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E
ver wonder what happened to 
the Big Society?  Perhaps not, 
but make no mistake, though the 
Conservatives no longer campaign 
on it, it was very much part of 

their election manifesto. In the section 
dedicated to it, we were told that it was 
‘a vision of a more engaged nation, one 
in which we take more responsibility for 
ourselves and our neighbours; communities 
working together, not depending on remote 
and impersonal bureaucracies’.

In many ways the Care Act shares this 
vision. It places the onus on councils to 
promote people’s dignity and respect, 
putting them in control of their day-to-day 
lives and seeing to their physical, mental, 
social and economic wellbeing. Like the Big 
Society, the Act plays to people’s strengths, 
not their weaknesses.  

But note the all-important role of local 
authorities, whose social workers will have 
to marshal the resources of individuals, 
communities and the state to best effect. 
Government policy suggests that  
£33 billion will be cut from public spending 

FROM THE EDITOR

– including the £12 billion promised from 
welfare – and there is inevitably a fear that 
the next five years will be accompanied by 
the ‘melancholy, long, withdrawing roar’ of 
the state from social services.  

Of course, those ‘remote and impersonal 
bureaucracies’ do need to change, 
becoming closer and more accountable 
to the communities they serve.  There 
are some interesting schemes for doing 
it, such as a community social enterprise 
run by social workers in Calderdale and 
‘community-led’ social work in Shropshire. 
But, like Essex featured in this issue, 
they think the solution is to invest in social 
work, not leave communities to cope on 
their own.

Social workers can help to make the 
case through TCSW’s Real Social Work 
campaign.  Keep an eye on future issues 
of SWM and the College website for ways 
you can contribute, and get involved in the 
discussion using the #RealSocialWork 
Twitter hashtag. Because, without great 
social work, there can be no such thing as 
the Big Society.

The Big Society lives on

MARK IVORY

In many ways,
the Care Act shares 
the vision of an 
engaged nation 
set out in the 
Conservatives’ 
election manifesto



Denial and isolation, anger, 
bargaining, depression, 
acceptance. So how far have you 

come through the cycle of loss since the 
election? Personally, I think I’ve done 
most of the cycle at least half a dozen 
times, usually associated with some 
new policy initiatives or statement 
where I find myself shouting at the 
radio: ‘You want to do what?’

But the new Conservative 
administration is here to stay, so 
looking ahead and planning for both 
ourselves and the people we serve is 
essential. In this spirit, here are some 
things to mull over in the ever-changing 
world in which we live.

The range of sectors social workers 
already work in is larger than the public 
thinks – child-focused, adult-focused, 
mental health, criminal justice and so on. 
What may well change is the number of 
social workers working in different sorts 
of organisations, whether they are in the 
not-for-profit, private or public sector.

Will ‘integration’ of services into 
multi-professional teams be the rule 
in the future? I’m not sure but let’s 
hope everyone learns from what 
works or not in mental health services 
where multi- professional teams have 
operated longer.

And I feel social work and social 
workers need to continue to raise 
our voices and continue to challenge 
because, let’s face it, not only do 
the marginalised people we work 
with deserve a better voice, but the 
government and the public need to  
be reminded of what is really 
happening out there. Cuts and 
restricted services don’t just affect 
the ‘undeserving’ poor; they affect 
everyone in society.

So I’ll be at the barricades lobbing 
brickbats of reality into the political 
debate. Anybody wanna join me?

Claire Barcham manages an 
emergency duty team in London

 Cuts and 
restricted services 
don’t just affect the 
‘undeserving’ poor; 
they affect everyone 
in society

Join me at the barricades 
lobbing brickbats of reality

OPINION

CLAIRE BARCHAM



Develop your skills and 
enhance your career
Our advanced level courses are suitable 
for experienced social workers looking for 
a more in-depth training in working with 
couples and families in distress. 
“Many social workers study with us to extend 
their experience of working with families and 
children to therapeutic work with the adult 
couple relationship.” 
- Mary Morgan, Head of MA 

MA in Couple & Individual Psychodynamic 
Counselling & Psychotherapy
 
MA in Couple Psychoanalytic 
Psychotherapy

0207 380 8288   
training@tccr.ac.uk 
tccr.ac.uk/courses

To find out more and apply: tccr.ac.uk/courses

“The training 
that I received 
has been 
excellent; 
intellectually 
demanding, 
stimulating 
and above 
all a hugely 
rewarding 
experience” 
- Former MA 
student

Strengthening skills to help families



U
ser involvement has been the 
mantra of modern public policy. 
This column is just one of myriad 
expressions of the new interest in 

the perspectives of those on the receiving 
end of policy and services. However, the 
time has now come when we are going to 
have to look hard and carefully at what 
we mean by ‘service user’.

Over the past few years there has 
been an accelerating flow of headline-
grabbing books, surveys, inquiries 
and evidence-based research reports 
highlighting that austerity politics are 
having a particularly damaging effect on 
the most vulnerable, impoverished and 
powerless people and groups in society. 

The Conservative Party was clear in its 
2015 general election manifesto that 
more massive cuts in welfare spending 
were planned. That party has now been 
elected to power with a mandate for 
those swingeing cuts, which, as the 
Institute for Fiscal Studies has repeatedly 
said, will bring fundamental reductions 
in the size and role of the state and the 
scale of public services. 

Whatever our thoughts or opinions on 
the subject, this is likely to be the reality. 
There are going to be fewer and fewer 
public services, sources of support and 
cash benefits. As a result, in one sense 
there will be fewer and fewer ‘service 
users’ – as there are fewer services for 
them to turn to. 

Of course, we know other services are 
likely to emerge. We have already seen 
this with the exponential rise in the 
number of food banks. Doubtless we will 

be seeing more soup runs and shelters as 
the numbers of foodless and homeless 
rise. We can expect a further rise in the 
number in criminal custody. But these will 
be new kinds of service users to match 
new services – or perhaps we should 
say very old poor law style services now 
dragged back into use as the welfare 
state is unravelled. And there will be 
a need, I fear, for other kinds of crisis 
services for disabled people, people with 
learning difficulties and mental health 
service users struggling with increased 
insecurity, anxiety and even suicidal 
thoughts. 

Increasingly, service users will be 
redefined as people are denied service 
support in the name of ideological cuts 
and people come to need even more 
basic services to sustain life. There will 
be some reluctance to speak these truths 
to power probably, but ultimately that 
will be another difficult task that social 
workers, user-led organisations and the 
third sector generally will have to take on. 

It is a task that may be life-saving for 
‘service users’ but may bring social work 
yet more criticism and unpopularity from 
the powers that be. Now, more than 
ever, social work needs to be outward 
looking. This entails working to build new 
alliances and trying to make the case 
for social work as a valuable service for 
all. Then its critics will truly meet their 
match!

