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Social Work 
Matters is the 
new, digital-

only publication of The College of Social 
Work. Its focus is fi rmly on social workers 
themselves, their profession and how it can 
develop to meet the challenges confronting 
it. The spotlight will be on policy, practice and 
research.

Our own research tells us that social workers 
want a positive, independent publication in 
which practitioners are prominent, both as 
contributors and as subject matter. They want 
intelligent comment and stories that refl ect 
the experience and opinions of social workers 
innovating, struggling and succeeding on 
the front line.  

So we will do what our title promises by 

celebrating the successes of social workers, and 
their power to make a di  erence that matters 
in the lives of the people they work with. We 
will analyse developments in practice, propose 
policies that promote social work’s strengths 
and criticise those that don’t, and consider the 
implications of new research for practitioners.  

Social workers are the heart of this 
magazine and it will only beat if you contribute 
your ideas for articles. Please do so by sending 
them to me at mark.ivory@tcsw.org.uk

Our solemn promise is to write in a clear, 
accessible way, devoid of the jargon that 
litters so much writing about social work. Since 
this is a digital publication, we’re planning 
to make good use of web technology as the 
magazine evolves. Here’s our guide to using 
your members’ magazine...

Thumbnail 
navigation

Accessible via 
Contents tab

Digital interactivity
To make Social Work Matters as easy 
to use as possible, all interactive 
elements of content are coloured in 
purple. Clicking on any purple item on 
the pages will either take you to other 
pages or sections, or reveal related 
content. Examples include:

Previous page/
Next page

Show/hide 
boxed content
e.g. CVs (above)

Resources

Knowledge 
Buttons

show/hide 
related article

Links to other 
sections

FROM THE EDITOR, MARK IVORY

TOP TIP
To make Social 
Work Matters 
easier to read 
on screen, 
maximise 
your browser 
window 
(press ‘F11’ 
in Internet 
Explorer)

TO DOWNLOAD the issue to your computer, click on the Options tab 
on the top toolbar, and select ‘Download o  ine version’.
TO PRINT either the whole issue or selected pages, 
click on the printer icon  on the top toolbar.
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accept liability for any goods or 
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Once again the future of adult social 
care hangs in the balance. The Queen’s 
speech due on May 9, which sets out the 

government’s legislative agenda for the coming 
year, might have been expected to provide 
some answers.  

But it is doubtful whether any will be 
forthcoming either then or in the care and 
support White Paper likely to be published in 
a month’s time. The Dilnot review said that an 
extra £1.7 billion a year would be needed to 
fund social care, a stark truth that the Treasury 
is unwilling to confront.

Instead, if anything, public spending on 
vulnerable adults has fallen.  
Age UK says that council 
budgets for older people 
dropped by £0.5 billion to £7.3 
billion in 2011, compared with 
the previous year, at a time 
when the number of people 
with dementia is rising by 
25,000 annually.  Services will be needed for 1 
million dementia su  erers in 10 years time, yet 
they are scarcely coping now.

Lower down the age range, 70,000 seriously 
ill or disabled people are currently having their 
employment and support allowance cut or 
stopped altogether because they are deemed 
fi t for work, despite controversy surrounding the 
capability assessment which decides their fate. 
And there are hundreds of thousands more 
who are losing out (see welfare reform, p16).  

Against this background, the White Paper 
must make up for what it omits to say about 
funding with some strong pledges about the 
status of social work in adult services.  E  ective 
practice in safeguarding vulnerable adults 
has never been more necessary and it is best 
done by social workers (see ‘What service 
users value,’ p18).  Care services minister 
Paul Burstow promised that the paper would 
promote social work.  We hope so.

It’s been hard to escape the current 
government focus on adoption and targets 
within social work and for social workers. 
Although it is not an area I have direct 

working experience of, I’m certainly familiar 
with the idea of working to targets. Measuring 
output and workload is not something 
I would object to in itself, but it can be 
counterproductive to set some of these 
targets and guidelines too rigidly. This is 
particularly the case if there’s a thought that 
a more populist agenda is being chased by a 
government that wants to ‘do something’ or be 
seen to do something. 

So is a target for time for adoptions to be 
completed reasonable? As a profession, we 
cannot a  ord to be defensive about the areas 
where there ought to be improvement for the 
benefi t of those who need the services that we 
provide. 

We have to be able to accept that not all 
practice is good and that we can constantly 
make improvements, but it is paramount that 
the eventual benefi t must be for the children 
and their families for whom we are working. 
If an ideal match between child and adoptive 
parents is in the neighbouring local authority, it 
makes no sense for each local authority to only 
hold their own lists. Equally, if a perfect match 
takes 18 months rather than 11, it is far better 
that it does so. 

What does not help is when issues that are 
fundamental to the lives of families are used 
for political purposes. 

It is to be hoped that the government 
will listen to reasoned and experienced 
professionals in setting the agenda for policy 
in relation to adoption but social work and 

politics have always 
been inexorably 
linked. The most we 
can do is provide 
a platform for our 
voices to be added 
to the agenda. 

Our voice in adoption debate

VICTORIAHART is a social worker in London

Effective 
practice in 

safeguarding has 
never been more 
necessary

FROM THE
EDITOR
FROM THE
EDITOR
MARK IVORY
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Trudy Burns
Learning disability social worker

While helping 
clients to fi nd 

new social activities 
outside the usual day 
centre or respite model, 
I found a new touring 
club night run by 
individuals with a 
learning disability called 
Kiss My Disco. It is 
organised by the Stay 
Up Late campaign and 
the punk band Heavy 
Load.

Michael Isles
Director, Thought Creative

Part of my work in 
managing a 

specialist training and 
development organisation 
is talking to social workers 
about their practice. What 
I like is the continuing 
levels of commitment and 
enthusiasm for the job and 
the reasons for the job that 
colleagues clearly continue 
to have, despite the efforts 
of politicians and the 
media to sometimes 
undermine and point the 
fi nger at the profession!

Ben Martin
adult care social worker

Driving through 
Pool in Cornwall 

on my way home to 
Penzance, I see the 
familiar post-industrial 
silhouette of South 
Crofty mine. For so 
many years this has been 
an ‘edgeland’. Yet, with 
the newly opened 
Heartlands Project 
(www.heartlands 
cornwall.com) I see the 
shadow against a new 
light of change.TH

IN
GS

 I 
LI

KE
D

 Social workers offer their practice highlights of the month

In life, it really all depends on who ‘we’ are. 
Margaret Thatcher used to talk about PLUs 
– ‘people like us’. The sub-text was that she 

had her circle and supporters – and most of 
the rest of us were more likely to be victims of 
the policies they imposed than 
benefi ciaries. Now, with more 
sophisticated spin, if not politics, 
David Cameron and his cabinet 
repeatedly tell us ‘we are all in it 
together’. 

