improving mental wellbeing throughout 
society. It links mental wellbeing with the challenge of 
poverty throughout, and contains useful information 
about a range of correlates of disadvantage and 
mental illness and distress, which any social worker 
should find useful to inform their practice.

Particularly explicit is the report’s recognition of 
the importance of taking the whole life-span into 
account and developing family-focused mental 

The report emphasises the need for 
breaking down stigma and tackling 

inequalities... It links well being with the 
challenge of poverty
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health services – an approach that should be 
welcomed by social workers in adults’ and children’s 
services alike. We know from our training, practice 
and evidence that an appreciation of life story and 
family history are crucial to understanding mental 
wellbeing and distress. The report returns repeatedly 
to the themes of working well with families stating:

‘….services urgently need to be based on a 
family-centred approach, not divided up between 
children and adolescents and adults...’ (p108)

Because social workers work at the boundaries of 
the environment, social relationships and emotional 
wellbeing, we have always understood the profound 
impact of trauma, abuse and deprivation on 
wellbeing and mental welfare. This is something 
that prevalent ‘illness’ models of mental health have 
often sidelined, but in this report the signifi cance 
of trauma is given strong emphasis.

Consideration of the shape and organisation of 
secondary services is left to last in the report, as it 
focuses fi rst on the themes of public mental health, 
trauma, equalities, prevention, family and early 
intervention. Here it is unequivocal about the pressing 
importance of transforming secondary treatment and 
support services, precisely those settings where most 
specialist mental health social workers, particularly 
approved mental health professionals, are located. 

Too many services and practitioners, the report 
claims, are still dogged by institutional thinking and 
behaviour that restricts service users’ lives. 

It argues for more integrated use of funding so 
that money – health, social care and other sources 
– can follow people fl exibly to tailor what they need 
along diff erent care pathways, and not be locked up 
in one silo service or another. 

One possible outcome of such funding fl exibility, 
and the overall emphasis in the report on ‘choice’, is 
the increased opportunity for people to directly buy 
or access their services – or the coordination of their 
services – outside of existing statutory organisations. 

It is recommended that this should include the 
‘care coordination’ role within the Care Programme 
Approach itself – a role often taken up by social 
workers, alongside nursing, occupational therapy and 
other colleagues. In this vision of the future, that role 
would go – with training – to the voluntary sector, 
community interest companies, social enterprises 
etc. It is these agencies and practitioners that the 
report sees as having the creativity, lateral thinking, 
impartiality and energy to make the potential 
benefi ts of personalisation a reality for people.

This proposal is bound to raise controversy and 
scepticism about the ability of the non-statutory 
sector to manage the risks and demands of 
care coordination for people with complex and 
enduring mental health conditions. However, 
this recommendation helpfully highlights the 
dissatisfaction with the current system. 

Social workers and local authorities could take 
this as an opportunity to reposition an enabling 
social work perspective within multiprofessional 
services. Social work should be an infl uential and 
distinct voice within mental health services, arguing 
for creativity and a whole-person approach, a key 
proponent of recovery focus. 

This information-rich report paints a compelling 
‘whole system’ picture of the mental health 
challenge now. How to complete the revolution? 
Some of the insights and solutions off ered might 
be enthusiastically embraced by social workers. 
There is a lot in here that we can use to reclaim the 
importance of our social perspective and our non-
clinical focus on the empowerment of people with 
mental health problems. SWM

Dr Ruth Allen is director of social work at the SW London and 
St George’s Mental Health Trust and chair of the Social Care Strategic 
Network for Mental Health

RESOURCES
Completing the Revolution: Transforming mental 

health and tackling poverty, Centre for Social 
Justice, October 2011. 

No Health Without Mental Health, HM 
Government, February 2011. 



SOCIALWORKMATTERS JAN1218

I
n a rapidly evolving and very diffi  cult policy 
context, one of the biggest challenges facing 
the social work profession is how it responds to 
the personalisation agenda. For some people, 
personalisation is a way of reuniting social work 

with its traditional values, and of returning to the 
people and community development skills of the pre-
care management era. For others, personalisation is 
almost the complete opposite: an abandonment of 
social work values and a rolling back of public services 
as more and more of the state’s responsibilities are 
passed off  on vulnerable individuals in an age of cuts 
and austerity. 

As with most policies, personalisation probably 
isn’t inherently either of these things: in many ways 
it’s what we choose to make it (as best we can, given 
the constraints we face) that is all important. In one 
sense, this is a key feature of being a profession. 
Even if it often doesn’t feel like it, we have some 
discretion to decide how we will respond to this 
agenda and to shape it as best we can at local level. 

