
For some, the notion of social work as a relationship-based
profession, willing to critically assess or seek to influence the
difference between what service users need and what they are
allocated, is long gone. For Steve Rogowski, however, reports
of the death of critical social work are exaggerated, and there
are ways practitioners can resist a managerialist culture to work
more closely with those in need.

t is now nearly seven years since
Paul Stepney wrote about the
notion that critical practice –
which includes challenging one’s
own and others’ daily approach

to social work decision-making – had become
“mission impossible”. In that 2006
contribution to the British Journal of Social
Work, he described how social work in the UK
has been re-branded and reshaped within a
‘modernised’ welfare state, in the process
becoming politically compromised and
compliant. The article described social work as
“the dog that didn’t bark, even when its soul
appeared to be stripped out”.

Despite Stepney’s eloquent words, however, I
contend that regardless of the many challenges,
critical practice with children and families is
possible. I also believe it has the potential to
combine the role of protection with prevention.
Doing so successfully requires an understanding
of, and willingness to deal with, the practices of
power – and how to exercise resistance to this
power – at a time when social work is
increasingly embedded in a market-driven
economy. This now widely accepted economic
model, best characterised as neoliberalism,
focuses on the transformation of the welfare
state and, by turn, social work. As John Clarke
argued in his 2004 book, Changing Welfare,
Changing States: new directions in social
policy, it is an ideological and political project
to liberate markets and corporate capital from
the constraints of post-war social democracy.
The project is hostile to welfarism, the public
provision of welfare and other services, and
opposes the ‘robbery’ of taxation to support
such activities.

A key tenet of this entrenched neoliberal
model is the belief that more and better
management can transform services and
organisations on more cost-efficient lines. Such
changes have profoundly affected the context in
which social work is practised, not least by
creating new inequalities and vulnerabilities
while reducing the forms of social support
available. They are punitive too, with parents
often told, simply and without adequate
support, to change their lifestyles or face the
threat of losing their children.  

Linked to this, we have witnessed the
wholesale change of education and training for
social work. Instead of the previous focus on
knowledge and understanding, social work
courses are increasingly pre-occupied with
narrower concerns of technical competences,
easily overseen by managers.

This managerialism increasingly shapes the
daily experience of social work. Managers
control what social workers do and how they
do it, by subjecting them to targets and ever
more bureaucracy. It also embodies the demand
that social workers exercise control over
resources and, in turn, the users of social work

services. Since this model of practice is light
years away from why people enter social work,
it is little wonder so many choose to vote with
their feet and leave the profession. Professor
Eileen Munro’s review of child protection social
work acknowledged elements of this argument,
though to date its influence on practice is not
yet evident.

Ultimately, of course, it is what service users
want that should underpin the model of
practice. I devised a brief questionnaire to ask a
number of service users about the qualities they
expected from their social worker, to elicit an

idea of what real or authentic social work
should ‘look’ and ‘feel’ like. The users included
parents of children who had been subject to
child protection plans and children/young
people who had been accommodated. The
survey was a small, unscientific snapshot of
service user opinion. Nonetheless, the
respondents emphasised, very clearly, that they
want social workers who are prepared to take
the time to get know them, who they can form
a relationship with and who are prepared to
listen to their problems and difficulties and
assist in overcoming them. 
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They described wanting social workers to be
honest, reliable and available. It was clear that
they saw social work as far more than telling
people to tidy up their house or to ‘sort out’
their anti-social children. Nor was it simply
about ‘signposting’ parents to other
organisations, such as housing or benefit
agencies. And of course, no-one mentioned the
necessity of social workers being able to
complete computer exemplars as quickly as
possible. 

Overall, it is the relational, and in turn
critical, aspects of social work that are seen as
paramount, two aspects of practice seriously
hampered by the current environment.
Admittedly, ‘old’ approaches to critical and
relational practice, through group and
community work for instance, no longer form a
significant part of practice in the UK. However,
as set out in Modernising Social work: critical
considerations (Harris J. and White V.  Eds.
(2009) Bristol: Policy Press), “quiet challenges”
to the system remain possible; small acts of
resistance amounting to a form of deviant
social work. Take, for example, the idea of
ignoring managerial ‘advice’, instead working in
real partnership with users on issues of concern.
Alternatively, practitioners could delay the
return of paperwork so that by the time the
manager undertakes their ‘checks’, they have
forgotten what their original advice was, and
now simply want to process the case as quickly
as possible (see case studies opposite).