Peter Beresford is chair of Shaping Our 
Lives and professor of social policy at 
Brunel University

Social work will 
have to build new 
alliances and make its 
case as a valuable 
service for all

at the SHARP end
A USER’S VIEW 

PETER BERESFORD

OPINION
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OPINION

BLOG LOG - Thoughts from the College blog
[Social workers] construct 
understandings by critically analysing 
the evidence presented through applying 
theory to the narrative as it unfolds. This 
is pretty much what happens when we 
read fiction in groups, as it is the fiction 
that provides us with a space to develop 
our knowledge and hone our skills, and an 
opportunity to think deeply about what it 
means to be human.
AMANDA TAYLOR  
of the Social Work Book Group 

Whilst the Care Act focuses on 
work with adults, people working in 
children’s services should not see these 
changes as disconnected from their 
everyday practice. There is a creeping 

risk that the gap between adults’ and 
children’s social work will widen further, 
diminishing professional knowledge and 
undermining the quality of work with 
families, individuals and communities.
ANNIE HUDSON 

Why is it that when you pass your 
driving test, that’s it – that’s all you 
have to do to continue driving for years, 
unless your competency is questioned 
and you’re forced to be re-assessed? 
If we as a profession took the same 
view as the world of driving, we would 
never monitor our development, never 
improve our skills, and we would become 
complacent.
KELLY HIERONS 

Integration is not just about working 
together [but] it is indeed about 
sharing knowledge and skills. There 
is perhaps now a greater need to 
engender stronger ties with others and 
to present a united front to ensure 
all professionals continue to deliver 
excellent practice.
IMRAN

[Speakers at a council chief executives’ 
meeting] said we must always be clear 
that integration is not a magic bullet 
that will reconcile growing demand, 
demographic shifts and falling resource. 
Integration presents great opportunities, 
but these will come at a cost.
PAULA CLARK

Independents must take  
the fight to government

There is little guidance for social 
workers considering working 
independently, a masterclass on 

independent social work at The College of 
Social Work’s annual conference was told.

Social workers attending the 
masterclass said there was insufficient 
information available for professionals 
considering working independently or 
as a locum. Attendees said they wanted 
advice on topics including setting up 
a limited company, self-employment 
rules, tax information including IR35 
regulations, insurance and a clear view of 
the pros and cons of locum work.

After the conference, Locum Today – 
the online community for locum social 
workers – met The College to discuss the 
issues raised during the session. As a 
result, the two organisations are planning 
events across the UK to address this 
deficit and provide the growing number 
of social workers going locum with 
the essential information they require 
before making the leap to working 
independently. See future issues of Social 
Work Matters and social media channels 
for further details. 

Meanwhile Locum Today has launched 
a campaign around government plans, 

announced in the March Budget, to 
prevent locum social workers and all 
contractors claiming tax relief from 
April 2016 on legitimately incurred 
business expenses, including travel and 
subsistence.

The plans would reduce locum social 
workers’ income and threaten the future 
of some umbrella companies that provide 
financial solutions to these practitioners.

Locum Today is calling for the locum 
workforce to find out more about the 
plans and raise the issue with their MPs. 
Judging by a poll of locums we conducted 
just before the election, many will be 
disappointed with the outcome – 70 per 
cent said they were planning to vote 
Labour and 11 per cent Conservative. But 
now we have a Tory government with a 
fresh mandate we must take the fight to 
them as we have begun to do in a letter 
to the prime minister. There is no time to 
waste in raising the issue.  

For more information about the poll, 
the campaign and all things locum, visit 
www.locumtoday.co.uk or follow us on 
Twitter @LocumToday. Read our letter to 
David Cameron here.

Clare Jerrom is editor of Locum Today

Plans announced 
in the Budget will reduce 
locum social workers’ 
income

CLARE JERROM



Children’s Social Work Service

Head of Service
£54,000 - £60,000 Relocation expenses available  
up to £10,000 subject to eligibility

In this pivotal senior management role, you will be accountable 
for ensuring Brighton & Hove’s most vulnerable children are kept 
safe and benefit from better outcomes, thanks to our Children’s 
Services. 

Teams of qualified, experienced and advanced social  
work professionals will look to you for strategic direction, 
inspirational leadership by creating a high performing service. 
Across the full range of specialised services, you will be 
accountable for shaping the development and delivery  
of key strategic goals. 

You will promote effective integrated working with a host of  
partner agencies; carefully manage service’s budgets; drive  
strong performance management, staff development and quality 
assurance. Whether children are already in our care or assessed  
as being in need of protection, you be accountable for delivering 
impactful changes to drive high quality services for children and 
families. 

A highly accomplished senior manager, you have significant 
experience of successfully managing complex resources within 
children’s social work/child protection. We expect you to have a 
Master’s in Social Work Practice, with a pathway in Social Work 
Leadership & Management, or equivalent. Naturally, you will 
demonstrate detailed knowledge of legislative and procedural 
frameworks in the field, together with national policy, guidance 
and best practice. Proven experience of strategic planning and 
managing complex change is also essential. You will bring to the 
role a flair for leadership, relationship building, negotiation and 
influencing.

Principal Social Worker
£51,000 - £56,000 Relocation expenses available  
up to £10,000 subject to eligibility

As a specialist strategic adviser to our Children’s Services, you will 
lead the transformation of practice for the benefit of Brighton & 
Hove’s most vulnerable young people. 

A member of the senior management team, you will be accountable 
for leading the development and delivery of high quality social  
work practice across the department. Developing practice at  
both a regional and national level, you’ll be instrumental to  
the implementation of a new model of practice supported by  
a groundbreaking Training Partnership with our neighbouring 
authorities and local universities locally. Relating the views and 
experience of professionals, children and families to senior managers, 
you’ll ensure they are fully considered in service planning and 
delivery. You’ll oversee the effectiveness of services, and play  
a part in shaping a strategic approach to developing our workforce.  
Thanks to you, not only will children benefit from better outcomes 
– the status of the social work profession will be regarded more 
highly than ever before. 

A HCPC registered Social Worker with a Master’s level qualification 
in practice and a relevant qualification in management, you’ll will  
be able to evidence a strong track record of developing high quality 
social work practice. 

Your experience spans social work practice and management, service 
improvement and staff supervision in safeguarding children and other 
statutory functions. Through personal impact you will demonstrate 
the qualities of a motivational leader, coach and mentor and naturally, 
you have excellent communication and relationship building skills. 
You will be able to apply your knowledge of practice, policy and case 
law into developing new, creative and innovative strategies. 

Apply online now at: 

jobs.brighton-hove.gov.uk

Artwork by Charlie Taylor

In return we can offer a service that’s up for change, and ready to implement a new delivery model, linked to a groundbreaking 
Training Partnership with our neighbouring authorities and local universities. You can also expect a comprehensive development 
programme, corporate membership to the College of Social Work, and a relocation package. 

To apply for these positions please register your interest in the first instance with our recruitment 
partners TMP Worldwide by contacting Ben Hopkins by email: BHCCResourcing@tmpw.co.uk 

Closing date for both posts: 21 June 2015. 
Selection/interview dates:  Monday 13th July 2015 for the Head of Service and  

Tuesday 14th July 2015 for Principal Social Worker.



UPDATE

Social workers are being urged 
to put their profession on the 
political agenda by endorsing 

the Real Social Work campaign and 
using it as a platform to influence the 
new government.

Launched by The College (TCSW) 
at our second annual conference in 
March, the campaign has built up a 
groundswell of support from social 
workers (go to #RealSocialWork) and 
sector leaders.

In the run-up to the general 
election, College members were 
encouraged to lobby candidates and 
ask them what they would do to help 
real social work thrive.  Now many of 
them have been elected, TCSW will 
continue to call on members to share 
the campaign manifesto with their 
local MPs.  

The campaign, which has been 
covered by the Guardian and 
Community Care, has also reached 
more than 4,500 people via Facebook 

and has had more than 150 retweets 
and 75 favourites on Twitter.

