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Social worker opposed ex
employer to aid service users
Disillusioned by the “process bound

approach” of working for a local
authority, a social worker told BASW England’s
World Social Work Day event in March how
setting up as an independent social worker
had “helped get her pride back” in her
profession. Kelly Hicks, winner of Adult Social
Worker of the Year Award 2011 (England),
described her work with Doncaster’s
Personalisation Forum Group, comprising 60
mental health service users who felt that they
were not being given proper assessments and
were being denied access to direct payments.
Ms Hicks [pictured with colleagues and

Hilton Dawson] outlined how the venture put
her in the unusual
situation of
challenging her
former employer
on behalf of service
users, something
she suggested local
authority social
workers are not
empowered to do.
Addressing the
England Annual
Conference in
Stoke-on-Trent, Ms
Hicks offered an in-
depth account of
how the South Yorkshire group rapidly
evolved over two years into a multi-award
winning organisation, providing 24-hour
support to service users.
Uncertain of their aims and with no office

space, the initiative has gone on from a
stuttering start to achieve some notable
successes. Jacqui Thompson, Darron Heads
and Martin Haythorne all attended the BASW
conference to share their experiences of how
the group has helped turn around their lives.
In an emotional address, service user Jacqui

Thompson explained how physical health
issues led her to sink into depression, and for
ten years she and her partner struggled to
cope with the demands of family life and
access support. A chance meeting with Kelly
Hicks proved transformative, however, as the
Doncaster social worker was ultimately able to
guide the family through the process of
securing social services assistance and direct
payments, though not before initial setbacks.
Jacqui described how her excitement on

completing the paperwork – “I thought this
will change our lives” – soon turned to
despair as her care plan, which detailed her

plea for support to “live a normal life as a
family” by, for example, getting help to access
education or childcare, was rejected. Care
managers said that they could not fund the
vast majority of her requests, limiting
assistance to financing a perching stool and a
food processor to help her to prepare meals.
The council then offered a compromise by

offering money for a personal assistant, which
initially made Jacqui feel even more stressed.
She told the packed conference of her
concern that a personal assistant would
undermine the abilities she does have, and
the tasks she is able to undertake for her
family, rather than supporting her to do more

things herself.
During a tearful
account of her
experience,
Jacqui spoke of
“decisions made
by people who
don’t know me
or my family”.
However, she
also reflected on
the impact the
funding refusal
had on her social
worker, “I felt for
my social worker

because she really wanted to help me.”
Jacqui is now prepared to accept the offer of

a personal assistant, while also starting her
assessment process again. She ended her
account by saying that she often hears “but
you don’t look sick”, which she tries to take as
a compliment – part of trying to “be the
person I was before” – but that her problems
often go unseen. “I act like I’m not scared, but I
am. These are the feelings we need to get
social workers to hear.”
Her counterparts in the Personalisation

Forum Group, Darron Heads and Martin
Haythorne, began their presentation by
describing how the group was formed to
challenge the council’s decisions, and how no
other social workers apart from Ms Hicks
would support the challenge because the
local authority “paid the wages”.
They said that although many of the social

workers the group had previously met with
may have agreed with their perspective, they
were constantly overruled by managers. “We
feel frustrated that the people with the
knowledge and experience are overruled by
those without,” Martin Haythorne said.

Social workers
should resist

“becoming de-
politicised and
part of the status
quo” and must
not be afraid of
reclaiming
community work
even though it has a reputation as “too
radical”, a leading social work academic
told BASW’s England conference.
Professor Lena Dominelli [pictured],
Professor of Applied Social Sciences and
Academician in the Academy of the
Learned Societies for Social Sciences at
Durham University, told the event how
she seeks to empower her students to
challenge and to press for social justice in
their work. “Community social work is a
good model; let’s use it to do what we
say we want to do, ensuring social justice
and environmental justice is at the heart
of the profession.”
She criticised the UK social care model

as being driven by economic imperative,
and not need, recounting, to applause
from social workers at the event, how a
group of people in Southampton had
rejected the term ‘service users’, claiming
that “when we ask for a service we don’t
always get it”.
Speaking at the last of BASW’s UK

events to mark World Social Work Day,
she said the UK government’s “we’re all
in this together” approach to its budget
deficit contrasts sharply with Denmark.
Following a recent visit to the
Scandinavian country she said its people
have not been subject to a budget
“attacking the living standards of the
poorest in society, like we do here”.
Her stance on encouraging social

workers to press for social justice in their
work prompted one student social
worker at the BASW conference to
suggest that this was very difficult for a
lot of students. Tired tutors and
unsupportive placements, the student
argued, made many of her counterparts
question why they were pursuing a
career in social work and whether they
had any chance at all of “making a
difference”.

Training must
make students
challenge

p015-PSW May 12_PSW_templates  24/04/2012  15:31  Page 15


