
The privatisation of social work or saviour of the profession? The Government’s social
work practice pilots divide opinion, so Shahid Naqvi visited one scheme that claims to

be putting social workers right back into the heart of the community.

eople often ask Jenny Pitts and
her team what are they doing
that’s so different. A visit to the
former veterinary surgery from
which they work on a south

Shrewsbury housing estate in Shropshire
provides the answer.

The centre is located near a row of shops and
entry on this particular day is round the back as
there’s a carers’ assessment group in session in
the front room which is also the entrance. Soon
we’re sitting in the ‘cosy’ kitchen that was once
an operating theatre for sick pets. There are two
upright vacuum cleaners in the corner which

double up as somewhere to hang coats. The
impression is more Wild West than slick
corporate.

“We had to beg, steal and borrow to get the
equipment,” says Ms Pitts. “People brought
their kettles from home.”

Ros Adams, the practice’s Team Manager,
adds: “Our husbands and partners mucked in to
help set things up. In the early days we had to
do our own cleaning. We have a cleaner now.”

It’s certainly different, not exactly the better
working conditions many social workers are
fighting for. But this, potentially, is the new
frontier of social work. If you want a glimpse

into what the future might look like a decade
from now, People2People is the place to go.

The scheme is one of seven social work
practice pilots set up by the Department of
Health in the last two years, to trial and
innovate new ways of delivering social services
to adults. They are part of David Cameron’s Big
Society vision, much trumpeted in the early
days of the Coalition, to help people “help
themselves and their own communities”.

People2People’s remit in Shrewsbury is to
work with adults referred for social care support
who need short-term intervention aimed at
maintaining their independence. It’s a social
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things people came into social work to do. In
the same way that we talk about people we
support being empowered when they are
offered choice and control, people here have
become empowered where they can determine
how they deliver these outcomes and how they
practise.”

Pitts says some social workers were initially
sceptical about being transferred to
People2People as part of an expansion of the
programme but have since changed their view.

“Many workers who have since joined
People2People have said they feel liberated and
set free because they come up with new
solutions and ideas and ways of working they
haven’t thought of before. They were asked why
they didn’t do that in the council and they said
they didn’t feel they had permission to do it.”

Some 90% of the staff remain as council
employees but the longer-term vision if the
pilot is made permanent is for them to be
employed directly by the social enterprise.
Critics warn this could mean less job security.
They also claim social workers will be forced to
operate like social entrepreneurs. Pitts has no
difficulty with social workers being
entrepreneurial: “The entrepreneurial spirit that
has been unleashed in this team is phenomenal,
if what that means is unleashing talent.”

Being freed from hierarchy and bureaucracies
appears to have been a liberating experience for
staff. Ros Adams says: “My confidence has
grown phenomenally. Eighteen months ago I
wouldn’t have challenged a director of service.
But I would now.”

Both Pitts and Adams stress how supportive
Shropshire council has been of the pilot. The
data is still being collected, but indications are
that the scheme is also proving cost-effective,
with the majority of referrals not coming back
into the system. Pitts, however, insists saving
money was never the raison d’être.

“That is where councils get it wrong. They
say you have to save money. Here it was
different. It was about delivering good
outcomes and support and looking at cost-
effective ways of doing things. If you can save
money for the council, that is great.”

People2People was able to design its own
way of delivering services and called on training
and consultancy firm Helen Sanderson
Associates to help. Social workers within the
pilot use “person-centred thinking tools” to

have a different kind of conversation with
service users that emphasises “reablement”.
Instead of focusing on what can’t be done, the
focus is on what can be done and how to
achieve the desired outcome. Pitts says this is
“not rocket science” but a common-sense
approach; one that strips away bureaucratic
hurdles and allows social workers to help
service users find innovative and creative
solutions to the problems they face.

“People have often asked us ‘can you do
what you are doing in the council?’”, she says.
“In theory there is nothing we are doing that
can’t be done in a council but in practice I don’t
see that happening. Being in a council you
would be swamped by the council’s priorities.
There is something different about this. It’s the
community base. It’s the fact that it is a mutual
and they are all in it together.”

Positive atmosphere
Pitts believes giving social workers ownership
of their work is key to improving motivation.
“Once you feel ownership, you are far more
motivated to make it work. There is something
we are tapping into about human psychology
there. It is not always a bed of roses. It is tough
here like anywhere but you feel a sense of
mutual support. There is a positive atmosphere
which you don’t always sense in other social
work teams.”

Not all of the social work practice pilots have
worked out. One in Norfolk failed to even get
off the ground and another in Birmingham has
recently folded. But in Shropshire, the scheme
has already expanded to a team of 64. The plan
for the future is to develop more as an outreach
service, using bases in places such as sheltered
housing schemes, libraries and GP practices,
putting social workers in the heart of the
community.

“People just drop in here,” says Pitts. “They
go to the shop and come here because they
have a question about their mum and there’s
always someone to see them. When you go to a
council building you have barriers and security
checks. We have distanced social workers from
the community by putting them into
council buildings you can’t access easily.”
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enterprise, mutually owned by staff and set up
by Shropshire Council, with a team of eight –
including four qualified social workers – two of
whom have just qualified. Still ultimately
answerable to the local authority, the team
claims it has much greater freedom to innovate.
Its central focus is on involving the local
community, both in terms of helping to deliver
peer support to others and in its governance –
members of the community sit on its Board of
Directors.

The social work practices are not without
their critics. Britain’s biggest union Unison
claims they represent the privatisation of social
work and the fragmentation of local authority
services. Pitts, who previously led Shropshire
Council’s transformation programme, strongly
disagrees: “We said right from the beginning
we didn’t want this to be privatising social work
by the back door. We set up an independent
entity that can’t be bought up by one of the
bigger private sector companies. Nationally
there has been concern voiced when you
externalise adult social care from the public
sector. But I’d say it depends how you do it.”

Reducing bureaucracy
Ms Adams, who applied for her current post
following restructuring at Shropshire council,
was in “two minds at first” and had initial
concerns about a privatisation agenda. But in
the end, she says: “Most of us thought that if
this is the way it goes, we want to be part of it.”

Arguments about private provision aside, the
key question is whether the pilot is working?
According to the Government, its aim with the
social work practice pilots was to “improve the
experiences and outcome for people in
vulnerable circumstances and empower social
workers to do their jobs effectively, while
reducing bureaucracy”.

Talking to staff at People2People there is a
sense that this has been achieved. Senior Social
Worker Sue Bunker says: “It is totally different.
It is the whole atmosphere. We have had more
opportunities to be creative and innovative. In
the team I used to work for you could come up
with ideas and suggestions and mention them
to your manager and you knew it wouldn’t go
anywhere. Here you feel your ideas are valued
and you can make a change.”

Roz Ryder, who also works as a social worker
at the centre, said: “We don’t have the
bureaucracy. Among ourselves we will say ‘that
isn’t working’ and talk about it and come up
with solutions. We don’t think someone else
will come up with the solution.”

People2People was shortlisted for Best Adult
Services Team in the Social Worker of the Year
Awards for England. Jenny believes their success
as a team is because they have been freed to do
real social work and staff can see the difference
this makes to service users: “It is taking people
back to community-based practice – all those

NATIONALLY THERE HAS BEEN CONCERN
VOICED WHEN YOU EXTERNALISE ADULT
SOCIAL CARE FROM THE PUBLIC SECTOR.
BUT I WOULD SAY IT DEPENDS HOW YOU
DO IT. IT’S NOT ONE WAY OR ANOTHER
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