New Association of Directors 
of Adult Social Services (Adass) 
president Ray James highlighted Real 
Social Work in his inaugural speech 
at the Adass spring seminar. He said 
it was part of the sector-wide effort 
required to attract good social care 
workers.

Among the campaign materials is a 
manifesto calling on the government 
to take five key actions so that social 
work can thrive:
■ Increase investment in social work;
■  Put social work at the heart of 

integrated care for adults;
■  Revisit the inspection regime for 

children’s services;
■  Ensure that all services are properly 

regulated and accountable;
■ Commit to post-qualifying CPD.

■ See ‘Let’s get real’. 
■ For more information click here.

Social workers urged  
to build on campaign

Bookmark your place with 
reading group to boost CDP
Social workers are being invited 
to establish or join book-
reading groups as a creative 
approach to CPD. The Social 
Work Book Group project, an 
initiative overseen by senior 
lecturer Amanda Taylor at the 
University of Central Lancashire 
(UCLAN), is recommended by 
TCSW as a CPD activity and 
the College has produced a 
framework for using book 
groups as a tool for critical 
reflection.

Visitors to the TCSW website 
can also view a video blog 
of the first Social Work Book 
Group at UCLAN and a video 
of the two chief social workers 

discussing the benefits of the 
project.

In the video blog, Taylor says: 
‘The book club has drawn national 
attention – the sessions are live-
streamed by the university’s 
digital team with a Twitter feed 
at the same time so that we can 
discuss with students across the 
UK and they can connect with 
this learning activity.’

The aim is to link up with other 
universities initiating their own 
book club events to create a 
stronger social work voice as 
communities of learning are 
developed.
■ For more information  
click here.

TCSW restates 
opposition to 
sanctions

College sets the standards 
to meet Care Act demands 
Challenging new standards that social workers are expected to meet 
under the Care Act implemented on 1 April have been set out by TCSW. 

Social workers will need to be able to carry out strengths-based 
assessments and know how to strike a balance between statutory 
services and community resources under new capabilities statements 
that form part of the Professional Capabilities Framework.  

TCSW has also produced a CPD curriculum guide for the Care Act for 
use by social workers to help with their professional development and 
by employers, commissioners and educators to help them support and 
develop best practice.  

‘The Care Act is a real opportunity to give people much greater choice, 
independence and control,’ said TCSW chief executive Annie Hudson. 
‘That this will be challenging for social workers and other care and 
health professionals is beyond doubt, but we know that social workers’ 
values and expertise position them well to respond confidently and 
capably.’
■ Click here for the CPD guide and here for the PCF statements.

Responding to the Queen’s speech setting out 
the government’s legislative programme for the 
coming year, TCSW has repeated its criticism 
of plans to impose sanctions on social workers 
who fail to report or take action on child sexual 
exploitation.  

The College has pledged to continue 
campaigning against the measure, announced in 

parliament last month, which will be contained in 
the Policing and Criminal Justice Bill and would 
create a new offence of wilful neglect.  

Among other proposed legislation affecting 
social work is the Education and Adoption Bill, 
which will give the education secretary powers to 
make councils merge adoption services to improve 
placement rates. 



Why the Centre for Child Protection at the University of Kent?

Kent is one of the UK’s leading universities, ranked 16th in the 2016 Guardian University League
Table. The Centre for Child Protection is proud to have won both the University of Kent Social
Sciences Faculty Teaching Prize and the Kent Innovation & Enterprise Innovation Award in 2014. 

MA Advanced Child Protection (P/T Distance Learning)
Our innovative and exciting MA programme is delivered on a part-time basis by distance
learning. The programme is designed to meet the learning and development needs of multi-
professional/multi-agency practitioners and managers. We have created an environment where
you can access varied and relevant resources directly: resources include video lectures from
experts/leading academics; online access to academic journals; e-books and thought-provoking
activities promoting reflective practice and critical thinking. You are also given access to the
Centre’s award winning child protection simulations, and innovative learning tools. You have links
to a network of world class research and academic expertise through the University of Kent. The
Centre for Child Protection offers consistent and continuous tutor support. We aim to inspire and
motivate you to raise organisational standards through confident practice.

Programme content
• Understanding social research
• Definitions, prevalence, causes and consequences of child abuse and neglect
• Contemporary child protection practice and policies
• New perspectives on assessment and observation
• Support, help and intervention
• The ‘unconscious at work’
• Dissertation on an agreed aspect of multi-agency child protection.
Modules listed are not fixed and are updated annually. 
Please see www.kent.ac.uk/pg for the most up-to-date information.

Enquiries
To register your interest or find 
out more: ccp@kent.ac.uk
www.kent.ac.uk/sspssr/ccp/
register-interest.html

HIGH QUALITY TRAINING,
STUDY AND RESEARCH/
RAISING PROFESSIONAL
STANDARDS

“Fascinating material and
delivered in a variety of
different mediums that keep
the interest” 
Team Manager, Social Services
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Phil Wilshire talks to Mark Ivory 
about how he is restoring a 
place for mental health social 
work in an NHS trust 

Pulling strings 
for mental 
health work

INTERVIEW

 I am fascinated by the distinction 
between health and social care in 
mental health. I’m interested in bridging 
or even helping to erode this divide

also often had a huge influence on the 
multi-disciplinary teams in which they have 
worked. What I think has been missing 
is the sense that these social workers are 
part of a coherent professional group with 
a developed professional identity that 
would allow it to have a strong collective 
influence on the mainstream of mental 
health services. 

I believe that the social work identity 
has been unhelpfully ‘owned’ by local 
authorities, which have over-emphasised 
bureaucratic gatekeeping functions 
and led to mental health social work’s 
marginalisation. The ASW/AMHP role, 
while positive in many ways, has focused 
social work attention on providing legal 
constraints on a dominant medical model, 
rather than on developing social responses 
to social difficulties. 

I am pleased to be part of the mental 
health faculty of The College of Social 
Work and I hope that the College can 
become increasingly authoritative, 
speaking not just about social work but 
also about future, more socially and 
community-focused directions for mental 
health services generally.

What most interests you about 
the job?
I am fascinated by the distinction 

end and I found myself as a social work 
team manager in the NHS with no real 
idea of what that meant. 

Contacting other social workers 
and finding key allies in the trust led 
to an increase in recognition of the 
contribution of social workers, the 
development of a Social Work Strategy 
and, after a while, the creation of a head 
of social work post which I was successful 
in obtaining. I love my job. It is a real 
opportunity to support and develop 
social work, social perspectives and 
sensible social care partnership working 
within the mainstream of NHS mental 
health services. I feel like I’m helping to 
make a difference.

If you could change social work, 
what would you do? 
I can bring to mind many social workers 
who have done wonderful things. They 
would be exactly the kind of people who 
I would want to see or would want my 
family to see if any of us experienced 
serious mental health problems. They have 

What do you do?
I’m head of social work for Avon and 
Wiltshire Mental Health Partnership NHS 
Trust (AWP) and also what has been 
called ‘social care pathways lead’. My 
job basically has two parts: to provide 
professional leadership to social workers 
directly employed by the trust or seconded 
from the local authority into integrated 
teams; and to improve the way health and 
social care work together as part of the 
trust’s Quality Academy. I’m based in Bristol 
but my role goes across all of the six local 
authority areas covered by the trust.

