
The ‘co-producing social worker’ is the future if a bureaucratic assessment and case
management culture in adults social services is to be tackled, argues Jon Skone

T
wo headlines from last year

encapsulate the current

dilemma for social work in adult

social care and its future.

The first, on the BBC’s website

in October, stated ‘Councils reject two-thirds

of requests for care’. It was based on figures

from the Health and Social Care Information

Centre that broke down outcomes following

requests for support.

Figures such as these highlight an

unintended consequence of the Community

Care Act which led to the social work

process becoming focused, in a very

blinkered and regimented way, on

assessment and care management.

Assessment is important as people need

to understand what is happening before they

can think through potential solutions. Case

management is also a legitimate function of

social work.

But the problem is that in a very short

period of time we have created a situation in

which individuals are approached as being a

collection of problems that need to be sorted

through (assessed) in order to determine

whether or not these are serious enough to

allow them access to support (care

planning). 

This is a far cry from person-centred

planning with a dynamic approach to

engaging with people to support them

achieve their personal aspirations.

The tick box approach to assessment and

care management driven by the needs of

computer-based client record systems is

great for measuring performance and

compliance with policies and procedures,

but they are woefully inadequate when it

comes to ensuring better outcomes.

Dilution

This will come as no surprise to

practitioners in adult social care. They have

often highlighted the dilution of the social

work role and their inability to intervene early

to reduce need for crude and expensive

service interventions that are generally not

what was wanted and come too late anyway.

But the system is so wedded to the core

principle of assessment and care

management that any challenge to this is

instantly dismissed because those in control

cannot see it functioning any other way. 

And yet, do we really want a system that

consumes resource, emotional as well as

financial, to reject so many people?

The second headline was on the website

of the Welsh Institute of Health and Social

Care at the end of September introducing a

blog by Ruth Dineen, Joint Head of Co-

production Wales: ‘No more throw-away

people – the co-production imperative’.

Co-production is increasingly a buzz word

and in Wales its principles have been

embedded into the Social Services and Well-

being (Wales) Act 2014. It is an asset-based

approach to public services based on equal

and reciprocal relationships between state

and citizen. 

Social work is well placed to take a lead in
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ensuring the co-production approach

becomes as embedded in the future as

assessment and care management has been

up until now. This is because both social

work and co-production are concerned with

enabling citizens and professionals to share

power and work together in equal

partnership, to create opportunities for

people to access support when they need it

and to contribute to social change.

Of course, there are other elements to the

social work role, such as safeguarding. But

this is not an argument against social

workers pursuing the co-production agenda;

rather it raises a question about whether or

not social work practitioners are best

situated within the system, or at an arms

length from it. 

There are already examples where

practitioners are setting themselves up as

arms length co-operatives to free themselves

from the expectation that they are agents of

the local authority rather than citizen-

focused practitioners. In a world of

increasing co-production, citizen-directed

support, direct payments and

personalisation, I believe this represents a

logical and attractive way forward.

Change

Social work is going through

unprecedented change. The Westminister

Government’s Children’s Social Care

Innovation Programme is piloting new ways

of delivery. Whatever emerges (and it could

be a range of approaches), those controlling

the system will have to change, particularly if

social work remains within local government.

There will need to be a willingness to do

away with eligibility criteria because co-

production is about working with the citizen,

not against them, to fit them into set

parameters. There will need to be a

paradigm shift throughout which recognises

and embeds the principles of equality and

reciprocity, with people using their personal

assets, be they friends, family or funds, in

partnership with the state in a way that

reduces dependency on state resources.

There needs to be a recognition that

increasingly people no longer wish to be

passive recipients of services – they want to

be active designers. After all, as individuals

we all have a clear idea of what we want, or

at least, what we don’t want.

There will also need to be a fundamental

shift in the way commissioning takes place.

It will need to make a dramatic move away

from the procuring of services, where the

presumption is that one-size-fits-all, to the

facilitation of a dynamic environment where

diversity, choice, creativity, innovation and

collaborative partnerships flourish.

Partnership working

This is fundamental for the co-producing

social worker who will need to have a

detailed knowledge of the community assets

available and work in partnership with the

individual and communities to craft their own

networks and activities.

Achieving this will not be easy or quick but

it is necessary for the wellbeing of social

workers as well as citizens.

There will be obstacles, real and imaginary

(all created by people, not nature) which will

need to be challenged and resolved.

One example is the need to challenge the

powerful corporate expectation that

spending on adult social care must reduce

through the combination of re-assessment,

the application of rigorous eligibility criteria

and procurement. 

These are bureaucratic approaches, which

have little in common with social work theory

and practice. Challenging finance objectives

with those that are person-centred will

require clear thinking and resolve from the

profession at a time when the economic

reality of increasing demand versus

decreasing resources is an ‘in-your-face’

daily fact of life.

Another fundamental issue is that social

work in adult services has been focused

upon the statutory role of assessment and

care management for over 22 years – a

bureaucratic process that has more to do

with gate-keeping the access to resources

than meeting need and expectations. It has

also created a power imbalance between the

social worker and the service user

concerned, which will need to be removed if

co-production is to become a reality. For

many the need to change may be too much

and they will choose to move on.

There are reasons to be optimistic about

the future, though. Sue Evans, the current

President of the Association of Directors of

Social Services, Cymru, has stated the

reforms in Wales will require social care

professionals to work with people differently,

adding: “We’re going to need to support the

front line to think differently and provide

them with practical resources… so they

don’t always have to resort to a formal

assessment…”

In Calderdale, social workers – many of

whom are newly qualified – are following the

lead of colleagues in Shropshire by setting

up in practice outside of the local authority

so they can have more freedom to innovate.

The support of its Director of Social

Services, Bev Maybury, has been key in

“delegating trust and responsibility to the

people who are actually delivering the

service”. 

She points out: “Around 88 per cent of my

budget is spent on care and that’s where I

need to impact, so getting the right care at

the right time, with quality social work at the

beginning is really important.”

Co-production really does have the

potential to be a win-win for all. The citizen

has control, the practitioner is freed up to

use their brain, and the state can achieve

improved outcomes for its citizens at

reduced cost because issues are addressed

early, efficiently and effectively, not when it is

too late and they have become chronic.
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People no longer wish
to be passive recipients

of services, they want
to be active designers

Do we really want a system that consumes
resource, emotional as well as financial,
to reject so many people?
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