It is vital that we avoid viewing social work
in terms of moral policing or social control.
More emphasis is needed on the caring side of
the work and having concern for social change
and justice. In the wake of high profile child
protection tragedies it is easy for practitioners
to become the hard cops of the welfare state,
merely agents to the neoliberal model of
intrusion, inquisition and gathering
information about family lifestyles.

All too often this work is carried out not with
the aim of finding out what help and support is
needed to provide reasonable care of children,
but with a view to defending an organisation’s
reputation if things go wrong. Instead, social
workers should work with children and families
on the basis that they are potential allies in
dealing with the issues under consideration.

By doing so, social workers can help to
ensure their profession remains true to its social
justice and emancipatory potential. They also
demonstrate that critical practice is still
possible.  PSW

Asingle parent’s children regularly arrive at school late or not at all, frequently dirty, ill-clad
and hungry, because she is often hungover from repeated alcohol abuse and has been

unable to get up. Prevailing social work practice would be to tell her to change her lifestyle or
face the consequences of the child protection system and care proceedings. 
A more critical social work approach, however, works on the issues of concern but in a more

collaborative way by listening to, and wherever possible, acting on, the mother’s and children’s
view of the situation. This includes spending time with the family, delving into the reasons for her
drinking and what lay behind her and her children’s anxieties – financial and housing problems
can often be factors, for example. It might be necessary to link the family members with the
appropriate local groups and agencies dealing with their issues and, in turn, to advocate on their
behalf. All this takes time, and could well be frowned upon by managers who want to process
such cases quickly. Nonetheless, the resilient practitioner will find ways around this, creating
sufficient space and time. An obvious example is being more concerned with quality (brief and
concise) paperwork rather than quantity, the latter often an overriding management concern.
This will save time and enable more relational/critical work to take place. 

CASE STUDY 1: CREATE THE TIME TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE

Adisaffected 15-year-old with a troubled care background is not going to school, is disruptive
when he is there and often goes missing from home. Drug and alcohol abuse are factors.

He refuses to engage with social work services because, at the instigation of managers, the
nominated social worker keeps changing, or his case is closed. 
In this context, it is important that the young man’s views are fully reflected in the various

assessments, together with the need for practitioners to persevere, be available, honest and
consistent in their dealings with him. Admittedly, this can be a difficult task since managers want
to process cases speedily (by, for example, offloading to support or outreach workers) with as
little recourse to the public purse as possible. 
But there are ways of securing success. For example, the case could be kept open as long as

possible, enabling the social worker to continue to see the young person and reassure them
that their issues will be dealt with by other agencies/professionals. Importantly, social workers
should make sure that they emphasise to the young person that if, for any reason, they feel
dissatisfied with these other workers or have any other worries or concerns, they should
contact children’s services, if necessary asking to speak to the named social worker.

CASE STUDY 3: BE AVAILABLE AND KEEP THE CASE ALIVE

Asingle parent and her two teenage children have recently moved into the area from
another local authority. She had been diagnosed with bipolar disorder and her son with

attention deficit hyperactivity disorder. She was on probation following an assault offence. In the
previous local authority, the children had been subject to child protection plans because of
domestic violence. These were subsequently ‘downgraded’ to ‘children in need’ status, and then
‘children with additional needs’, in turn requiring an assessment under the Common
Assessment Framework (CAF). 
Following the family’s move, the mother phoned children’s services asking for financial

assistance pending her benefits being sorted out. An initial assessment indicated that the
children’s needs were being met, that they were not at any risk, and that financial assistance was
needed to tide them over. However, a manager refused the financial assistance, merely saying a
child in need session needed to be convened with a view to a CAF being drawn up. The social
worker felt differently and helped the mother write a letter of complaint. The mother also said
she did not feel the necessity for a CAF. 
Eventually, through some persistence on the social worker’s part and, it must be said,

management sympathy for the family’s circumstances, the manager agreed on financial
payments pending the benefits situation being resolved. The manager also agreed that, despite
all their previous comments, a CAF would be superfluous. If pressed to consider an alternative
position, managers are not always the hardliners that they initially might seem.

CASE STUDY 2: MAKE THE CASE FOR SERVICE USERS 
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