This hasn’t carried any more 
conviction than his cosyglow ‘big 
society’. But it all depends on who the ‘we’ are. 

This government has failed to convince the 
population that the super rich it increasingly 
advantages and the rest of us, from whom 
it increasingly ‘disinvests’, have much in 
common. Hardly surprising when more and 
more it separates us from each other, with its 
push to ever-accelerating inequality.

But it is also making ‘us’ increasingly 
conscious of our shared di�  culties. Middle-
class families losing child benefi t and family 
tax credit realise that they have more in 
common with others pushed on to benefi ts 

than the well-heeled politicians and 
media proprietors who encourage 
them to hate each other. Similarly 
social workers, service users and 
carers are increasingly appreciating 
that they are coming under the 
same political attack. 

We are all being threatened, 
overloaded and at risk of losing our 
livelihoods. Recognising our shared di�  culties 
and strengthening alliances is the next key 
step to take.

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

We are all 
being 

threatened, 
overloaded and at 
risk of losing our 
livelihoods

User view from Peter Beresford

UPDATE  INTERVIEW  POLICY  PRACTICE  WORKFORCE
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Care services minister Paul 
Burstow recently told members 
of The College of Social Work 

that social workers in future would 
spend less time gatekeeping and 
more on community development 
approaches. With resources ever-
more limited and eligibility criteria 
rising, how will social workers 
be able to fi nd time to fulfi l this 
aspiration?

Community development work is one of 
social work’s longest established – if neglected 
– strengths, and there are areas already 
reintroducing it, despite hard times. 

Walsall has a dedicated community social 
work team with an open door for any potentially 
vulnerable person, whether or not they are 
eligible under Fair Access to Care Services. 

Derby is introducing local area co-ordinators 
with access to small sums of money and remit 
to help people to fi nd non-service ways of living 
a good life, with links into other agencies when 
services are the only option. 

Leeds has seconded social 
workers into three of its 39 
neighbourhood networks, which 
will experiment with bringing 
together personal budget holders 
and community groups to plan 
more cost-e  ective services and 
more inclusive communities. 

These approaches may be 
delivered by social workers within third sector 
agencies rather than council employees and 
they can involve informal and unqualifi ed (or 
di  erently qualifi ed) workers. But they also have 
the potential to use the skills of qualifi ed social 
workers in new ways, particularly in helping 
people with complex needs to construct an 
integrated package of care, become less isolated 
and fi nd ways to contribute to their community.

This is a new twist on personalisation. Even 
perfectly tailored services do not always add 
up to a good life. Full citizenship comes when 
we are enabled to connect with others and to 
contribute to community life, as well as the right 
to have our own needs met.

Essentially Mr Cameron 
wants local authorities to 

identify ‘chaotic families’ and 
change their behaviours through 
multi-agency working.   I would 
suggest that if these families have 
been identifi ed as ‘chaotic’ then the 
interventions have not come early 
enough.  Furthermore, the idea feels 
like a somewhat punitive response....

AMY NORRIS

Totally agree with the above. 
I have two months left of uni 

before I graduate and I would like to 
work within a progressive social 
work team and not one stuck within 
the status quo.

CARLOS

Come on - let’s return to 
social work proper - 

HELPING communities, families 
and individuals, NOT investigating 
criminal activity (that’s what child 
abuse is after all) and taking forensic 
actions.

MIKE LLYWELYN COX

Personalisation promised to 
move towards a ‘different 

type of care planning and care 
management,’ but these words ring a 
little bit hollow in my ears as I try to 
negotiate another 30 minute 
breakfast visit for Mrs Jones and 
wonder what personalisation means 
for her and for the people like her, 
who do not wish to take up a direct 
payment however positively it is 
‘sold’ to them.  

ERMINTRUDE2

Personalisation is all very 
well but the budgets are still 

not adequate and the funding panels 
are still over-riding social worker’s 
assessments in support of their 
service users’ wishes for certain 
services.

HANNAH

BLOGLOG
Thoughts from the College blog 

Alex Fox is chief executive o�  cer of Shared Lives Plus

Community 
development 

work is one of social 
work’s longest 
established – if 
neglected – strengths

OPINION CONTENTS
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All social workers registered with the 
General Social Care Council (GSCC) on 
31 July will automatically transfer to our 

register on 1 August. Social workers should 
ensure they maintain their GSCC registration 
so that they can transfer without completing 
additional paperwork.

The GSCC currently sets codes of practice, 
which social workers in England must meet to 
remain registered, and sets post-registration 
training and learning requirements (PRTL). 
When we take over regulation, social workers 
will need to meet our standards to stay 
registered, rather than the GSCC’s.

Conduct, performance and ethics 
These standards apply to all professions we 
regulate and are similar to the GSCC’s 
codes of practice. They are ethical 
standards, setting out the conduct 
and behaviour expected of 
registrants, including social workers. 
We will begin reviewing them by 
early 2013.  

Profi ciency
These are competency standards, 
setting out what is necessary 
for safe and e  ective practice. 
They explain what a student social 
worker must know, understand and 
be able to do by the time they 

have completed their training, so that they 
can register with us. Once on our register, 
social workers must meet those standards of 
profi ciency that relate to the areas in which 
they work. The standards are complementary 
to the professional capabilities framework, 
which sets out the key capabilities expected 
of social workers as their career develops.

We brought together stakeholders from 
across the fi eld of social work in England 
to help us draft the standards. We also 
consulted on the standards to ensure they 
refl ected the values and principles of social 
work practice. We have recently agreed the 
standards and will publish them before the 
transfer.

Continuing professional development
Once registered, social workers will need 
to meet our continuing professional 
development (CPD) standards, instead of the 
GSCC’s PRTL requirements. To meet these, 
social workers must undertake CPD that is 
relevant to their current or future role, and 
which they believe will benefi t their practice 
and service users. 

Find out more
We will carry out communications work 

before and after the transfer, will hold 
events for social workers and employers, 
attend conferences and write to all 
GSCC registered social workers. We have 

also prepared some frequently asked 
questions, which you can fi nd here.

For information on the social worker 
events we are holding visit the events 

section of our website.

Michael Guthrie is director of policy and 
standards at the Health Professions Council

What will the new regulator 
expect of social workers?
On 1 August, regulation of social workers 
in England will transfer to the renamed 
Health and Care Professions Council. 
The HPC’s Michael Guthrie outlines the 
new arrangement 

UPDATE  INTERVIEW  POLICY  PRACTICE  WORKFORCE
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UPDATE
College builds on mentor scheme success

The College of Social Work is keen to 
hear from potential new recruits to 
its successful mentoring scheme.  

We have already trained 46 
mentors, but demand is such that we 
need more applications.

If you would like to fi nd out more 
about what being a mentor involves, 
or would like to apply, please visit The 
College website here.

