
he welfare state and social work
have been under attack since
Margaret Thatcher’s general
election success in 1979. There
has been political consensus that

a free market economy, with limited
government intervention (commonly referred to
as neo-liberalism), is the best way to achieve the
well-being of citizens. Self-interest and self-
responsibility are key values, with individuals in
difficulty having to ‘stand on their own feet’,
helped by family, friends and charity if
necessary. It is a sink or swim vision of society
which the media has bought into through
documentaries such as Channel 4’s Benefit
Street portraying the poor as feckless criminals
out to fleece the state, with scant context to
explain how people might have arrived in these
situations. 

The Coalition Government’s austerity
measures are a convenient cover for the
continued dismantling of the welfare state.
Benefits are being cut and made more
conditional, and privatisation measures
encouraged and intensified despite the
numerous disasters that have resulted.

Of direct relevance to social work, three
debacles spring to mind. First, is the case of
Winterbourne View in 2011 when people with
learning difficulties in a private hospital owned
and operated by Castlebeck were physically and
psychologically abused. Secondly, the health
division of multinational French company Atos
currently decides whether people are fit to
work. Many physically and mentally ill people
have been deemed able despite their manifest

disabilities and the distress caused to some of
the most weak and vulnerable in society. On
occasions this has even led to suicides. And
third, G4S and Serco over-charged the
Government millions of pounds for the
electronic tagging of criminals, including those
who were dead or in jail. What these three
examples have in common is that the
companies involved had an overriding concern
to make profits.

As far as children and families social work is
concerned, there is increasing evidence that
similar privatisation initiatives are on the
horizon. As I pointed out in the book Social
Work: the rise and fall of a profession?, it was
under New Labour that the London School of

Economics’ Professor Julian Le Grand
advocated social work practices, a step towards
privatisation. He argued that practices of social
workers would re-professionalise social work by
moving away from the pre-occupation with
bureaucracy and targets which hinder local
authority practice.

Although re-professionalisation was certainly
needed under Labour, as it is still today, a key
problem was that Le Grand failed to emphasise
it was the introduction of private sector
managerialism which had led to de-
professionalisation in the first place. This is
because such ‘new’ managers control what
social workers do, initially by requiring
increased paperwork is completed speedily,
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He may have spoken out in praise of social workers at the last
Conservative Party Conference, but Steve Rogowski argues that
behind the Prime Minister’s words lurks a market-driven agenda
for social services that is increasingly becoming apparent
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services and assess/manage risk, rather than
what used to be ascertaining and meeting
need by providing services.

Instead of attempting to rectify the situation,
during autumn 2013 Michael Gove made a
speech to the NSPCC promoting the idea of
outsourcing child protection services as a
solution to child abuse, adding the
Government would investigate changing the
law to make it easier. He referred to changing
current models of provision and rethinking how
services are organised, going on to advocate for
independent social work practices which local
authorities could draw on as they need.
Another suggestion was that social workers
need not be managed and led by other social
workers. There were also comments about
freeing up so-called innovative and ambitious
local authorities to deliver greater diversity and
excellence of provision, but I would argue there
is also a more sinister agenda. 

As Professor Ray Jones has pointed out, it is
possible to see six steps to privatisation in the
Government’s agenda. First, practitioners are
rubbished by requiring serious case reviews to
be published in full and then describing it
“risible” if they do not deliver the heads of
social workers on a plate. 

Second, less attention is given to the role and
involvement of the police, doctors, health
workers, schools and others. 

Third, the blame culture is given credibility
by making sweeping statements about
“politically correct” and “naïve” social workers
being concerned about the increasing
deprivation created by welfare cuts for a
growing number of children and families they
meet every day. 

Fourth, there is the proposal to introduce
fast-track training for a small number of
graduates with no strong roots in social work
to become the future leaders in privatised child
protection. Hand-in-hand is a growing criticism
of existing social work education which
continues with Labour questioning of the need
for theoretical knowledge. 