How did you come into the job?
By accident, really. I had been working 
in mental health social work at Bristol 
council for 14 years, first as a practitioner 
and then as a manager of integrated 
community mental health teams. Then 
I got an NHS contract as part of a move 
into older adults’ services. When the 
relationship between the trust and the 
local authority soured two years later, 
integration arrangements came to an 

between health and social care in mental 
health. It is concerning that a divide that 
is clearly so arbitrary and meaningless 
causes the people who present to services 
so many difficulties. I’m interested in 
bridging or even helping to erode this 
divide and, challenging as it is to wade 
through vested interests, politics and 
conflicting policy, I think we should all give 

it a go. I am also keen to develop new 
roles for social workers within the NHS.

What piece of work are you most 
proud of?
About 10 years ago I was involved 
in setting up and managing a team 
in central Bristol called the central 
assessment and intervention team 
(CAIT). Although flawed in some ways, 
we really tried to develop a genuinely 
multi-disciplinary team that aimed to 
provide a thoughtful, socially minded, 
person-centred and empowering first 
contact with ‘mental health services’. 
There is always change and restructuring 
and the team only lasted six years, but 
many of the staff involved have gone on 
to great things since and I will always 
remember it fondly.

What really annoys you?
I find it difficult to stomach the 
professional arrogance that leads some 
practitioners to believe that, after 
spending an hour or so with a person, 
they are able to talk with authority about 
what is ‘wrong with someone’ and what 
they ‘need’. I think humility and basic 
human kindness are underrated.

What motivated you to become 
a social worker?
My first ‘care’ job in the 1980s was in a 
‘holiday home for the disabled’, which 
was truly as bad as it sounds. There were 
day trips in a converted ambulance, the 

worst of which was to Wookey Hole in 
Somerset, where, due to risk, no one 
was allowed to go down into the caves 
and we sat in the ambulance in the car 
park drinking coffee from a flask and 
eating custard creams. People who 
normally lived in their own homes in the 
community were not allowed to walk 
along the road to the pub because it was 
too ‘risky’. Later on, working in housing 
support, I met social workers who 
seemed to be the antidote to this kind of 
controlling, cloying, oppressive care and it 
felt like a profession that I wanted to be 
a part of.

If you had your time again, 
would you still be a social 
worker?
Yes!

How do you relax after a busy 
day?
I don’t. The house is full of children and 
usually I have to be a small rabbit while 
my youngest daughter, Maggie, is Mr 
McGregor keen to find me and put me in 
a pie. It is a lengthy and frankly terrifying 
game. Later on I might watch Breaking 
Bad or play football. Also I play double 
bass in a band called Spoctet.

More seriously, in terms of relaxation I 
think boundaries are really important. I 
am keen to avoid reading work e-mails 
at home wherever possible. Particularly 
as noise from the phone risks giving my 
hiding place away.

 Working in 
housing support, I met 
social workers who 
seemed to be the 
antidote to a controlling, 
cloying, oppressive care 
I had seen

Education
1982–85 Psychology degree, Nottingham 
University

1995-97 Social work course, Bristol 
University

Employment
1985-95 Various jobs, including ‘Playbus’ 
work, care assistant, mobile warden, 
housing officer, and support worker

1997-2002 Mental health social worker 
(then ASW), Bristol council

2002-11 Team manager of various 
integrated and non-integrated adult 
community mental health teams, Bristol 
council

2011-14 Team manager, older adults 
CMHT, Avon and Wiltshire Mental Health 
Partnership Trust (AWP)

2014 Head of social work and social care 
pathways lead, AWP

CV Phil Wilshire



BOOKS

Challenging practice 
norms, but for all 
the right reasons

Global inspiration on 
how to achieve change

T
here are two books that I have 
consistently urged all social 
workers and students to read 
over the past year: Reimagining 

child protection and Being mortal by 
Atul Gawande. They have a common 
message in reminding us about the 
importance of conversations and 
relationships with the people, carers 
and families we support and work with. 

Reimagining child protection is a 
challenging read for all the right 
reasons. The early chapters focus on 
the ethics and the discourse of where 
child protection is and ask whether 
we are about managing risks to the 
institutions in which we work or the 
risks to the child. 

The book rightly reminds us of the 

T
he term ‘policy practice’ was first 
defined in 1984. This book seeks to 
promote a wider understanding of 
how social workers can undertake 

activities, integral to their professional 
role, that focus on formulating and 
implementing new policies (or reviews of 
existing policies) at local, national and 
international levels. The evidence from 
the UK is, however, scant compared with 
that from colleagues in Australia and 
recession-hit Spain, for example. 

Eight chapters, edited by senior 
social work academics from a range of 
universities, explore how social workers 
can influence social policy in Australia, 
England, Israel, Italy, Russia, Spain, 
Sweden and the US. These countries were 
selected because they share a number 
of common themes, such as being high-
income earning democracies.

The chapter on England highlights the 
difficulties of engaging in policy practice 

value perspectives that have informed 
understanding and delivery of services 
to families. 

Later chapters focus on alternative 
models, and give an important prompt 
to how poverty needs to be understood 
if we are to work fairly with families. 
The authors acknowledge the lack of 
research into understanding the lived 
experience of child protection and how 
we as social workers understand and 
perceive ‘resistance’.

They consistently ask challenging 
questions of the reader and make one 
reflect on what we want for the families 
who are most vulnerable. It serves as a 
reminder of the role social workers need 
to play in developing relationships with 
children, their families and others, and 

in a highly regulated professional 
environment where there is often 
media hostility to social workers in 
tackling government policy head-
on. This contrasts, for example, with 
the situation in Russia where social 
workers have vigorously and successfully 
campaigned to change government 
policy on homeless people and disabled 
people. In the US, long held to have 
a fairly peripheral (and expensive to 
administer) welfare system, social 
workers have been at the forefront 
of campaigning for social justice and 
rights for under-represented groups 
and communities. However, it could be 
argued that those activities have had 
limited impact on federal social policies.

These chapters on the experience in 
specific countries are bracketed with 
two chapters written by the editors 
themselves, both of whom work in Israel. 

The first chapter explores the 

We are made to 
reflect on what we want 
for the families who are 
most vulnerable

the importance of ensuring we work in 
ways that articulate the values of the 
profession.

Vijay Patel is senior professional 
practice adviser at The College of  
Social Work

Reimagining 
child protection – 
towards humane 
social work with 
families
Brid Featherstone, 
Sue White and Kate 
Morris, Policy Press, 
2014

Social workers 
affecting social 
policy: an 
international 
perspective
John Gal and Idit 
Weiss-Gal, Policy 
Press, 2014 

tradition of involvement in social 
policy formulation as a reflection of 
the ethics, values and assumptions 
underpinning social work practice, 
which often motivate people to train 
as social workers in the first place.

The final chapter identifies ways 
in which social work organisations, 
recruitment networks (such as the 
West Midlands-based Social Work 
Action Network), academic researchers, 
broader social welfare lobby groups, 
and social workers can get involved 
and contribute through their own 
workplaces to influence policy practice. 
One way suggested is to make written 
submissions to, or testify at, UK 
parliamentary committees.

The book should be of interest to 
trainee social workers as well as those 
already experienced who want to 
explore opportunities to expand their 
contribution in the workplace and in 
local communities.