We are particularly interested 
in hearing from members with 

expertise across all areas of mental 
health. Mentors will receive Institute 
of Leadership and Management 
accreditation and are able to count 
their volunteering with The College 
towards their CPD requirements.

Mentors have been o  ering advice 
and support on a variety of topics, 
ranging from unemployment, to 
training and development. Examples 
are:
● Returning to the profession after a 

period of absence;
● Employment support with 

application forms, CVs, and job 
interview techniques;

● Moving from one area into another, 
eg children’s services to adults’ 
services;

● Development training to become 
an approved mental health 
professional.

White Paper to set out professional role 
Speculation was growing, as Social 
Work Matters went to press, that 
the long-delayed care and support 
White Paper would be published later 
this month or in early June.

The Department of Health 
paper, intended to be a blueprint 
for the future care of older people, 
is expected to set out how social 
workers should be involved. 

At the formal launch of The 
College earlier this year, care 
services minister Paul Burstow 
promised that social work would be 
‘at the heart’ of the White Paper. 
Following a series of consultation 
events, The College wrote to him 
in February setting out roles which 
it believes should be carried out by 
qualifi ed sta  .

Social work 
jobs ride storm
New statistics show numbers 
of social work posts in adult 
social services departments 
appear to be holding up, 
despite the twin pressures 
of local authority cuts 
and the introduction of 
personalised services.

According to the fi gures 
published by the NHS 
Information Centre, there 
were 16,300 social worker 
jobs in adult departments 
in England in September 
2011, a number which was 
‘virtually unchanged’ since 
September 2010.  

Owen Davies, The College’s 
policy and public a  airs 
adviser, said the fi gures 
were encouraging.  ‘It is 
a hopeful sign that many 
social services directors are 
realising the importance of 
social work and resisting the 
temptation to put less skilled 
sta   in key roles.’

 Figures published by NHS 
Information Centre
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Feedback needed from Athens visitors
Are you a user of The College’s Athens service which 
gives access to professional journals and e-books?  If 
so, we would like to hear about your experiences of 
the service.

Journals can be accessed covering most aspects of 
social work, including Disability and Society, Journal 

of Children’s Services, Mental Health Review Journal 
and the Journal of Social work Practice.  

E-books are an ever growing resource and well over 
40 of them can now be accessed via the service.

 Email your views to our member services development 
o�  cer Daisy  Bogg at daisy.bogg@tcsw.org.uk

OPINION  INTERVIEW  POLICY  PRACTICE  WORKFORCE
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INTERVIEW

Cambridgeshire Council has transferred inner city Hackney’s 
Reclaiming Social Work model to a more rural setting as it reshapes 
its children and family services. First for the axe were the traditional 
manager-led teams, as Mark Hunter found when he spoke to Niki 
Clemo and Maggie John, who have been spearheading the change

In units 
we trust

W
hen Hackney Council 
dramatically improved its 
child and family services 
through a radical revamp of 
social work management, it 

was no surprise that other local authorities 
soon came calling, eager to reproduce the 
success of the London borough’s Reclaiming 
Social Work model. 

SOCIALWORKMATTERS APR12SOCIALWORKMATTERS APR12

CV
Maggie John
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signifi cant proportion were newly qualifi ed. 
About 68 per cent had less than two years’ 
experience. So, we were seeing a variability of 
practice. We’d see examples of very good and 
e  ective work, but on other occasions we’d 
see poor practice – things like delay in care 
planning for children awaiting adoption.’

Niki was also concerned at the su  ocating 
e  ects of bureaucracy. 

‘We were slaves to the computer and 
it was driving our practice,’ she says. ‘We 
worked out that we were spending 80 per 
cent of our time behind a computer and only 
20 per cent out with families.’

Looking for ways to improve, Niki sent 
a group of managers to investigate the 
Hackney model. They came back ‘absolutely 

Our performance was not good 
enough. About 68 per cent of staff 

had less than two years’ experience so we 
were seeing a variability of practice

CV
Niki Clemo

What is more surprising is that the fi rst 
council to pick up the baton has been 
Cambridgeshire.

At fi rst sight the di  erences between 
Hackney and Cambridgeshire are stark. 

Where Hackney is small, urban and 
densely packed, Cambridgeshire is a 
sprawling, rural county council. Before the 
introduction of Reclaiming Social Work, 
Hackney’s children’s services were in dire 
straits, bedevilled by high sta   sickness rates 
and dependent on agency sta  . In contrast, 
Cambridgeshire’s services were performing 
well with no problems in sta   retention or 
absenteeism.

Nevertheless, by 2010 there were a few 
cracks appearing in Cambridgeshire’s system 
and director of children’s social care Niki 
Clemo was keen to act before any serious 
problems emerged.

‘Our performance was adequate at the 
time, but certainly not good enough,’ she 
says. ‘We were in the fortunate position 
of having a fully sta  ed team, but a very 

OPINION  UPDATE  POLICY  PRACTICE  WORKFORCE
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INTERVIEW
enthused by Reclaiming Social Work’.

‘While the circumstances were di  erent, 
the model was clearly applicable whether 
you were a two-tier rural county or a fairly 
small borough. The social work task is still the 
same wherever you are 
delivering that service.’

As a result, and 
after an extensive 
consultation period, 
Cambridgeshire has 
begun to reshape its 
children and family 
services in a way that 
‘mirrors the Reclaiming 
Social Work model 
almost in its entirety’.

This means dismantling the traditional 
manager-led social work teams and replacing 
them with ‘units’ incorporating a practising 
consultant social worker, two other children’s 
service social workers, a clinician and a unit 
co-ordinator responsible for running the unit’s 
business and administrative tasks. Cases are 

shared within the unit rather than allocated 
to individual social workers. There are now 
12 units up and running with a further 32 
planned by the end of the year.

 ‘We are doing it over a gradual period 
of time because it’s a very di  erent way 
of working and you’ve got to manage that 
transition carefully,’ says Niki.

One of Cambridgeshire’s fi rst consultant 
social workers is Maggie John. She describes 
the unit model as ‘enabling us to be social 
workers in the way that all of us want to be’.

‘It’s not so much the personnel that makes 
the di  erence; it’s what we do,’ she says. 

‘The dramatic di  erence is that we meet 
every week to discuss every child. That 
generates a focus on the casework that we 
didn’t have before. There’s a sense that we 
are all in it together; we are not isolated 
with our caseloads. We allocate a lot of time 
to our cases and that generates a quality 
of thinking with checks and balances built 
in. We challenge each other and we review 
what we are doing, so we don’t get stuck 

The dramatic 
difference is 

that we meet every 
week to discuss 
every child. That 
generates a focus on 
the casework that we 
didn’t have before

CONTENTS
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do it. Some of the barriers to creative and 
appropriate interventions are gone and we 
can just get on with it.’ 

‘For example, we are working with a family 
where we are running family therapy sessions 
and the social workers provide what’s called 
the refl ecting team.’

