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A rurally different 

Fresh from authoring a new book on rural social work practice in Scotland,
Colin Turbett outlines the challenges of working in isolated communities and
coming across service users in the village shop, as well as the opportunities in
being more creative, autonomous and generic than many urban counterparts

ocial work practice in rural and
remote areas of the United
Kingdom throws up particular
challenges that contradict the
popular idealistic images of

country life that can sometimes attract workers
to such locations. To reduce these to their most
simplistic, they relate to the way in which the
worker has to conduct themselves within
particular cultural, environmental and
geographic contexts. They are also experienced
by other human services workers such as police
officers, education and health staff.   

There are common characteristics shared by
social workers in such locations, not just across
the UK but in rural and remote areas of
Canada, the USA and Australia where similar
systems of service delivery are employed. In
fully grasping these characteristics, the
literature, including the work of the Lohmanns
and Martinez-Brawley in the USA, Collier in
Canada, Cheers in Australia, and Pugh in the
UK, is worthy of attention.  

Many rural and remote areas across the UK
are favoured as choices of residence by retired
people. The outward migration in search of
work opportunities by those of working age can
mean that cultural and political life is often
dominated by retired residents, to the exclusion
of others, particularly the young. Basic services
such as shopping, leisure provision, libraries
and health facilities can be difficult to access,
with poor transport links for non-car users. 

Wages are often low for the rural poor and
housing choices unaffordable, limited or non-
existent. Growing population imbalance, with

the numbers of older people threatening to
overwhelm those of an age to look after them,
hangs over the future like a dark cloud. The
prospects for economic improvement seem as
remote as some of the locations that will suffer
as a result of the present recession. Mix all this
with ingrained patriarchal attitudes and
conservative ideas about independence
alongside a suspicion of state intervention in
private lives, and already the agenda looks
challenging for those who deal with the fall-out
of disadvantage in rural communities. 

Unfortunately, agendas for social work in the
UK tend to be set by urban perspectives. When
an issue of national public concern does arise in
a rural setting, such as the Orkney child care
episode in 1992, events are seen through an
urban prism that can cloud issues of contextual
difference. 

The present climate of doing more for/with
less, could be catastrophic because of a history
of underfunding for rural communities. Pledges
by governments in Westminster, Edinburgh and
Cardiff to develop ‘rural proofing’ policies do
not always work out in practice. Cuts to local
authority budgets of 20% or more will only
make all of this worse. Personalisation, seen by
many as liberating, may lead to the demise of

scarce and expensive rural based social care
services where critical mass (numbers needed
to ensure viability) will be affected as service
users begin to be paid off with individualised
budgets as an alternative to service provision.  

Services for older people and adults with
disabilities, such as day care, are particularly
vulnerable. Whether, in the ‘Big Society’ of
David Cameron’s imagination, volunteers will
provide sustainable and adequate alternatives in
sparsely populated rural areas, remains to be
seen. Similarly, private sector organised
homecare services may prove unsustainable as
profit margins reduce when providing a service
over a large geographical area.

These then are the broad challenges facing
those who work in the rural setting, but what
about the personal ones? This is not a question
that might even arise in an urban location
where one leaves work and returns home to
another part of town. Social workers in rural
settings often live in the same small
communities they serve. This can put strain on
personal and family relationships and the
feeling, real or imagined, that one is never off
duty (of course this can literally be the case too,
if out of hours cover is included in a remotely
located worker’s contract). It can lead to
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Colin Turbett qualified as a social worker in
1978 and has since worked in both urban and
rural Scottish settings. He is currently team
manager for North Ayrshire Council Social
Services on the Isle of Arran. A BASW 
member, he is also a trade union activist and
member of the Unison Scotland Social Work
Issues Group. 
An interest in rural social work issues since