For the record, my own view as a private individual 
is that personalisation is a once-in-a-generation 
opportunity for the social work profession to seize (ie 
very much in the ‘friend’ camp). However, this agenda 
also feels very fragile, and the potential is always 
there for very diff erent and negative outcomes to be 
achieved if we either don’t take up this new way of 
working, or if we allow it to be implemented badly.

Ask any group of social workers why they came 
into the job in the fi rst place, and many people 
will say diff erent versions of the same underlying 
things: to promote independence; to empower 
people; to help people be the best they can be; to 
be part of the system, but also to challenge the 
system on people’s behalf, and so on. This seems 
remarkably similar to the claims put forward by 
advocates of personalisation – in fact the list seems 
almost identical. 

Social workers hold the key to ensuring equality of outcome 
in this new era of personalisation, argues Jon Glasby

Personalisation – 
friend or foe?

At a time when many social workers feel 
disillusioned with increasing bureaucracy and with 
the pressures caused by their fi nancial gatekeeping 
role, this seems a real opportunity to reconnect 
the profession to its underlying value base, and to 
rediscover and re-emphasise the value of traditional 
social work. Despite this, much of the current policy 
context doesn’t seem very conducive. With massive 
cuts, there is a real risk that personalisation is 
implemented mainly as a means of cost cutting, 
with empowering language used to mask a very 
diff erent reality. It is also more than possible that 

fi nancial constraints will damage the availability of 
practical and peer support, and we know that choice 
without suffi  cient support can often be profoundly 
disempowering. 

In response, it is important to make sure that we 
are always genuinely comparing like with like. In my 
view, the cuts would have happened anyway and 
aren’t caused by personalisation per se – we may be 
personalising and cutting, but these are separate 
issues (albeit linked in terms of implementation). 
Indeed, such is the fi nancial transparency inherent 
in this way of working that personalisation may 
even make it easier to see the cuts that are taking 
place, and therefore to challenge them if they are 
not appropriate or safe. 

As I travel round the country, half the people I 
meet love personalisation because it’s so fi nancially 
transparent, while the other half hate it for exactly 
the same reason. 

Slightly cynically, I’m starting to think that 
our attitude to transparency can often depend 

With massive cuts, there is a real risk that 
personalisation is implemented mainly 

as a means of cost cutting, with empowering 
language used to mask a very different reality
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– and it’s up to social workers to stand up and be 
counted, and to make sure that it’s the former rather 
than the latter. SWM

Jon Glasby is Professor of Health and Social Care and Director of the 
Health Services Management Centre at the University of Birmingham.

on whether or not we’ve got something to hide! 
Moreover, local authorities and social workers have 
a key role to play in making sure that appropriate 
support – and a spectrum of options – is available. 
If we could get this right (and it probably is a big 
‘if’) then we might be able to improve the support 
available by more fully tailoring it to individual need 
than is currently possible under the system we have 
in place. 

Certainly, it has always seemed ironic that we are 
trying to personalise people’s services at the very 
same time that we are block-funding support (rather 
than giving people much greater choice over the 
kind of support they want and need).

Overall, much depends on our ability and 
willingness to let go (odd though this probably 
sounds). In principle, personalisation could 
free social workers up to use their scarce and 
important skills and experience to support people 
who really need it (for example, where there are 
complex issues of consent and capacity and/or 
safeguarding issues). 

In this way, we could focus our support on those 
who need it most, and allow other people who might 
be able to plan better in diff erent kinds of ways the 
freedom to do so. Of course, this is very diff erent 
to the current approach, where we tend to treat 
everyone the same and arguably spread ourselves 
too thinly by trying to put everyone through the 
same – often cumbersome – care management 
conveyor belt. Rather than seeking equality of 
input (treating everyone the same), this could be 
more about recognising that diff erent people need 
diff erent things, and seeking equality of outcome.

Going back to the title of this piece, 
personalisation could prove either ‘friend’ or ‘foe’ 
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W
hen I was asked to write something 
on this topic, I couldn’t resist the 
opportunity because, for me, the 
concept of personalisation captures 
what good social work has always 

been about. 
Although the concept has only relatively recently 

been introduced and is part of our everyday 
practice language now, having refl ected on what 
the components of it mean to the service user, 
carer and practitioner, I think ‘personalisation’ is 
synonymous with social work’s core values and 
principles and as such underpins all aspects of 
our work.

I have been a social worker since 1975, 
qualifi ed since 1978 and am still registered. I am 
proud to be a social worker and think we have 
a unique professional place. If we didn’t exist 
we would have to be invented. However, we are 
notoriously bad at articulating what we do, let 
alone being proud of it.

We are whole-systems thinkers with a rich eclectic 
theory base to draw upon and our practice tool kits 
are evidence based. Our core values are rooted in 
social justice, with the most vulnerable and excluded 
members of the community being our fi rst priority. 