Other techniques such as ‘hypothesising’ 
are used to investigate the dynamics of 
struggling families.

‘The idea of hypothesising is that you 
generate a lot of possible thoughts about 
what might be happening,’ says Maggie. 
‘You can hypothesise crazy thoughts as well 
as very sound careful thoughts and you put 
them all into the pot. This means you don’t 
get stuck with a particular interpretation 
of what’s going on. All these di  erent ideas 
begin to coalesce and consolidate into the 
ones that resonate most. The unit model 
lends itself to this very well.’ 

‘It also allows us to invite the family to 

with a particular interpretation of what a 
family’s di�  culties might be. It’s a much more 
creative way of working.’

Another key di  erence in approach is the 
use of systemic family therapy. The clinician 
in Maggie’s unit is a qualifi ed family therapist 
and each of the social workers is receiving 
extensive training in the discipline. 

‘Systemic family therapy is an ideal core 
model to be bringing in to social work,’ says 
Maggie.  ‘Some of us have always thought 
theoretically or therapeutically about the way 
we work with families but we would do it in a 
fragmented way. This brings us together with 
a common language and approach.’ 

Having immediate access to a specialist 
family therapist also allows interventions to 
be based on family systems theory. 

‘We used to get so frustrated that we 
couldn’t make referrals to CAMHS for family 
therapy,’ says Maggie. ‘Now we can decide 
at our Wednesday morning meeting and just 

Unit structureUnit structureUnit structure

Unit 
Co-ordinator

Consultant 
Social Worker

Social Worker Social Worker

Clinician
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Timeline

do the same thing; to hypothesise and ask 
circular questions – what might help, what 
might hinder and how we can move things 
forward?’

Maggie emphasises that, while protecting 
children from risk remains a priority, the 
unit system allows a much more positive 
approach to supporting families.  

‘We are not so hidebound by the previous 
protocols and paperwork-driven approach so 
we can be very creative in what we do. We 
can ask what a family really needs and how 
we can achieve that. And we’ve got fi ve of us 
to come up with ideas.’ 

When Reclaiming Social Work was 
implemented in Hackney, it resulted in 
a signifi cant reduction in the number of 
children taken into care, with a subsequent 
saving in costs. Although a similar e  ect 
in Cambridgeshire would be welcome, Niki 
emphasises that this is not the primary 
motivation for bringing in the policy. Nor will 
it mean any delay in removing children from 
harm’s way. 

‘This isn’t about doing it cheaper and it’s 
not about us raising our thresholds,’ she says. 
‘It is about the early identifi cation of risk 

and then being able to do something about 
it – intervening and being able to provide the 
right support to the family at the right time. 
It’s about making sure that those children 
who are at risk of signifi cant harm are 
removed quickly with all the evidence of why 
you need to remove them.’ 

Indeed, convincing the politicians 
within the council of the realities of risk 
management has been a key factor in being 

able to introduce the regime.  
‘I’m very fortunate to have both o�  cer 

and political support in what we are trying 
to do here,’ says Niki. ‘It’s acknowledged in 
Cambridgeshire that children’s social care 
cannot prevent every tragedy and that these 
awful things do happen. But they recognise 
that, while we can’t eliminate that risk, we 
can minimise it.’ SWM

April 2009 
Social care 

directorate formed
Early 2010 
Management explores 
new operational models 

October 2010 
Reclaiming Social 
Work model 
chosen. Morning 
Lane Associates 
commissioned to 
assist

March 2011
Consultation period beginsJune 2011 

Consultation period ends

January 2012 
First unit launched

March 2012
12 units up 

and running

Autumn 2012 
44 units due to 

be running

We are not so hidebound by the 
previous protocols and 

paperwork-driven approach so we can 
be very creative in what we do. We can 
ask what a family really needs
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CV
Niki Clemo

1978 Residential social worker in 
Cheshire and Leicestershire

1983 Qualifi ed before working at 
practitioner and manager level for 
Leicester Council

1994 Principal o�  cer for adoption and 
fostering and disabled children, Su� olk 
Council

2000 NHS director of children’s services 
with primary care trusts in Su� olk

2005 Area director for integrated services 
and children’s social care in Cambridge 
City and South Cambridgeshire

2009 Service director for children’s social 
care, Cambridgeshire

Residential social worker in 

CV
Maggie John 

Before 2006 Seven years as a couples 
counsellor, one year training in 
psychotherapy, one year on student 
placement in the intake team for 
City and South Cambridgeshire. First 
student placement was in a therapeutic 
community, working with adolescent 
boys with complex needs. It was here 
that she fi rst recognised the importance 
of a therapeutic approach to social work 
with children and families.

2006 Qualifi ed as a social worker 
and began work with the children 
and families long-term team in 
Cambridgeshire.

2012 Became a consultant social worker 
in Cambridgeshire.
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Welfare 
reform: 
a social 
worker’s 
guide

Experts assess the impact the 
Welfare Reform Act 2012 will 
have on social workers’ clients

M
edia headlines about ‘social 
cleansing’ are the latest twist 
in the long-running furore over 
the government’s welfare 
reform plans.

That story concerned families apparently 
forced to move out of London by the housing 
benefi t cap, but this is just the tip of the 
iceberg so far as the shake-up of the benefi ts 
system is concerned.  

Here, our welfare rights experts look 
at how a range of social work clients are 
being a  ected.
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OTHER PDG MEMBERS

Housing: 
Upheaval for social 
work clients

Disabilities: 
20% to lose 
benefi t

Families:
Uncertain times 
ahead 

M
ost of the current raft of housing 
benefi t cuts lie outside the 
Welfare Reform Act (WRA) 
and are ongoing. However, the 
legislation contains several 

measures that impinge on housing. The most 
prominent are these:
�  The WRA abolishes housing benefi t 

(phasing-out starts in October 2013) 
absorbing it into universal credit – including 
the current programme of housing benefi t 
cuts. It will be administered centrally, with 
only a limited role for local authorities.

� Housing benefi t size restrictions (according 
to a formula based on household structure, 
including ages and gender of children) 
currently operate within the private rented 
sector. From next April the WRA extends 
them to social rented sector tenants. About 
two-thirds of those a  ected are disabled.

� The benefi t cap will, from next April, restrict 
total benefi ts for those out of work to about 
£500 a week (£350 for single people). 
Families with children and/or high rents are 
the most vulnerable to it. It will operate 
primarily through housing benefi t and 
the housing costs component of universal 
credit.