attaining an MSc in Advanced Social Work at
Paisley in 2002, has led in recent years to the
publication of several journal papers. In 2002
he won the Association of Directors of Social
Work Travel Award and visited remote areas
of Eastern Canada to look at social work 
practice. His new book, Social Work Practice
in Rural Scotland was published in December
2010 and is available at a 20% discount to
BASW members – See advert page 04

that rural social workers in Scotland (applicable
to the UK generally) need a number of
particular skills. In brief summary these will
include: partnership working skills; inquiry and
community mapping skills; understanding of
community norms and customs so that
culturally sensitive services can be provided
(without compromising on approaches to
racism, sexism and other forms of
discrimination); community capacity building
skills; the ability to work across specialist social
work roles and boundaries;  a personal
approach that builds confidence and does not
draw criticism over personal behaviour; self-
evaluation and reflective skills, and
consciousness of personal safety issues. 

The extent to which someone fits into a
small community will depend on a number of
factors, some of which will be beyond the
control of the individual: their connection with
the community and geography; whether an
organisation provides effective support and
direction but allows a degree of autonomy and
a professional role that matches professional
knowledge; plus skills and ethical morality.

These lists might seem rather aspirational or
even ideal, but they do provide a framework
that can identify skill-sets and possibilities.
They also highlight areas that may cause
problems if neglected or absent. Rural practice
offers an opportunity for innovative and
engaged social work to some professionals that
will be hard to find in other settings, yet the
challenges can prove very problematic for
others. Knowledge of the issues and effective
preparation, whether through formal graduate
or post-graduate social work education, or
informal study, can help ensure workers moving
into rural practice are able to rise to the
challenges they will meet.

modern day specialisms has made this rather
anachronistic – true generic practice is now
unfortunately rather a rarity. Rural practice
nonetheless does continue to provide, to a
degree, a counter argument to the profession’s
fragmentation and moves towards specialist
services are often confined to a centre some
distance away, perhaps using new technologies.  

Of course, there is always the criticism that
the rural worker is something of a jack-of-all-
trades and master of none, but effective
supervision, workload management, training,
and access to specialist advice and mentoring,
can ward off such dangers. It is interesting,
however, to note that references to the lack of
professional specialist expertise made in rural
inquiry reports such as the Orkney example
(the 1992 Clyde report), are similar in essence
to those made in the case of Victoria Climbié
and other urban inquiry reports. 

The fact that social workers work in very
small teams, if not alone, can also reinforce a
rewarding form of team working across
agencies and disciplines: ask a rural social
worker who their closest colleagues are and
they are as likely to name police, health,
education and staff from other agencies as they
are staff from their own department. Such
strengths should be recognised by local
authorities rather than the forcing of
organisational forms designed, rightly or
wrongly, to address urban problems.

So what kind of social worker will fit into a
rural setting and what skills and attributes
might they have? From inventories provided in
the international literature I have concluded

caution about where one goes and how one
relaxes in public, and mutual awkwardness
when one encounters service users in other
settings – the queue in the shop, the school
parents evening, or the pub or restaurant. The
individual who is one minute a neighbour,
acquaintance or friend, can suddenly be a
service user in a situation of potential conflict.
Codes of practice prescribe the most obvious
abuse of relationships by staff, but offer little
guidance about the type of dual relationships
commonly encountered between service users
and staff when living ‘on the patch’, so caution
is an ever present watchword.

So much for all the problems, but what
about the upsides of rural and remotely-based
social work practice? There are, of course, the
obvious, attractive benefits outside of work,
such as environment and outdoor leisure
opportunities. Yet rural practice also has much
to offer within the scope of the work. The
Lohmanns have written that a good rural social
worker can work anywhere because they will
have developed resourcefulness and creativity.
This is as true in the UK context as the US one
– resources often have to be invented rather
than taken off the shelf. Such efforts lend
themselves to community orientation:
networking skills and community capacity
building come into their own as one sees an
individual in need of a social work intervention
within a holistic community context. 

In the past, generic approaches that were
able to adapt responses and practice models
according to the presentation of need were
celebrated in rural practice, but the reality of
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