Greg Slay is quality assurance lead, 
adults’ services, West Sussex council



PRACTICE

S
ocial workers in many areas 
are wrestling with a new and 
emerging social issue, namely 
the risk of radicalisation or 

extremism for service users, particularly 
those in Muslim communities. Despite 
the relentless media coverage of 
radicalisation and its prominence on 
the political agenda, social work has 
been absent from the debate in terms 
of what its role should be. 

Social work has the potential to make 
an important contribution, bringing 
its sense of social justice and a rights-
based approach to issues affecting 
vulnerable people and disaffected 
communities. 

Some commentators have argued 
that we are in the midst of a moral 
panic surrounding ‘youth at risk 
from terrorism’ (Stanley & Guru, 
forthcoming). However, social work is at 
risk of being left behind in the debates 
even while it is being pressured to 
intervene statutorily. If we stay silent, 
there is concern that social work may 
find itself positioned as an arm of a 
policing state apparatus.  

We are a group of social work 
professionals from statutory child 
and family social work (Tony), an NHS 
trust (Jenny and Sue) and an inner-
city gangs project (Rebecca). The 

goals of the workshop were to present 
three anonymised case studies, and 
pose a set of practice questions. We 
were interested in what social work 
colleagues thought ought to be done. 
Using a questioning approach, we 
hoped to spark thinking about the 
moral and ethical dimensions for each 
case. Twenty-six colleagues attended, 
and we broke into three groups, each 
using a different case study. Small 
group debate ensued with collated 
feedback to the wider group.

Three cases were presented, one from 
each practice setting, with attached 
practice questions.  

Workshop discussions 
The group exercises generated 
interesting debate about which 
organisation is best to lead on cases; 
the ethical dilemmas for practice; how 
hard decision-making can be; and in 
what ways our help may be hindering 
the rights of people to make unwise 
decisions. Each case study invited 
discussion about the role of families 
and social networks as partners in our 
work. 

They also provoked a debate about 
the role of the state in matters of 
family ideology, belief and thought. 
Would we apply the same set of criteria 

for families who follow neo-Nazi 
doctrine or are active in the English 
Defence League (EDL) as we would for 
Islamic extremism, for example?

Several themes emerged when we 
collated the overall feedback.

Community involvement
It was identified that early 
engagement is key to successful 
intervention and that the emphasis 
must be on helping families and 
individuals rather than monitoring 
or reporting about or on them. By 
intervening earlier, the attendant risks 
should be low enough to foster good 
relationships in order to avoid an over-
emphasis on risk and danger (which 
can encourage hasty responses like 
‘child rescue’). 

There was an agreement on the 
need to shift the focus from a 
statutory practice emphasis to include 
community-led models. Family and 
network approaches were deemed 
to be useful for problem-solving. It 
was suggested that new kinds of 
arrangements, such as psychological 
support and community groups, are 
needed to mount an effective response.

Anxieties
Talking about the issues of extremism 

and radicalisation with a service 
user or family is not always easy and 
some workers feel uncomfortable with 
it because of their lack of cultural 
understanding or their fear of making 
a false accusation. There was a 
commonly expressed concern that 
practitioners may resort to a child 
rescue ideology.

Social justice and human rights
Social justice values and human rights 
must underpin our practice decisions 
and judgments. This work seriously 
challenges the line between liberty and 
security, both for us and our service 
users. Problems were highlighted 
in the relationship between police 
and social care, although positive 
and collaborative relationships were 
acknowledged. 

It must be established whether 
practitioners work with the police in 
an integration or collaboration model. 
Unless the relationship between social 
workers and the police is made clear, 
it is easy for the social worker to 
become a ‘soft’ police officer, which 
can have devastating consequences for 
relationships between practitioners and 
service users. 

It can also be dangerous for social 
workers if service users believe that 
they are being covertly monitored. 

If there is no ‘welfare’ side but 
only monitoring and enforcement, 
vulnerable people have nowhere to 
turn, and this creates more pressure for 
the already isolated individual.

The surveillance of individuals also 
creates a moral dilemma. Should we 
as social workers report a service user’s 
every move for the sake of security? 

Training and development
Practitioners said that they had 
development and learning needs in this 
area, particularly with regard to:
■ Having difficult conversations;
■ Threshold analysis skills;
■ Community engagement;
■ Community mobilisation and action; 
■ A wider need of social work 

to attract a diverse range of 
practitioners;

■ Home schooling – there are gaps in 
seeing children; and

■ The need to learn from other 
jurisdictions, such as Northern 
Ireland. 

Social work’s strengths 
In several respects social work’s 
strengths were well suited to the 

challenge of radicalisation and 
extremism. For example: 
■ Social work adopts a rights-based 

approach and offers a social justice 
perspective. We need to highlight 
the relevance of these strengths 
to this work and promote our 
contribution; 

■ Some of us have excellent working 
relationships with schools, police 
and health services. This needs to 
be expanded so that it is consistent 
across the field;  

■ Safeguarding boards are useful 
allies close to social work, and both 
children’s and adults’ are now on 
statutory footings.

■ We are well placed to open up 
debate about the societal messages 
vulnerable people are exposed to in 
relation to war, the atrocities of war, 
inequality, ethnicity, identity and 
poverty. 

Conclusion
The purpose of our workshop was 
to raise debate about the role of 
social work and our services and 
to ask: how can we effectively help 
where radicalisation risk is the 

Extreme 
social 
work
Can social workers help to tackle the 
complex challenges of Islamic radicalisation 
and the reactions to it? Tony Stanley and 
colleagues led a debate to seek some 
answers in a workshop at The College of 
Social Work’s annual conference

Case study 1:  
Statutory child and family social work
After six years in prison for terrorist 
related activities, a father reunites with 
his family. Married with four children, 
the father quickly resumes his public 
protesting against the UK for its 
involvement in the civil war in Syria. His 
older children are seen with him at a 
number of protest rallies that the police 
deem illegal. 

All of the children are home-schooled; 
they are not seen by the home 
education workers. Police refer the 
family to children’s services. 

A social worker was asked to assess 
the risk of the children being radicalised. 
After meeting the social worker once, 
the parents withdraw parental consent 
to continue the assessment under 
section 17 of the Children Act 1989.

Practice questions
■ Is this the work of children’s services? 

If it is, what is the best course of 
action? If it is not, what should be 
done?

■ What is the role of the local 
safeguarding children board in this 
case?

■ What theoretical models are useful 
in this work? How do social workers 
make sense of these cases?

identified problem? And under what 
circumstances should social workers 
respond? What constitutes enough risk 
that statutory social workers intervene 
with legal authority? 

The empowerment and social 
justice aims of social work need to 
be promoted if we are to find ways 
of approaching risk work humanely, 
so that we avoid narrow, blaming or 
punitive options. 

Social work is at risk of being left 
behind in the national debate. This 
needs addressing if the profession is 
to offer something helpful and which 
complements the policing and security 
expectations of the public, politicians 
and the hovering media waiting to 
blame if things go wrong. 

More research is needed in this area, 
along with immediate increased 
training. We believe that clear practice 
guidance is urgently required to 
support social workers and enable them 
to respond confidently to radicalisation 
and extremism risk.