� From next April council tax benefi t will be 
abolished and local authorities will operate 
their own means-tested relief schemes 
from a cash-limited pot. Pensioners will be 
protected, but others will have to fi nd part 
of their council tax from basic incomes, re-
creating the poll tax scenario 20 years ago.
All this will a  ect social work practitioners’ 

clients through combinations of una  ordable 
housing, their having to move, rent and 
council tax arrears, other debts, hardship and 
sometimes homelessness. SWM

Geo�  Fimister is social policy o�  cer at 
Citizens Advice

Ge
of

f F
im

ist
er

HO
US

IN
G:

 U
PH

EA
VA

L 
FO

R 
SO

CI
AL

 W
OR

K 
CL

IE
NT

S



SOCIALWORKMATTERS MAY1218

POLICY CONTENTS

Disabilities: 
20% to lose 
benefi t

T
he Welfare Reform Act 2012 has 
enormous implications for social 
work practitioners, and their role as 
advocates to protect service users will 
be more important than ever.  

From April 2013 people aged 16 or over 
will no longer make new claims for disability 
living allowance (DLA) but will have to claim 
personal independence payment. This has 
tighter eligibility and involves an assessment 
by a private company contracted to the 
Department for Work and Pensions. 

About 500,000 people, 20% of the DLA 
caseload, are expected to lose some or all 
of their benefi t. People now receiving DLA 
will continue to receive it until a change of 
circumstances or the DWP asks for them to 
be reassessed. 

From October 2013 universal credit will 
replace all the means-tested benefi ts and tax 
credits for new applications from working-
age claimants. But there are several cuts 
hidden in the rules – such as the removal of 
the severe disability premium which is part of 
the income support formula. People currently 
receiving income support are transitionally 
protected until they are migrated on to the 
new benefi t.   

The money for Social Fund community 
care grants and crisis loans will be passed 
to local authorities but, in what feels like 
a return to the ‘parish’ arrangements that 
existed before the second world war, some 
are planning to issue vouchers and fund 
food banks. 

How ironic that local authorities fought 
tooth and nail against involvement in the Social 
Fund when it was introduced in 1988 only to 
now roll over and accept it. SWM

Neil Bateman is an author and specialist in welfare 
rights issues
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Families:
Uncertain times 
ahead 

A
bout 80,000 households – more than 
half of them in London – are likely 
to be a  ected by the cap on benefi t 
income, set at about £25,000 for 
families. Despite misleading press 

reports of luxury lifestyles the cap is, in fact, a 
consequence of soaring private sector rents. 

An unemployed couple with three children 
will have benefi t income of about £325 a 
week from jobseekers’ allowance, child benefi t 
and tax credit – so any rent above £175 a 
week will mean the cap being applied to them. 
If they have a typical private sector rent in 
London of £300 a week, there will be a £125 a 
week shortfall in their benefi ts. That money – 
or a job – has to be found from somewhere 
or the family must move to cheaper 
accommodation, away from schools, family, 
support and better chances of employment 
(because areas with cheaper rents tend to 
have fewer job opportunities). 

Although there are some exceptions to the 
cap, the e  ect on many families who are also 
social work clients will be immense. About 30% 
of the families a  ected are from ethnic minority 
communities. 

If you add to this benefi t cap the e  ects 
of reduced help through the child tax credit 
scheme since last month, as well as reductions 
in help with child care costs, abolition of the 
health in pregnancy grant and child trust fund, 
restrictions to maternity grants and reductions 
in the fi nancial support given to 16- to 19-year-
olds, the future for many families – and many 
low-income social work clients in particular – 
looks very uncertain indeed. SWM

Gary Vaux is head of money advice at 
Hertfordshire Council
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What service 
users value 
in their 
professional

Although personalisation and person-
centred support are seen by some as 

anti-social work, Peter Beresford and 
Suzy Croft explain how professionals 

can respond positively and meet 
service user aspirations

F
aced with reduced resources and a 
perception of a switch in priorities away 
from them, many adults’ social workers 
regard themselves as the ‘Cinderellas’ of 
the caring professions. 

But there is one constant in adult care: 
the high value that service users place on 
good practice. The catch lies in the di�  culties 
accessing and retaining social work support 
rather than it not having a special role to play. 

The reframing of social work with adults 
as care management, with its preoccupation 
with assessment and rationing, has been 
particularly obstructive. The social worker has 
often been part of a process of denying rather 



OPINION  UPDATE  INTERVIEW  PRACTICE  WORKFORCE

than providing support for people. However, 
the moves to personalisation and person-
centred support, although sometimes seen as 
anti-social work, actually o  er an important 
new opportunity for extending its availability. 

Perhaps most important, good 
social work practice can put 
people in a position to be 
able to take or regain 
control over their lives. It 
can help make a reality 
of the current rhetoric 
of choice and control, 
self-directed support and 
co-production. After years 
of disempowerment or 
disempowering experiences, 
many service users are not at 
the starting point to benefi t from 
these new liberatory ideals. Social 
workers can help get them there. 

The importance of social work 
practice becomes clear when we listen 
to what service users value from it. For 
service users, person-centred support 
or personalisation is not just a switch to 
personal budgets, but a constellation of 
activities, which social workers are well placed 
to deliver. It is not a technique, it is essentially 
value-based. It means: 
� Putting service users at the centre
� Treating them as individuals
� Setting goals
� The importance of the relationship between 

service user and practitioner
� Listening
� Providing reliable information
� Being fl exible
� Having a positive approach – highlighting 

what the service user can do, not what they 
can not.
Service users, regardless of whether 

they are older people, people with learning 
disabilities, disabled people, people with 
life-limiting or chronic conditions or alcohol 
or drug problems, tend to highlight a range 

Key social work 
qualities
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of activities when they talk about social work 
roles and tasks. These include:

Practical support: helping people fi nd out 
about and do things, sorting out di�  culties, 
exploring with them what can be done;

Emotional support: enabling them to 
explore their feelings, articulate and work through them, providing encouragement and 

the honesty of a ‘critical friend’;
Advocacy: helping them take up the 

cudgels to deal with di�  cult situations or 
organisations, representing them with other 
agencies and helping them to represent 
themselves, being someone who is always on 
their side;

Peter Beresford OBE is chair of Shaping Our Lives, 
the service user-led organisation and network, and 
professor of social policy at Brunel University 
Suzy Croft is social work and bereavement team 
leader at St John’s Hospice, London, and a member 
of The College of Social Work’s Transition Board

Good social work practice can 
make a reality of the current 

rhetoric of choice and control, 
self-directed support and co-production
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the person as well as others until the issue is 
resolved. 

Perhaps this is why some mental health 
service users placed a particular value on the 
old approved social worker (ASW), who might 
be part of a process of restricting their rights, 
but would desist from intervening medically 
to impose ‘treatment’ on them. 

Service users do not think in terms 
of ‘the reserved tasks’ of social work, as 

some policymakers and 
professionals have. They do 
not have a notion that there 
are some things that only 
social workers can do. Nor 
do they generally think that 
social workers should only 
be doing highly specialised 
things. 

