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There is an important and greatly worrying contradiction at the heart 

of what I have to say today. Today’s summit on adult social work 

symbolizes many positives. It symbolizes the contribution that adult 

social work has to make in many people’s lives and counters the 

public and political preoccupation with child protection social work 

and children and family social work, which means adult social work is 

often overshadowed and even forgotten. So thanks for this reminder 

of adult social work’s importance and centrality. Social workers with 

adults can make a key difference. At the same time, today’s event is 

unfortunately also a powerful reminder of the worrying times now 

facing adult social work. This is not about optimism or pessimism. It’s 

about getting the culture and the funding right – being honest about 

the problems we face with both. 

 

The simple truth is that adult social work does not pull the heart 

strings in the same way that social work with children, despite the 

many difficulties it faces, ultimately can. Nor does it have the same 

urgent effect on politicians as the fear of a child care tragedy. And 

even before these most difficult economic times, we know that there 

have been some serious problems facing adult social work. 
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First, we saw the role of approved or psychiatric social worker, the 

ASW, with its strong focus on the social, ended and replaced with 

that of the AMHP or approved mental health professional. These 

were now recruited from a much wider range of mental health 

professionals with mainly medicalised cultures, which do not reflect 

the essentially social basis of social work or retain the neutrality of  

social work as a profession which does not intervene medically, with 

injections and chemotherapy. From research that Shaping Our Lives 

carried out we know that ASWs were valued by many service users, 

for their social approach, and their assertiveness on behalf of service 

users’ rights and needs. 

 

Second, was the damage done by the widespread substitution of care 

management for social work with adults. This has undoubtedly 

resulted in a degradation of the role of social work in this field, with 

the social worker now meant to be some kind of Mr or Ms Fixit or 

mini-manager, who is supposed to create packages of support for 

service users rather than provide the valued advocacy and support 

they can uniquely offer. This has more often meant a preoccupation 

with assessment, and increasingly with denying people support, 

rather than being a valued part of providing it. The failings of care 

management became a good excuse for getting rid of and reducing 

adult service users’ contact with social workers and that sadly is part 

of the corrosive effect they have had. 
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More recently has been the negative impact on adult social work of 

moves to so-called personalization and personal budgets. This has in 

practice been associated with reductions in numbers of adult social 

workers, the making of large scale redundancies, considerable 

criticism of such social workers for their preoccupation with 

assessment (through no fault of their own, but rather the imposition of 

care management) and the use instead of non-professional workers 

working with set scripts and considerably less discretion and 

independence.  

 

Finally, are the losses in adult social work we are currently seeing as 

a result of cuts in social care through the imposition of 28 per cent 

front-loaded cuts on local authority spending by central government. 

There is again strong evidence of this resulting in direct reductions in 

the numbers of social workers working with adults and the loss of 

contact and continuity by adult service users with social workers. 

 

Of course none of this would really matter if adult social work was 

problematic and had a marginal contribution to make. But this clearly, 

on the evidence of service users, is not the case. It’s this evidence 

base it is important to refer to. Governments, politicians and 

policymakers should be referring to this evidence base in making 

their decisions. The problem is that they don’t seem to have been 

doing so. I am not suggesting that everything in the garden is rosy. 

Mike Oliver, the disability activist and academic rightly complains that 

adult social work has still failed to adopt the social model of disability 

routinely and across practice.  
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However, having said that, there is a remarkable consistency in the 

evidence, over time, in different settings, internationally and with 

different groups of service users, of the valued role adult social work 

nonetheless plays. This has been true of findings from research and 

consultations with service users which I have been involved in; which 

the national service user organization and network Shaping Our Lives 

has carried out, in my own academic studies and in research 

undertaken by others. 

 

So, for example, when Shaping Our Lives, consulted adult service 

users over their vision for adult support; talked with them about what 

they saw as the key role and tasks of social workers, when we carried 

out research asking service users what they valued from palliative 

care social workers’ practice; what service users wanted from 

participation and what they saw real person-centred support 

meaning, these were the things they said, repeatedly. This is what 

they valued about adult social work (and indeed social care) practice. 

This is why they thought it was helpful and important. This is the 

difference it can make. 

 

Service users highlight a range of qualities and skills that they 

associate with good practice and good practitioners. This first 

became apparent in the 1996  The Standards We Expect project in 

1996, in which I was jointly involved with Tessa Harding at the then 

National Institute for Social Work. In that study, the qualities that 

service users highlighted that they valued from workers included 
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respect, credibility, courtesy and empathy, commitment to 

confidentiality and privacy, honesty, reliability and continuity, as well 

as a ‘sense of judgement about risk’ and practical skills (p24). 

 

These skills and qualities are at the heart of social work. It is not a 

technically based profession like nursing or medicine. It is in these 

skills and qualities that it has its unique contribution. It is these which 

define it. 

 

In the other work, again repeatedly the qualities and skills that people 

highlight are: 

 

• Reliability; 

• Practical help; 

• The ability to give support; 

• Time to listen and respond; 

• Seeing people’s lives in the round, not just the problems  

 

The importance of relationships – the relationship between the 

service user and the social worker is stressed again and again. 