Tony Stanley is principal social worker 
in Tower Hamlets; Rebecca Joy Novell 
is a social worker and Professional 
Assembly member at The College of 
Social Work; and Jenny Robb is director 
of social care and safeguarding and 
Sue Harris is safeguarding adult lead, 
both at Mersey Care NHS Trust. We 
thank TCSW for inviting us to give this 
workshop at its Think Social Work; Think 
Changing Lives annual conference on 
12 March 2015. 
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‘Childhood radicalisation risk: an 
emerging practice issue’, Practice: Social 
work in action, Routledge

Case study 2: 
Inner-city gangs project 
Basel is a member of a London gang 
and a practising Muslim. He has spent 
time in a young offender institution for 
a stabbing. He has been out of custody 
for six months and appears to have 
depression. He began self-harming and 
talking about his desire to hurt others. 

He told his social worker that ‘every day 
he feels like he is going to stab a complete 
stranger in the street’. One day, he tells 
the social worker that he wants to travel 
to Iraq to see his family. He does not give 
any more information. 

The social worker shares this information 
with their manager, who immediately tells 
the police and also informs Channel. 

But he doesn’t tell Basel that he has passed 
on this information. The social worker is 
told to disclose to the cousin that there are 
concerns about Basel’s mental health.  

Basel finds out about the conversation 
with his cousin. He rings up his social 
worker angry, upset and confused. He 
does not engage with the service again.
Practice questions
■ Was the social work manager right to 

inform Channel of Basel’s holiday plans?
■ What should have been the social 

worker’s role and what should have been 
that of the police?

■ Should the social worker have contacted 
the cousin?

Case study 3: 
NHS trust, adult services
Jonny is in his mid-20s, unemployed and 
blames his continued inability to obtain 
employment on increased immigration. 
He attends a local community college. 
The Channel team contacted the 
Prevent lead for the NHS trust asking 
whether Jonny was known to services 
because they had concerns that he may 
have an undiagnosed mental illness. 

He had been arrested for a breach 
of the peace after complaints from 
the public that he was intoxicated, 
shouting racist abuse that white 
Europeans were victims of a genocide 
conspiracy perpetrated by non-whites, 
Jews, liberals and communists. He was 
glorifying racism and racist acts and 
waving the English flag. 

Jonny was in fact already an 
outpatient of a community mental 
health team (CMHT) in the NHS trust. 
A reassessment of his mental health 
was agreed and completed by a senior 
mental health practitioner. 

During the assessment Jonny was 
polite with no evidence of immediate 
self-neglect or abnormality in 
appearance. He was fully cooperative 
throughout with no indication of 
hostility, but he was keen to talk about 
his political beliefs and expressed 
the view that the assessment was 
an attempt to discredit his beliefs by 
calling him ‘mad’. 

His expressions had no delusional 
or paranoid qualities but were more 
related to his own awareness that 
his beliefs were generally considered 
socially unacceptable. There was 
no history of self-harm or suicidal 
behaviour and no evidence of psychotic 
symptoms. He was arrested nine weeks 
later and received a custodial sentence 
for a serious assault on a non-white, 
non-British male.

Practice questions
■ Was there an earlier opportunity 

to refer to the Channel/adult 
safeguarding team or could 
another organisation have initiated 
an internal risk assessment/
investigation, or were the correct 
processes followed?

■ Could there have been improved 
multi-agency working, or should 
responsibility for the management of 
cases of this kind remain the duty of 
the local authority, police and NHS?

■ What other services may have been 
appropriate to access for this male 
with consent and engagement?



POLICY

T
imes are hard in public services, 
but there has never been a better 
moment to spend money on 
social work in adult care. For an 

explanation of this paradox you need 
look no further than the Real Social 
Work manifesto, our 5-point plan for the 
new government calling for investment 
in a better deployed, better developed 
workforce.

While the Real Social Work campaign is 
about the profession as a whole, including 
better use of social work expertise in 
Ofsted inspections, the varied and 
conflicting roles of social workers in the 
complex dynamics of health and social 
care are inevitably an important part of 
it. According to chair Jo Cleary, it follows 
the ‘invest now to save later’ logic of the 
College’s Business Case for social work 
with adults.

‘That’s always been my rationale – you 
position your most expensive resource, 
your most skilled, where it’s going to 
have maximum impact,’ Cleary says. 
‘Some local authorities have been taking 
a less strategic view, but in my view it’s 
important for directors to have a clarity  
of vision about what the operational 
model will be for adult social care.

‘We can do things differently with 
the new Care Act to help us, speeding 
up personalisation, introducing a new 
model of assessment based on people’s 
strengths, and having social workers 
working in partnership with GPs at 
the centre of integrated health and 
social care. Social workers have been 
withering as care managers, but now 
we have an opportunity to revitalise 
them and get them back to real social 
work, building relationships with 
communities and the people who use 
their services.’
GPs and Social Workers: Partners for 

Better Care, jointly published by TCSW 
and the Royal College of GPs, shows how 
the two professions are central to cost-
effective care. In Essex, for example, 
the report has influenced an investment 
programme for an additional 250 
social workers with adults focusing on 
community social work and partnership 
with GPs. One return on this investment 
could be a 12-14% reduction in 
admissions to hospital – and fewer 
admissions to residential care – among 
frail older people and people with long-
term conditions. Essex council director 
for adult operations James Bullion calls 
it a ‘prevention dividend’.

‘If you put social workers in the 
community alongside GPs, they can 
promote independence and enable 
a more local response,’ Bullion says. 
‘Where we’ve been working together, GPs 
have understood this; they can see how 
social workers are adding value to the 
multidisciplinary team.’

The plan is to replace unqualified staff 
with social workers, who can engage in 
relationship-based practice and expand 
the department’s capacity to meet 
the extra demands for carer and self-
funder assessments under the Care Act. 
Assessments will play to people’s strengths, 
their ‘assets’, rather than their weaknesses. 
The crucial question will be ‘what can we 
do to help you help yourself?’. Bullion says: 
‘It’s a different and more proportionate 
approach to social work that we think will 
save us money, a more personalised and 
asset-based style of social work.’

Social workers will have to undertake 
probing conversations with service users, 
making tricky judgments about their ability 
to live independently, co-producing care 
solutions in the light of their wishes and 
aspirations, and drawing on the resources 
of their families and communities. 
These judgment calls are of a kind that 
unqualified staff may not have the 

expertise or seniority to make.
‘The more qualified your workforce, the 

more proportionate your intervention with 
people,’ Bullion adds. ‘If people can provide 
for themselves, they don’t need social 
workers all of the time. They just need that 
bit of expertise social workers can provide 
every now and then. That doesn’t mean 
that the unqualified workforce is any less 
valuable because it can be used for the 
information, advice and advocacy side of 
the Care Act.’

The Care Act also extends the rights to 
support of carers, a group from whom 
many social workers may have been 
rather too aloof historically. Under the 
new dispensation social workers will have 
a vital role in relieving the burden of care 
and ensuring that carers have the support 
they need, whether it comes from the 
statutory, voluntary or community sector. 

Additional funding will be a pre-requisite 
if the NHS and social care are to be 
financially viable over the next five years. 
Even then, the incubus of austerity will 
sit on the public sector for a while yet, 
so two further conditions will have to be 
met: efficiency gains from integration and 
support for carers to carry on caring. If 
carers can’t cope, as Bullion puts it, ‘that 
can be financially ruinous for all of us’.