They know from their own 
experience that social workers can be most 
helpful when they know you and have formed 
a relationship – and the route to this is often 
through ordinary practical tasks that can 
form the basis for trust-building that can then 
lead to the sharing of confi dences and a more 
intimate understanding.

Perhaps what service users most value 
about good social work is its inherently social 
approach. The whole point of social work is to 
understand the service user in their broader 
context and not in isolation, apportioning 
blame or ‘pathology’ accordingly. Mike Oliver, 
the disability activist and academic, is right to 
say that social work has still not adequately 
taken on the social model of disability. There 
is more to do, but at the heart of good 
practice still lies the social orientation that 
service users especially value and which 
brings something special to social work roles 
and tasks. SWM

RESOURCES

They know 
from their own 

experience that social 
workers can be most 
helpful when they 
know you and have 
formed a relationship

Problem solving: working out solutions 
with them or, when that is di�  cult, ways to 
cope. This could encompass housing issues, 
money di�  culties and debt repayment, 
applying for benefi ts, problems with family 
relationships, helping them with their 
children, or planning ahead;

Safeguarding: social workers sometimes 
need to confront di�  cult issues and 
situations of risk. Service users know this 
as well as anyone and will often welcome a 
professional who recognises when things are 
going wrong and reacts in an honest and 
sensitive way and will intervene to protect 

Alice and the 
social worker
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Key social work 
qualities

THE PRE-PROCEEDINGS MEETING
KEY SOCIAL WORK QUALITIES
Competence, including thoroughness, 
reliability and punctuality
Warmth, empathy and kindness
Confi dence, in  approach, manner and 
actions
Integrity, honesty and doing things 
the right way, and being aware of the 
importance of this

Being non-judgemental, 
valuing the service user 
for who they are and 
what can be possible for 

them
Listening, perhaps most 

important of all; always 
listening to the service user

RESOURCES
Beresford, P. Fleming, J. Glynn, M. Bewley, C. 

Croft, S. Branfi eld, F. and Postle, K. (2011), 
Supporting people: Towards a person-centred 
approach, Bristol, Policy Press. Available here.

ALICE AND THE SOCIAL WORKER
Friends from the church phoned social services 
for Alice (not her real name), who had recently 
lost her husband, her feelings of bereavement 
compounded when she found out that her step-
daughter was stealing from her. 

The realisation occurred when Alice noticed that 
her bank account was signifi cantly overdrawn. 
Alice had had little contact with her step-
daughter but, after her husband’s death, she 
re-entered her life and was entrusted with a front-
door key.

With the discovery of the missing funds, Alice 
became worried. But she also felt guilty about her 
feelings. 

The social worker visited and began to get to 
know Alice, built a relationship and developed 

trust. She took time to help Alice talk through her 
di�  cult feelings and made it possible for her to 
feel able to be honest about her situation and 
to acknowledge the fear and anxiety that was 
building in her. 

Alice decided that she wanted to have her front-
door locks changed. The social worker helped 
her to organise this. But Alice was becoming 
increasingly frightened, particularly over 
continuing visits from her step-daughter and how 
to cope with them. 

Her social worker was able to help Alice fi nd 
out about and apply for a transfer with the 
housing association. She also supported her 
to involve the police. Alice began to regain her 
old confi dence.
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The way serious case reviews are 
conducted may radically change 
soon. Dr Sheila Fish outlines the 
latest developments

Beyond blaming 
to explaining

W
hat counts as ‘fair’ when child 
protection practice is appraised? 
On what grounds can you assess 
whether a mistake was made, 
decision-making fl awed or a 

course of action poor practice? And how do 
you deal with poor professional behaviour? 
These are crucial questions for social workers in 
particular, who tend to be blamed in high-profi le 
child death tragedies, whether individually or as 
a profession. 

It is tempting to judge professional practice 
on the basis of the outcome for the child and 
family concerned. After all, doesn’t striving to 
achieve good outcomes for the children and 
families, both short and long term, defi ne the 
job? Yet the assumption that the death or 
injury of a child automatically implies fl aws in 
professional practice has an initial plausibility 
that is, in fact, false. 

This assumption presupposes consensus 
about what should have happened and 
what counts as deviation on the part of 
a professional. It also assumes a simple 
demonstrable causal link between the 
professional’s action and the negative outcome. 
These assumptions make some sense in 
health care where the notion of ‘patient safety 
incident’ captures the harm caused or almost 
caused to patients and the source of that harm 
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In Gove’s account, 
‘fairness’ in child 

protection work involved 
judging professional 
decisions on how they 
were made at the time, 
regardless of what turns 
out to be their impact

in the medical care provided or medical error 
that has occurred. 

In the fi eld of child welfare, where the 
knowledge base is less developed and 
practitioners have relatively little scope to 
control the whole environment where change 
is sought, both assumptions are problematic. 
In safeguarding and child protection, therefore, 
poor or even tragic outcomes for children 
and young people may 
or may not be the result 
of professional action 
or omission. To assume 
otherwise is part of a fantasy 
that children’s safety can be 
guaranteed if professionals 
only do as is expected of 
them. Although it would 
be more accurate and 
morally fairer to say that 
children’s safety can’t always be guaranteed 
by professional behaviour, would this ever be 
politically acceptable? Recent output from the 
Department for Education (DfE) gives hope.

In a public letter to Labour MP Caroline 
Flint on 29 March, concerning the published 
Edlington serious case review (SCR), education 
minister Michael Gove signalled radical change 
(see Gove’s signal for change).

In Gove’s account, ‘fairness’ in safeguarding 
and child protection work involved judging 
professional decisions on how they were made 

at the time, regardless of what turns out 
later to be their impact. This indicates such a 
fundamental shift in the practice and outcomes 
of SCRs that political a�  liations need to be put 
aside and the implications assimilated sector-
wide. 

The potential changes to SCRs do not end 
there. Not judging safeguarding practice by 
the outcomes raises other questions. What of 
practice that, on review, does turn out to have 
been problematic, to have been misguided 
albeit with good intent? What does fair look like 
then?

In child welfare, the statutory guidance 
has always been clear that SCRs are not 
inquiries into how a child died or was seriously 
harmed, or into who is culpable, nor part of 
any disciplinary inquiry or process relating to 
individual practitioners. It has always been clear 
that the purpose is about ‘learning lessons’. 

However, a defi nition has been lacking 
and what exactly we mean by ‘lessons’ has 
never been clear and, instead, SCR practice 
has created its own norms. A trawl through 
executive summary reports available on the 
websites of local safeguarding children boards 
(LSCBs) gives an indication of how often 
the identifi cation of the mistake or error by 
particular individuals or groups – what was not 
done but should have been done – is called the 
‘lesson’. Here too, though, there are indications 
that the future may look di  erent.  In his letter, 

Gove’s signal 
for change
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Gove states that, in future, the DfE wanted 
SCRs to focus on why professionals acted in the 
way they did and what prevented them taking 
the right action at the right time. For Gove, it 
is this kind of understanding that is necessary 
to reduce the risk of professionals in child 
protection repeating similar mistakes. 

