
here have been almost as many
causes cited for the riots in the
summer in England as there were
rioters, as exemplified by the
Guardian and London School of

Economic’s in-depth study, Read the Riots,
published over four days in December 2011. This
study shows that these eruptions of violence,
destruction and looting were complex in origin,
making efforts to work out how to prevent
further outbreaks very difficult.
Seeking the causes at all was difficult in the

early days, as any attempt to put forward
suggestions as to why people took part in
largely destructive activities was deemed to be
somehow condoning those activities and
ignoring the genuine distress, hardship and in
some cases danger to life they represented.  
My view has not changed. Many who took

part felt they had nothing to lose, which says
something about our society right now. This is
borne out by some of the analysis which has
taken place, including an independent panel
commissioned by prime minster David Cameron
which confirmed the link that many had made,
and which the government had denied, that
those involved in the unrest were mainly from
the most deprived areas of the country.  
Of course this does not give people

permission to loot and steal but it does explain
why people may seize an opportunity to have
some of what everybody else has, however
misguided this impulse may be. Rather than
indulge in simplistic knee-jerk reactions like
some of the media and some politicians, I would
like to see all agencies considering what might
be done to resolve some of the issues and make
these occurrences less likely. 
There are forecasts of more riots as our

economic position worsens, as cuts bite and as
people feel more and more separated from the
rest of society. So how do we intervene? And
what is the role and responsibility of social
workers in all this?
There has been a particular focus on and

concern about the young people (some as
young as 11) involved, and Archbishop of
Canterbury, Rowan Williams, makes a
connection between the disorder and ‘massive
economic hopelessness’ and record levels of
youth unemployment. Williams writes in The
Guardian on 7 December 2011: ‘Too many of
these young people assume they are not going
to have any ordinary, human, respectful
relationships with adults – especially those in
authority, the police above all.’
And that, I think, is where we could come in.

Our social work values compel us to treat all
people, young or old, well-to-do or poor, with
respect, to take account of their backgrounds
and circumstances and to support them against
discrimination and oppression. Social workers
will well know that this does not mean you do
not challenge those with whom you are
working when they indulge in anti-social or
criminal behaviour. But we can try to show them
that they are valued, that we do care about what
they do and about the life chances they are
offered, and that they do have a stake in society.
This may involve us in advocating for our

service users with the police if they are heavy
handed, with the Job Centre if they seem to be

giving up on them, with the Department of
Work and Pensions if benefits are not being
awarded fairly, and maybe with our own
organisations if they do not seem to be offering
an adequate service to families in need of
intervention. Fall-out from the riots may also see
us working with those who lost homes and
livelihoods and helping them in practical ways
and with emotional support as they put their
lives back together again.
We may be working with people who took

part in the riots in August and we have to use
our skills to analyse and understand why they
were involved while being clear with them that
this was not the right way to show their anger,
frustration and distress – if that is what motivated
them. They need to learn from the experience
and from the consequences of their actions for
themselves and others and we need to work
with them to find other ways of channelling
those emotions, maybe in positive ways.
As well as working with individuals, we are in

a position to influence families and communities
and engage in work to prevent this happening
again. This is more difficult as some of the
services through which this could take place are
being cut or closed, such as family centres. We
should be involved in family intervention work.
In some areas where there are specific projects
this has proved effective, although there can be
issues about the coercive nature of the work, but
social workers do not have a high profile despite
the fact that our skills, knowledge and values
mean we could contribute even more
significantly.
I leave the last word to the Archbishop again: 

‘ … what kind of life is it in which your emotional
highs come from watching a shop being torched
or a policeman being hit by a rock?’ I think we
social workers know more than most what kind
of life that is and have some of the tools to
improve matters.

viewpoint20

Riotous reflections

Ruth Cartwright is BASW England manger

Professional Social Work • January 2012

T

the guest 
Ruth Cartwright, fresh from her role on Inside Housing’s Riot
Report Sounding Board, considers the causes of the summer
unrest and the role social workers may have to play in prevention
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