Let’s get real

The College has launched ‘Real Social Work’, 
a campaign calling for more investment 
in the profession. Mark Ivory looks at the 
implications for adult social care

Real Social Work: A 5-point 
plan for the new government
■  Increase investment for social 

work
■  Put social work at the heart of 

integrated care for adults
■  Revisit the current inspection 

regime for children’s services
■  Ensure that all services are 

properly regulated and 
accountable

■ Commit to post-qualifying CPD
Click here for more information

 Social workers 
have been withering as 
care managers, but now 
we have an opportunity to 
revitalise them

 Social workers 
will have to undertake 
probing conversations 
with service users, 
making tricky judgments, 
and co-producing care 
solutions



RESEARCH

within meetings that are largely adult-
focused, is crucial in child protection work.

Findings from a study of pre-
proceedings practice between 2009 and 
2014 (Broadhurst et al, 2011; Holt et al, 
2013) showed that, despite the plethora 
of legislation, guidance and case law, 
the child largely remains silent in child 
protection procedures, and that delay in 
planning for children is unacceptable. In 
some instances children wait more than 
three years for a decision to be made 
about their future. 

The author’s concern about the 
invisibility of the child in pre-proceedings 
meetings, which are now pivotal given 
the timeframe when a case goes to 
court, stimulated a pilot project that 
introduced the family court adviser into 
those meetings (Holt et al, 2013). It is 
clearly evident from the latter study that 
the inclusion of an advocate for the child 
in pre-proceedings meetings has resulted 
in the centrality of the child’s voice, 
which has been reflected in child-focused 
decision-making.

Moreover, the study demonstrates that, 
despite all the messages from research, 
there remains in practice an over-focus 
on women and mothers in assessments 

Given the 26-week 
deadline, it is crucial that 
good assessment and 
planning takes place at 
the earliest opportunity 
and all the options for the 
child are fully explored

T
he child protection system relies 
on the skills and judgment of 
individuals who are working 
with complex family situations. 

Accordingly, assessing risk and making 
decisions requires support and resources 
from the individual agency and the 
courts. The consequences of every 
decision made for a child subject to 
safeguarding concerns are life-changing 
(Holt, 2014).

Of course, the welfare of a child must 
be the paramount consideration of both 
the court and practitioners working 
within the child protection system. In 
any decision, the child’s welfare must 
remain the focus. It is all too easy to 
centre on the needs and competing 
agendas of the adults in the family and 
to assume from assessments with the 
parents that the needs and wishes of 
the child are understood. 

Furthermore, social work practitioners 
tasked with representing children must 
be able to address the questions raised 
in the Children Act 1989 (s1(3)) welfare 
checklist and consider whether they 
have enough detailed knowledge of the 
child to identify his or her needs, wishes 
and feelings. Effective communication 
and engagement with children, as well as 
ensuring the child has a voice and is heard 

and meetings about their children, while 
men and fathers remain largely absent, 
even when they are considered to be the 
main risk factor.

Successful child protection practice 
requires critical, analytical and reflective 
thinking that places the child at the heart 
of the assessment and informs a clear and 
thoughtful plan for them. The message 
is clear: although working with parents 
is unquestionably important in child 
protection practice, the child must not be 
lost in this process (Holt and Kelly, 2014).

Changes introduced with the revised 
Public Law Outline 2014 and the Children 
and Families Act 2014 included a 
deadline of 26 weeks for the completion 
of the majority of cases that proceed 
to court, but we remain deluded as a 
profession if we believe this has resulted 
in the overall timeframe for the child 
being reduced. It has simply shifted the 
delay to a much earlier stage. 

It is imperative that, as a profession, 
social work moves away from a care 
model of ‘off the shelf packages’ towards 
individualised and person-centred 
planning that prioritises children and 
their families.

Given that 26-week deadline, it is crucial 
that good assessment and planning takes 

place at the earliest opportunity and all 
the options for the child are fully explored. 
In weighing up these options, there needs 
to be an analysis of risk in arriving at a 
care plan. 

It is a message that was reinforced by 
the Supreme Court decision in Re B (A 
Child) (Care Proceedings: Threshold 
Criteria) [2013] UKSC 33 in June 2013, 
followed by the Court of Appeal in Re B-S 
(Children) [2013] EWCA Civ 1146 which 
delivered a judgment in September 2013.

Both cases contain essential guidance 
for practice that all child protection 
workers would do well to study.

Dr Kim Holt is head of the Department 
of Social Work and Communities at 
Northumbria University. For more 
information on Northumbria University’s 
undergraduate and postgraduate social 
work courses, visit here.

Seen and heard too
The voice of the child is at risk of becoming lost in safeguarding assessments. Dr Kim Holt 
explains how effective communication with children is essential to their long-term welfare

Men and fathers 
remain largely absent from 
assessments and 
meetings, even when they 
are considered to be the 
main risk factor
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PRACTICE

something I strive for professionally. 
Social work is a funny thing. I often feel 

powerless in the face of the significant 
problems clients I work with have (Milner 
and O’Byrne, 2002, p28). But then, just 
when you don’t want power, you have it. 
I’m thinking, for example, of making a 
best interests decision under the Mental 
Capacity Act. 

One man I worked with lacked the 
capacity to decide where to go after 
hospital. Health professionals did not 
feel that his wife was able to provide the 
support he needed to return home, even 
with a package of care. In addition, not 
only did he lack capacity, I was told, but he 
was unable even to express a preference. 
All I had to go on was the opinion of 
medical professionals versus his wife’s belief 
that 24-hour care would be culturally alien 
to him. This woman felt a lack of power. Her 
husband certainly lacked it.

A second case of powerlessness I 
encountered involved a man with long-
standing mental health problems forced 
to move for economic reasons: the 
‘bedroom tax’. He’d lived in his home for 
many years and the trauma of moving 
affected his health considerably.

In the first case empathy was the 

M
y attention was caught 
recently by a YouTube 
video that I found incredibly 
thought-provoking. If you 

can pardon the sentimental music and 
accept the possibility that the whole 
thing was staged, the film is highly 
relevant to social work: an actor walks 
around pretending to be hungry, asking 
strangers for food. The first three people 
approached decline. In fact, the only 
person who gives food is a homeless 
man to whom another actor has just 
given some pizza.

For me, two interpretations might 
explain the disparity. First, the homeless 
man could give because he had just 
received. The second is more plausible. 
He was able to give because he knew 
what hunger was like in a way that 
the first people who were approached 
did not. I’m the same as those people 
– sure, I get hungry, but I have ready 
access to cash and food. What this man 
appears to have naturally – empathy – is 

key to penetrating a complicated 
situation. An imagining of another’s 
perspective, attempting to ‘walk a mile in 
[someone else’s] moccasins’ (see ‘Special 
Dictionary’ in Resources), to use a native 
American proverb, took me beyond the 
medical recommendations, and the 
fact that this man couldn’t speak and 
seemed unresponsive to attempts to 
communicate with him. 

With perseverance I could ascertain his 
wishes by the implications of his gestures 
and emotional responses. I recalled being 
a service user myself in my twenties, and 
the fact that I had often feared being, 
and probably had been, misunderstood 
at times. This experience drives me now 
– it was empathy, I believe, that helped 
me gain a rounded picture of what the 
considerations should be in reaching a 
best interests decision for this man.