Again, articulating the explanatory function 
of SCRs with this clarity is radical – although 
this leaves aside  the question of whether it 
is fair to judge the Edlington review by new 
standards to those that held at the time it 
was commissioned and conducted. Providing 
adequate explanations for poor professional 
performance after an accident has a long 
history in other high-risk industries such as 
aviation and, more recently, health. The central 
idea is that any worker’s performance is a result 
of both their own skill and knowledge and 
the organisational setting in which they are 
working. The nature of interactions between 
humans and di  erent aspects of the work 
environment make it more or less likely that 
high standards are achieved. 

Ascertaining which patterns of interaction 
are problematic requires an in-depth 
understanding of technical work in context. 
One method to increase the reliability of 
performance and target so-called ‘error-
producing conditions’ is known as a ‘systems 
approach’. Its adaptation for use in child welfare 
began in a project in 2005 led by the Social 
Care Institute for Excellence (Scie) and resulted 
in the Learning Together model (see Resources). 
Its use in case reviews is proving very promising. 
The requirement to use a systems approach 
for SCRs and other case reviews was one of 
the Munro Review’s recommendations and 
one that gained cross-government agreement. 
However, Gove’s input is the clearest articulation 
yet of the implications and it seems a strong 
indication of the political impetus to support 
this change. 

Importantly, when using a systems 
approach, the kinds of explanations produced 
are not restricted to why professionals acted 
the way they did in particular episodes in the 

particular case. But that is only the fi rst step. 
Step two involves inferring what it tells us 
more broadly about how the multi-agency 
child protection system is working. A systems 
approach, such as Learning Together, moves 
you beyond the particularities of the single 
case into discussions about how similar 
scenarios and issues are normally managed 
and therefore whether the same issues are 
likely to happen again. In this respect an SCR is 
not a retrospective search for root causes but a 
prospective, future-oriented search for current 
weaknesses and strengths and future potential 
problems. The phrase coined by health 
academic Charles Vincent is that the case 
or incident acts as a ‘window’ on the system, 
revealing present gaps and inadequacies that 
might have an impact in future (see Resources).

In his letter, Gove described new-look SCRs 
as part of a move to create ‘an open, confi dent, 
self-regulating system where professionals 
are continually asking how they can improve 
rather than a system clouded in secrecy’. 
The learning organisation has always been 
something of an ideal concept (Gould and 
Baldwin, see Resources) and the contradictions 
and challenges in any move towards this vision 
should not be underestimated. 

I have heard fear expressed by those in 
strategic positions on LSCBs that this approach 
will hang them out to dry. This is a myth 
that needs correcting. Exploring systemic 
explanations for problematic practice is not 
simply a question of pushing blame to a 
di  erent place in the system. Taking a systems 
approach means moving beyond scapegoating 
any particular aspect of the system, be it a 
chief executive, director or an ICT programme. 
The aim is instead to gain a more nuanced 
understanding of underlying patterns of 
interactions that make up the system, which 
those accountable for quality are then 
expected to respond to. 

Meanwhile, the challenge to members of 

When using a systems approach, the kinds 
of explanations produced are not 

restricted to why professionals acted the way they 
did in particular episodes in the particular case

Dr Sheila Fish is head of the Learning Together programme of 
work at the Social Care Institute for Excellence
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LSCBs is considerable. Many struggle when 
presented with systemic fi ndings. These 
range from problems to which the remedies 
are straightforward, to what we are calling 
‘puzzles’ in the way the system is operating. 
These are more challenging because they 
raise conundrums to which there are no easy 
answers. They are much tougher to respond to 
than traditional SMART recommendations – 
specifi c, measurable, achievable, relevant and 
time-bound – that the board can readily sign 
o   and hand on to the SCR sub-committee 
– a process generally not experienced as 
too taxing. The systems approach transfers 
responsibility for grappling with the really 
challenging and sometimes entrenched 
issues to the LSCB rather than fi nding ways to 
legitimise their being tactically ignored because 
they are not easily ‘actioned’. In the course 
of presenting fi ndings of Learning Together 
case reviews to LSCBs, many reviewers are 
persuaded of the importance of focusing only 
on individuals, however ine  ective in terms of 
securing improvement. 

This government has yet to have its own 
‘Baby P’. Research under way by Dr Jo Warner 
at the University of Kent is shedding light on 
how the mobilisation of public anger and 
emotion in response to child abuse deaths that 
become high profi le serves the purposes of 
both politicians and mass media. This provides 
a sober reminder of obstacles to a rational 

and constructive response in these situations 
that focuses on understanding, explaining 
and learning. When the patient safety agenda 
was launched more than 10 years ago in the 
NHS, Sir Liam Donaldson, then chief medical 
o�  cer, was a strong public face and staunch 
advocate. Will The College of Social Work be 
the equivalent for e  orts to learn together in 
child protection?  

After the Munro review, the revision of 
Working Together to Safeguard Children 
includes reconsiderations of the statutory 
requirements for organisational learning, 
including learning from tragedies through SCRs. 

Clarifying the function and purpose of 
SCRs has important implications for how 
professionals can expect to be treated ‘when 
things go wrong’, and so pertains to all those 
whose professional practice brings them 
into contact with children, young people and 
their families. Importantly, it also ties in with 
questions about the kind of organisational and 
professional cultures that people concerned 
with child welfare, at all levels, want to be part 
of, to create and perpetuate. The forthcoming 
consultation period is a rare and important 
opportunity for social workers as individuals – 
and as a profession – to express their views. SWM

RESOURCES



SOCIALWORKMATTERS MAY1226

PRACTICE CONTENTS

GOVE’S SIGNAL FOR CHANGE
Education secretary Michael Gove wrote in his 
letter to Labour MP Caroline Flint:

“The policy of publishing SCRs is intended 
to explain the many di�  cult decisions 
that have to be made on a daily basis 

when working with vulnerable children. It is not 
an easy job to predict the future, but in 
many cases that is what we are asking of 

professionals every day. I do not want 
these reports to be used to assign blame where 
terrible incidents have taken place. People 
working in these circumstances need to have 
confi dence that they will be backed by their 
managers when they take di�  cult decisions with 

good intent and sound judgement, whatever 
the outcome. 

RESOURCES
Fish, S. Munro, E. Bairstow, S (2008), Learning 

together to Safeguard Children. London: Social 
Care Institute for Excellence.

Fish, S. Munro, E.  Bairstow, S. (2008), Learning 
together to Safeguard Children. Developing a 
multi-agency approach for case reviews. SCIE 
Report 19. London: Social Care Institute for 
Excellence.

Gould, N. Baldwin, M. (eds) (2004), Social 
Work, Critical Refl ection and the Learning 
Organisation. Aldershot: Ashgate.