Fifth, there is the creation of a child
protection system nationally that is at the point
of breakdown; organisations such as schools
and health services are fragmented and set up
in competition, these being the ones that need
to work together and co-operate locally to
protect children. In addition, assistance through

children’s centres and Sure Start is reduced, as
well as council funding dramatically cut,
resulting in more referrals which councils
cannot increase capacity to deal with. Social
workers then have to cut corners and when
something terrible happens to a child they are
targeted for blame and abuse. 

Sixth, there is the use of other organisations
to fuel the privatisation agenda. For example,
Ofsted as the national hit-and-run inspectorate,
makes standards harder to achieve at the same
time as council child protection teams struggle
to cope with increasing workloads. Ofsted
reports tend to focus on the failings of
individual councils with no comment on the
national context.

I would also add a seventh step, which is to
argue that what is required is further reform
and ‘modernisation’ in the form of private
sector involvement.

Venture capitalists

In sum, it is not hard to see a way being
paved for firms such as Serco, G4S and venture
capitalists to make money from child
protection. It will not only lead to increasing
costs, but will undermine one of the safest and
strongest child protection systems in the world. 

The main problem facing social work is not
dogma, but reduced funding, low political
priority, excessive caseloads and growing
client/service user demand. It is also not
helped by the dominance of managerialism
and bureaucracy, nor will it be helped by
privatisation. When the Institute for Fiscal
Studies calculates that austerity policies will
push an extra 200,000 children below the
poverty line, and when more than half a
million people are forced to rely on food
banks, then to suggest that social problems
are primarily the result of people making ‘the
wrong choices’ (or in Boris Johnson’s words
poor people having low IQs) underlines the
extent to which the world inhabited by
Cameron, Gove and his public school
colleagues is a very different one to that
inhabited by most of us, especially those
needing social work support.
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followed by what Paul Michael Garrett terms
“the electronic turn” – the introduction of
information and communications technology
and reliance on computers.

Another consideration is the recent spate of
child abuse tragedies and the governmental
response. On the one hand, David Cameron
and education secretary§ Michael Gove have
praised the role of social workers but in my
view this was again cover for something else,
namely the privatisation of child protection
social work. 

Since the tragic death of Peter Connelly, we
have seen the Social Work Task Force, the
Social Work Reform Board and the Munro
Review, as well as numerous serious case review
reports. All bemoaned the bureaucracy and
targets that were hindering practice, but as far
as social workers on the ground are concerned
little has changed, something the All Party
Parliamentary Group’s Inquiry into the State of
Social Work noted towards the end of last year.
Admittedly there has been the gradual
introduction of a single assessment instead of
the previous initial and core equivalents,
though in some authorities the pace is slow.
The result of such moves, together with the
relaxation of targets, should see practitioners
spending more time with children and families
and less time solely on information gathering   –
actually dealing with the issues of concern, as
well as problems and difficulties defined by
service users, in partnership with them.
However, there are a number of factors that
militate against this overly optimistic scenario.

Reactive practice

For example, in the case of Hamzah Khan
who died in Bradford, high workloads in
children’s social services meant opportunities
to intervene were missed. The four-year-old
died on 15 December 2009 from neglect and
starvation, but his body was only found in
September 2011. The serious case review
found social workers were too reactive and
missed chances to explore individual incidents
in more detail due to a “here and now” and
an “episodic” approach. 

Increased workloads following the death of
Peter Connelly, which led to a greater
emphasis on dealing with higher risk cases,
are partly to blame. Such reactive practice
neglects the point that small but timely early
interventions – what used to be called
preventative social work – can and do reduce
parental and family stress and in turn child
abuse, even though little of this is provided by
social workers today. This is because today’s
practitioners are reactive and tied to
computers so often do not having a full
understanding of family dynamics. Gathering
information, often intrusively, is the
overriding goal; this is then used to ration

THE WORLD INHABITED BY CAMERON,
GOVE AND HIS PUBLIC SCHOOL COHORTS
IS A VERY DIFFERENT WORLD TO THAT
INHABITED BY THE REST OF US AND
THOSE NEEDING SOCIAL WORK SUPPORT
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