A lack of empathy can be a dangerous 
thing when in a position of power. 
Perhaps, without empathy, the ability to 
use power to ‘oppress’ increases (Milner 
and O’Byrne, 2002, p28). Empathy relates 
to reflection, and with it the questioning 
of ‘metanarratives, those ideological 
structures which reassure us that what 
we do is legitimate’ (Lyotard, 1979, cited 

those who may merely want to sustain 
the status quo’ (McLaughlin, 2008, p30). 

The man who moved because of the 
bedroom tax accounted for his life in 
terms of powerlessness since the onset 
of panic/anxiety, which led to a long 
history of self-harm, hospitalisation, 
and self-medication with alcohol. He 
didn’t view himself as a ‘shirker, [where] 
ministers have repeatedly implied 
disdain for non-workers with references 
to policies to help “hard-working 
families”’ (Jowit, 2013), but rather as 
someone who wanted a quiet life. 

I am mindful of the complexity of day-
to-day decisions in social work, and so 
have an inkling of the complexity of 
the task of government. However, my 
colleagues often have experience in 
common with service users that can lead 
to empathy (we often have a reason for 

As a service 
user myself in my 
twenties I often feared 
being misunderstood. 
This experience drives 
me now

Long walk in 
moccasins

Social worker David Bronn draws on 
his own experience as a service user 
– and a native American proverb – to 
explore the value of empathy when 
making the right care decisions

in Johnson, 2005, p130). It is this that 
allows us to challenge, something social 
workers seem to love to do. 

Standpoint theory can help in relation 
to empathy because of its contention 
that ‘those without societal power – 
the marginalised – can provide a more 
accurate account of the social world... 
[their] attempt to understand their 
subordinate subject positions gives them 
greater insight into social relations than 

entering the profession). There seems a 
distance in politics in this regard: ‘Just 
a glance at today’s political elite and it 
is clear that meritocracy is in trouble... 
the pipeline which produces them has 
become narrower and more privileged.’ 
(BBC News online)

The ‘incapacitated’ husband I described 
did return home to be with his wife. 
Empathy was a key factor, allowing me to 
consider his perspective as well as other 
important factors. Empathy isn’t problem-
free, however. Aside from difficulty in 
switching off, it can encourage a re-
conceptualisation of what constitutes 
need, which can be difficult in times when 
resources are so restricted.

David Bronn is a social worker on a local 
authority adults’ services team in the north 
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POLICY

T
he new Care Act has been 
attended by claims of a long-
sought sea change in which 
practitioners eschew their 

resource-led practices and work in person-
centred ways. The idea is that service 
users are empowered by taking the lead, 
rendering the services as ‘person-led’. 
At the same time the national eligibility 
threshold is intended to end the postcode 
lottery.

But is this happening? We can be 
sure that, if it doesn’t, practitioners will 
be blamed for still wanting to control 
the lives of service users. But careful 
reflection on what the guidance to 
the Care Act is actually saying shows 
that, for all the rhetoric of choice and 
empowerment, it is a certain recipe for a 
perpetuation of all the pre-existing ills. 

The dominant issue is the way eligibility 
and resource allocation works. We have 
known since the then Commission for 
Social Care Inspection reviewed the FACS 
(Fair Access to Care Services) eligibility 
system in 2008, that its impact on 
practice was devastating. Standardised 
assessments were blind to the 
individuality of the person; assessments 
were based on deficits, not the person’s 
strengths; and support plans were 
service-led, not person-centred. Most 
ironic of all, it didn’t even bring about 

 For all the 
rhetoric of choice and 
empowerment, it is a 
certain recipe for a 
perpetuation of all the 
pre-existing ills

equity. The Audit Commission showed 
that different eligibility thresholds made 
no difference to spending levels.

But FACS achieved two things that 
governments may be reluctant to 
relinquish. First, it ensured spending 
was within budget. Second, it gave an 
appearance of equity. Paul Burstow, when 
care minister in 2012, was challenged 
by the House of Commons health select 
committee about the funding gap. He 
replied that there wasn’t one because 
eligible need was being met. What he 
didn’t say was that resource allocation 
was geared to ensure that that was 
always true, no matter how large or small 
the budget. What’s more, nothing has 
changed under the Care Act.

Under FACS, once a need had been 
deemed ‘eligible’ it had to be met 
regardless of cost. The decision about 
eligibility was to be based on needs 
and risks, which was necessary to 
ensure equity. It meant that deeming 
a need ‘eligible’ was as good as signing 
a blank cheque, something that clearly 
represented a financial risk to councils 
whose budgets were cash-limited with 
the imperative not to overspend. But 
this risk rose to danger levels with the 
expectation that the only needs that 
would be met would be those deemed 
to be ‘eligible’. This was because the 

value of all of the blank cheques had 
to – somehow – add up to the budget 
available. 

It was impossible to make this work. 
It could only be done by councils 
making sure that assessments were 
shaped to match the available resource, 
thus subverting the policy intention 
of equity based on needs and risk 
while at the same time creating the 
conditions for depersonalising, resource-
led practices. How often did we hear 
practitioners talk about needing to get 
their assessment ‘past panel’? This is 
how the ‘street level bureaucracies,’ of 
which Henwood and Hudson spoke in 
their research for the 2008 CSCI review 
Lost to the System (see Resources), 
operated to explain the great differences 
in how the FACS bands were interpreted.

When the last government ditched FACS 
and brought in the national threshold, 
it claimed that the new method would 
deal with the postcode lottery created 
by councils being able to choose their 
own threshold. Yet 95% of councils had 
the same threshold, so it was hard to see 
how adherence to different thresholds 
was supposed to explain that lottery. 
In fact, the government’s own impact 
assessment for the Care Act concluded 

that ‘there is little relationship between 
a local authority’s stated local threshold 
and how that authority is meeting needs’.

If councils implement the Care Act 
guidance to the letter, it will make sure 
that the same system prevails. First, 
the key phrase in the Regulations to 
determine eligibility is that it must have 
a ‘significant impact’ on wellbeing. The 
guidance advises that councils allow this 
to be judged case by case. This is every 
bit as pliable as the FACS descriptors. 
FACS used terms like ‘significant’ and 
‘vital’ in its descriptors. Pinning down 
these terms has been described as 
like pinning jelly to the wall. When the 
Personal Social Services Research Unit 
carried out a survey (see Resources) to 
test what difference the new criteria 
would make, it found that, if practitioners 
said a need was eligible under FACS, they 
would say the same thing under the new 
criteria.

Second, and rather extraordinarily, the 
guidance offers no advice to councils as 
to how to match spend to budget. It’s as 
if the issue does not exist; it is as if the 
street-level bureaucracies have, by nod 
and wink, been invited to continue their 
work. And the bureaucracies will continue 
to require practitioners to constrain their 

view of need according to the level of 
resources. They will not be allowed to 
take the holistic, person-centred view of 
people the rhetoric demands.

At worst, the profession needs to 
prepare itself for the opprobrium that 
will fall upon it when, again, it becomes 
evident that another national strategy 
has failed to transform social care. 

At best, social workers should lead a 
clamour to ensure that the Care Act is 
used to make the fundamental changes 
to the system necessary for the best 
person-centred practice to flourish.

Colin Slasberg is an independent 
consultant and former assistant director  
of social services

Colin Slasberg believes the old challenges of determining criteria and budgets will stubbornly 
remain under the new Care Act and diminish what the legislation sets out to achieve

Why Care Act 
will change little

 The Care Act 
regulations and guidance 
will make sure that the 
same system prevails
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