We have always tried to keep people at the 
centre, to ensure that their voices are heard, and 
their wishes and feelings are known. And it is one of 
our many professional responsibilities to advocate 
on their behalf. 

The current policy context is in tune with our core 
values and represents a huge opportunity for us to 
articulate and demonstrate social work’s particular 
contribution, to use the new freedoms to work 
as we would always have wanted to, while at the 

Social work is rooted in justice and so is 
personalisation, says Jo Gray

same time ensuring service users are safeguarded. 
Balancing risk enablement and service-user safety is 
a challenge. However, social workers have legislative 
support through the Human Rights Act and Mental 
Capacity Act.

Personal budgets are a good example. Many 
people need minimal social work input but for others 
it is much more complicated and challenging. 

I think that without the particular skills of social 
workers, some of the most vulnerable would face 
barriers in accessing the best of these opportunities. 
It could be seen as too risky, too dangerous and with 
seemingly insurmountable practical diffi  culties to 
be overcome.

As social workers, we understand resistance to 
change and have experience in intervening with 
individuals, families and groups to build capacity 
and confi dence to make changes. 

The personalisation agenda is no diff erent. We 
know at times this includes members of our profession 
who need to make shifts in their attitudes and practice.

I am passionate about the role social work has 
to play in supporting vulnerable adults, children 
and young people. I believe our professional 
contribution is unique in its breadth and complexity.

 We must now fully embrace the opportunity 
that the current emphasis on personalisation off ers 
us to claim the acknowledgement and respect we 
deserve as a profession, not least to empower us to 
support the people we serve.

I am proud to be a social worker and 
think we have a unique professional 

place. If we didn’t exist we would have to be 
invented. However, we are notoriously bad at 
articulating what we do, let alone being 
proud of it

Return to core values

Jo Gray is divisional director, adult safeguarding and practice 
development, Bath & North East Somerset Council

PERSONALISATION
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Martin Routledge is programme manager of Think Local, 
Act Personal, and head of operations at In Control

A
s a registered social worker who has spent 
30 years working in a variety of roles 
in social care, I have both a passionate 
commitment to independent living 
and a strong respect for our profession. 

Personalisation and prevention are at the centre 
of policy and practice in social care but, although 
progress has been made since the publication 
of Putting People First in 2007, signifi cant 
challenges remain.

Reductions in budgets and staff , alongside the 
restructuring of departments, are of course a major 
pressure. But there are also issues about who does 
what to maximise people’s choice and control over 
their support.

In times like these there is an understandable risk 
that people sometimes circle the wagons in defence 
of their existing roles and see only resource solutions 
to all problems. I would argue though that, however 
diffi  cult, now is the time for social workers to assert a 
positive set of roles in the development and delivery 
of prevention and personalisation, and for their 
managers to enable this. What might this mean?

Here I will focus mostly on personal budgets 
while acknowledging that they are only one 
element of personalisation. Ali Gardner’s recent 
book Personalisation in Social Work considers the 
complementary value bases of social work and 
personalisation, reviewing the range of roles that 
social workers can usefully play in practical delivery 
of personal budgets from assessment through to 
review. She persuasively argues that social workers 
play valuable, sometimes critical roles at each step 
of the process. But she also recognises that there 
are signifi cant questions, given that social workers 
are a scarce resource and that the goal is self-

directed care, about how social workers can best 
contribute where people have personal budgets.

A recent think piece published by Think Local, Act 
Personal, titled Re-thinking Support Planning: Ideas 
for an alternative approach, puts forward some ideas. 
The focus should be on supporting people to achieve 
good outcomes using a variety of practical resources. 
Many people don’t need social workers to achieve 
good outcomes, and unnecessary involvement can 
even delay and restrict self-direction. For others, 
support is best provided through peer support or 
other off ers from user or carer-led organisations.

Other people, however, including those in complex, 
isolated and risky situations, will often benefi t more 
from the skilled interventions and focused attention 
of social workers. Better targeting of social work skills, 
coupled with the provision of self-help tools and 
alternative forms of support, will both serve the needs 
of a frequently overstretched profession and of those 
who require social care. Beyond personal budgets, 
there could be serious opportunities for social workers 
to play a valuable role in helping some people avoid 
or delay the need for long term care, supporting them 
to build and use their personal and social capital.

For strategic managers and elected members, 
this will mean reconceptualising social work within 
new local service frameworks, and enabling new 
forms of practice. For social workers it will require 
a positive, and sometimes assertive, reclaiming of 
their profession. 

New forms of practice
It’s time to reclaim the profession in order to better 
target our skills, says Martin Routledge
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