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Dickens 
 Industrial revolution 

 Movement away from rural, hands-on work to 
industrial, mechanised work 

 Expansion of the urban environment 

 Growth of a new urban population 

 The rise of public health and population expansion 
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The contemporary context 
 Digital revolution 

 Movement away from industrial, mechanised work to 
digital and nanotechnologies 

 Expansion of the global environment 

 Growth of a new socially networked population 

 The rise/decline of public health and continued 
population expansion 
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An extraordinarily complex subject 
 …social work education is an extraordinarily 

complex subject because it draws upon a wide 
range of other academic disciplines and 
synthesises from those disciplines its own chosen 
set of beliefs, precepts, ideologies, doctrines and 
authority.  

Croisdale-Appleby, 2014, p. 15 
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Complex work 
 As a profession, social work requires its practitioners to 

understand intricate and often seemingly impenetrable 
behaviours and situations, whilst not having the same 
level of objective scientific support for their analysis 
and conclusions to assist them … as have, for example, 
medical and other clinical practitioners…. 

 The nature of social work is coping with contradictory 
and partial information….  

 

Croisdale-Appleby, 2014, p. 15 
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Complex families 
Competing views, sometimes in the context of custody 

disputes and acrimonious parental separations, made it 
well nigh impossible at times to identify what had 
happened. The wider families often had complex, 
unstable structures and competing views about who 
had done what and what should happen next. Yet, these 
family members were often required to help or support 
parents whose abilities to safely parent their children 
were seen as inadequate (Saltiel, 2013, p.15). 
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Complexity 
Complicated systems can be designed, 

predicted and controlled. 

 

Complex systems can be designed, but are 
not susceptible to prediction or control 
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The governors (1) 
The Integrated Children’s System 

Car parking 

Hotdesking 

The timetabling robot  
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Conversations 
 Because of hot-desking and car parking, we’ve 

been told to arrange all our visits in one day, 4 or 5 
visits, and then spend three days writing up. I get 
later and later for each visit, so the last one, you’re 
meant to be there at 4.00 and you arrive at 5.30 – 
and you know, you’ve called them, but… 

 I never do visits back-to-back, it’s too tiring. 

 I try to do one visit a week – a visit is a treat for me. 
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The governors (2) 
Media 

Courts 

Procedures 

Managers 

Budgets 

Fear  

13 



Social work talk 
 ‘Social workers’ talk 

simultaneously attends to 
the situation at hand as 
well as to potential 
overhearers beyond the 
immediate encounter, for 
instance the court’ 
 

Hall et al. (1997b: 201) cited in Hall et al. 
(2006: 19) 
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The unexpected 

 You can't just say, well, 
it’s 2.00 and I have to go, 
when someone's been up 
in the loft to get a box of 
letters and newspaper 
cuttings to show you 

15 



16 



Finally, an example of a 
human relationship in action 
 http://www.upworthy.com/youll-be-amazed-how-

just-a-song-could-break-through-to-this-woman-
with-alzheimers?g=2 
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