Vincent, C. (2004), ‘Analysis of clinical incidents: 
a window on the system not a search for root 
causes’, Qual Saf Health Care 13:242-243. 
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Campaign is just the job 
in Yorkshire and Humber

But 2010 proved a watershed year as 
the number of children’s social work cases 
across the country soared to record numbers. 
In Yorkshire and Humber alone, 74,000 
children received social worker support 
and help. It was a caseload that councils 
acknowledged made unrealistic expectations 
of their social workers.

So 15 of the region’s local authorities 
decided it was time to work together to ease 
the pressure and made plans for a concerted 
recruitment drive. Barely fi ve months after last 
October’s launch of the two-year Children’s 
Social Work Matters campaign, the councils 
reported an encouraging rise in job enquiries, 
with more than 200 CVs submitted.  

Some 27,000 people have visited 
the campaign’s website www.
childrenssocialworkmatters.org to fi nd out 
more about children’s social work as a career 

The recruitment of children’s 
social workers in Yorkshire and 
Humber is receiving a major 
boost thanks to a campaign in 
which 15 councils have banded 
together to tackle negative 
perceptions about the job

H
aving to persuade local authorities 
to agree on a joint strategy sounds 
an onerous enough task: to suggest 
that 15 of them would fi nd common 
ground risks a response heavy with 

cynicism and pessimism. 
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and more than 100 job-related questions 
have been submitted online to the campaign’s 
children’s social work ‘champions’ drawn from 
social work teams across Yorkshire.

Alison O’Sullivan, Kirklees Council’s director 
for children and young people’s services who 
is leading the project, says: ‘Already in the 
fi rst six months of this two-year campaign, 
local authorities across Yorkshire are reporting 
increased interest in 
children’s social work roles. 
The new website is acting 
as a valuable central source 
of knowledge for those 
thinking about children’s 
social work as a career in 
Yorkshire and Humber, 
and through the use of 
video interviews and a 
blog the website is giving a voice to children’s 
social workers allowing them to talk about the 
challenges and complexities of the job.’

Children’s social work has had a di�  cult 
ride in the media in recent years with the 
demonising of the profession a ‘must-have’ 
angle among some elements of the press. 
But the 15-council venture has set about 
countering some of this negative publicity.

‘The website is backed by media coverage 
generated by the campaign which is helping 
to address some of misconceptions about the 
profession with a wider audience,’ Alison says. 

‘Children’s social workers make a real 
and lasting di  erence for some of our most 
vulnerable families and young people. This 
campaign is giving them a chance to explain 
in their own words about the valuable work 
they do.’

As well as the website and media coverage, 
the campaign is encouraging councils to work 

together to improve conditions for sta  , giving 
them leadership skills, training and support for 
newly qualifi ed graduates and the sharing of 
best practice.

Another of the 15, Rotherham Council, 
is particularly impressed by the time saved 
by the pooling of resources. Joyce Thacker, 
director of children and young people’s 
services, says: ‘We had previously done some 
work on raising the profi le of children’s social 
work but our experience was that this was 
a time-consuming resource to maintain 
and acted as an example of where local 
authorities were competing with one another 
in unhelpful ways.

‘The campaign and the website represent 
a collective call to action across Yorkshire and 
Humber and have enabled all local authorities 
to benefi t from their pooled resources. At 
Rotherham, we have noticed an increase in 
the number of job-related enquiries since the 
campaign launched.’

The next stage of the campaign will 
continue to raise awareness about the vital 
work carried out by children’s social workers 
but will support a wider programme of work to 
help retain sta  , including enhancing skills and 
expertise in the region.

Local authorities in other parts of the 
country will surely be looking on and asking 
themselves whether the Children’s Social Work 
Matters template is one they can 
adapt. SWM

 Children’s 
social workers 

make a real and 
lasting difference for 
some of our most 
vulnerable families 
and young people

Case Study: 
Why children’s 
work is for me

The 15 Councils
West Yorkshire
� Bradford
� Calderdale
� Kirklees
� Wakefi eld
� Leeds

North Yorkshire
� North Yorkshire 
� York

South Yorkshire
� Doncaster
� Barnsley
� Rotherham
� She�  eld

Humber
� Hull
� East Riding
� North Lincs
� North East Lincs

The Caseload
A regional breakdown of the number of 
children helped by children’s social workers 
in 2010
� 7,952 in North Yorkshire
� 23,251 in South Yorkshire
� 29,941 in West Yorkshire
� 13,356 in the Humber area 
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WHY CHILDREN’S WORK IS FOR ME
Newly qualifi ed children’s social worker Alison 
James (not her real name) reveals how her own 
blog supported Children’s Social Work Matters

“I decided to become a children’s social worker 
during a particularly di�  cult time in my personal 
life, which left me homeless and seeking 
accommodation in a hostel. To help me get back 
on to my feet I volunteered at a refuge, which 
meant I was working closely with families. The 
experience made me realise that I wanted to 
pursue a career that involved working with children.

It is stressful at times but to know that I can 
make a di  erence to the lives of vulnerable children 
makes me realise it is the right role for me.

So when I was asked whether I would like to help 
raise the profi le of the vital role of children’s social 
work teams by writing my own blog I jumped at 

the chance because it is so important that people 
understand what we do.

My blog explains what social work really is like 
– the highs and the lows. It tracks my personal 
working journey, from court appearances for 
residence orders to o  ering vital support to 
families.

To access my blog and to fi nd out more 
about the campaign visit http://www.
childrenssocialworkmatters.org/blog. The website 
features extensive information on the profession 
and includes inspiring personal stories and videos 
of social workers explaining why they chose their 
job. It o  ers careers advice and the chance to 
link up with social work ‘champions’ – drawn from 
participating local authorities – who deal with 
online questions about their role and what it takes 
to be a social worker.

ENTRY FROM THE BLOG 

“Today I attended a meeting for a family whose case fi le will be transferred to me. It’s fair to say 
the meeting was a little tense as emotions were running high for the family. On refl ection, I 
appreciate it can’t have been easy for them to sit in a room full of o�  cials discussing the reasons 

why their parenting isn’t adequate enough for social care to cease involvement. 
The mother, in particular, was fi nding it very di�  cult to take anything from all the positives the multi-

agency group were saying. For her, the whole thing was clearly very stressful and upsetting. 
The family blamed their situation heavily on social care and were rude and verbally aggressive towards 

my colleague. I have to admit for a moment this did make me feel slightly uneasy about the prospect of 
taking on this case. 

After the conference I sat down with the family and discussed how we would work together. 
We discussed expectations from both sides and by the end of the meeting our relationship had 
signifi cantly improved.

It’s fair to say the conference and the discussion with the family was quite a di�  cult task for me, but 
ultimately I hope that with my help they stand a good chance of turning their lives around. 
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