It is seen as the crucial starting point for offering help and 

support. Not for nothing is this framed in terms of a ‘helping 

relationship’. 

 

Service users in the UK wide palliative care project repeatedly 

highlighted what they seemed to see as positive human qualities 

which they associated with such social work. These included: 
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• Warmth 

• Empathy 

• Respect 

• Listening 

• Being treated with with equality 

• Reliability 

• Being non-judgemental (Beresford et al, 2007) 

 

These qualities or characteristics (which we could also see as the 

skills acquired through a rigorous and important process of training 

and socialisation) are also those closely associated with person-

centred support, again based on and following from a relationship 

between service user and worker. 

 

It is interesting that in the palliative care study when people were 

trying to convey what they so valued about social work practice, they 

talked of the social worker as a friend; someone who would go the 

extra mile, to whom you could tell anything, who wouldn’t be 

burdened or shocked by it, who could help make your physical or 

emotional pain just about bearable. But they didn’t mean by a friend, 

an actual friend, because often they were unable to tell, to burden, to 

risk being honest - even with a good friend. Instead they meant 

someone they felt had all the qualities, the ideal abilities that we like 

to associate with friends. They did not mean someone who didn’t 

understand or respect professional and personal boundaries. It was 
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like the social worker working with adults could be some kind of 

summation, some kind of outstanding realisation and distillation of all 

that we would hope to have from a close and trusted relationship.  

 

This is not to be found in any other professional role. It may be 

difficult to describe in traditional or managerial terms. But it quite 

clearly represents something much needed, wanted and valued by 

many service users. This highlights the importance of safeguarding 

adult social work. Of ensuring that adult social work has a secure and 

properly central place in supporting people for many future years. The 

present uncertainty that applies must be challenged. Adult social 

work must be ensured the key role that service users themselves 

think it should be guaranteed, even in difficult economic times like the 

present. 

 

Paul Burstow Minister for Care  has had to give his apologies for 

today’s event. But in a letter to Moira Gibb as Chair of the Social 

Work Reform Board he makes clear that he ‘wants the key new post 

of Chief Social Worker when appointed working with stakeholders to 

clarify the role of social work within adult services.  

 

This post has been delayed, but as he said that gives us more time to 

get things right for adult social work and he stresses that he will be 

seeking feedback on today to feed into the forthcoming white paper. 

This is positive and encouraging. Especially when we think of it in the 

context of the government’s increased emphasis on health and social 

care integration. We must hope that the Minister receives this crucial 
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message from the evidence; that social work with adults has a crucial 

role to play in such integrated arrangements; that these need to build 

heavily on the positive outcomes achieved by social work’s relational 

basis and also its social orientation. In this way, integrated services 

can at last fully taken on the holistic approach that we know matches 

service users’ preferences and perceptions and which truly makes 

support services person centred and fit for purpose. Thank you.  

 

References 
• Beresford, P. Shamash, 0. Forrest, V. Turner, M. and Branfield, 
F. (2005), Developing Social Care: Service users’ vision for adult 
support (Report of a consultation on the future of adult social 
care), Adult Services Report 07, London, Social Care Institute for 
Excellence in association with Shaping Our Lives. 
• Beresford, P. (2007), The Roles And Tasks Of Social workers: Report 
of service user consultation for the England Review, 28 February 2007 
carried out by Shaping Our Lives, London, General Social Care Council. 
• Beresford, P. (2007), The Changing Roles and Tasks Of Social Work 
From Service Users’ Perspectives: A literature informed discussion 
paper, for the Review of Social Work Roles and Tasks in England, 
London, General Social Care Council. 
• Branfield, F. Beresford, P. and Levin, E. (2007), Common Aims: A 
strategy to support service user involvement in social work education, 
Social Work Education Position Paper 07, London, Shaping Our Lives 
and the Social Care Institute for Excellence (SCIE).  
• Moriarty, J. Beresford, P. Branfield, F. Forrest, V. Butt, J. Iliffe, S. and 
others (2007), The Participation Of Adult Service Users, Including Older 
People, In Developing Social Care, Practice Guide No 11, London, 
Social Care Institute for Excellence. 
• Beresford, P. Adshead, L. and Croft, S. (2007), Palliative Care, 
Social Work And Service Users: Making life possible, London, 
Jessica Kingsley. 
• Beresford, P. and Hasler, F. (2009),  Transforming Social Care: 
Changing the future together, Uxbridge, Brunel University Press. 
• Croft, S. Bewley, C. Beresford, P. Branfield, F. Fleming, J. Glynn, M. 
Postle, K. (2011), Person-Centred Support: A Guide to person-centred 
working for practitioners, London, Shaping Our Lives in association with   
Joseph Rowntree Foundation.   
• Bewley, C. Branfield, F. Glynn, M. Beresford, P. Croft, S. Fleming, J. 
Postle, K. (2011), Person-Centred Support – A service Users’ Guide, 



 9 

London, Shaping Our Lives in association with Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation.    
 
• Beresford, P. Fleming, J. Glynn, M. Bewley, C. Croft, S. Branfield, F. 
and Postle, K. (2011), Supporting people: Towards a person-centred 
approach, Bristol, Policy Press. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 


