
hitehall. The Houses of
Parliament. Big Ben. This is the
world in which England’s Chief
Social Worker for Adults Lyn
Romeo moves. Appointed to the

newly-created role last year, her job is to
promote and represent her profession in the
corridors of power, along with her
counterpart for children, Isabelle Trowler.

Romeo’s office is located deep within
Richmond House, the labyrinthine
Westminster headquarters of the Department
of Health. It feels a long way from the front
line of social work and the real lives of people.

And yet the 58-year-old former Assistant
Director for Adult Social Care at the London
Borough of Camden says her motivation
today remains the same as that which
inspired her to become a social worker 35
years ago.

“I came from a background of a sense of
public service, responsibility and concern for
others. I was particularly attracted to a
profession where you were working with
individuals and families and communities to
enhance the possibilities of people who are
marginalised and not heard. That is
intrinsically linked to my current role because
it is about making sure people who are in
need of help and support are at the centre of
things. I think social workers are the best
people to do that.”

The need for a chief social worker in
England was stressed by the Social Work Task
Force in its recommendations for reforming
the profession, published at the end of 2009.

Originally envisaged as a single post holder
as has existed in Scotland, Wales and
Northern Ireland for some time, the
Government ended up splitting the role in
two. The move was criticised at the time by
BASW’s Chief Executive Bridget Robb as
divisive and geared to “suit the bureaucracy”

work practice … To really focus on where
social workers can make a difference and
ensure they are working well in those areas.

“It is a bridge between officials and
politicians. A bridge between the frontline
and government and all the sector
stakeholders.”

Since taking on the role last September,
Romeo has tried to get out at least once a
week to talk to real social workers on the front
line of practice. The issues coming through,
she says, include concern about what the Care
Bill currently going through Parliament
currently will mean to them and where social
workers will sit within a new integrated health
and social care landscape. They highlight the
increasing complexity of safeguarding and
working with the capacity of individuals to
support decisions about their care within the
personalisation agenda. They also tell her of
their concerns for the future, how and where
they might be working with statutory services
shrinking and a shift in focus to new
“innovative” ways of service delivery.

Relationship work

Romeo, however, does not see the setting in
which social workers practice as the problem.
She believes the key thing is ensuring social
workers are able to do their job: “What really
matters is the bread and butter of social work,
that social workers are able to use their
professional selves to do relationship work
with people. To pull in the right support to
empower people to achieve the best
outcomes. Building relationships with other
professionals, knowing how to manage
whatever system in which we find ourselves.”

With social workers likely to be more
mobile and working within multi-disciplinary
teams, Romeo believes “hotdesking” is a
reality they must embrace. Excessive
paperwork, however, is something both she
and Trowler agree needs to be addressed.

“We do have to find ways of reducing the
levels of bureaucracy we have to work with,
while balancing that with capturing and
recording key information that’s important in
terms of transparency and governance and
evidencing quality. It’s always a challenge, but
we have to find ways of making sure any paper
work adds value for the person who is
needing the support.”
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of Westminster, rather than the profession.
Romeo, however, claims the split “makes

sense” and ensures both the children’s and
adults sector are equally heard. She sees her
role as having two functions – one inward
looking towards the political machinery of
central government and the other outward
facing, towards the profession. 

“Internally, together with Isabelle, I work
across government to provide advice and
guidance on social work and social work
matters to officials, ministers and politicians.
So there is that independent professional
advice from within government as the
professional lead on social work.

“I don’t make policy; it is promoting within
government the voice of social work and the
profession. I also highlight to government
what needs to be in place to support social
workers to undertake their professional role.

“Externally, it’s working with the sector to
challenge and improve the quality of social
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At a time of major change within the social care sector,
Lyn Romeo occupies a key position as England’s first Chief Social
Worker for Adults. She tells PSW about her role at Westminster,
what she believes the future holds for practitioners and how she
hopes she can help shape it.
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Romeo believes the personalisation agenda,
with those in need of care having greater
control, will result in social workers becoming
more focused on the needs of service users. 

“Personalisation is much broader than
people just having the mechanism of a direct
payment or a personal  budget. It is about
how you personalise your response and help
and support so people feel they are at the
centre of what is happening and they have as
much control as possible.”

She adds: “I know that the funding
environment is challenging, but the debate
about social care is highlighting that this is
not just an issue for the poor and
dispossessed. Many people require social care
support.”

In the new world order of integration and
personalisation, Romeo claims social workers
will have a bigger role than ever to play,
something she is keen to promote.

“One of my key roles is to reposition social
workers at the crux of adult social care.
Social workers are the ones who bring
that unique contribution of
understanding of welfare
policy, legislation and
social work skills, in
terms of engagement
with families and
communities, and
really thinking about
the whole person in
their social
environment.”

Current political
thinking is also
working in favour of
the profession, says
Romeo, who claims
social work is
“starting to
mature and find
its feet” as a
graduate-level
activity.

“This is our
time. This is
a window of
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GOVERNMENT INTERESTED IN SOCIAL
WORK, WANTING TO PROMOTE GOOD
PRACTICE AND GET THE BRIGHTEST AND
THE BEST INTO THE PROFESSION.
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opportunity. We’ve got Government
interested in social work, wanting to promote
good practice and get the brightest and the
best into the profession to drive up standards.
We have a new College of Social Work, BASW
and the Social Care Institute for Excellence,
all of which have a contribution to make to
pull together the evidence around social work
and the real difference it makes to improving

peoples lives.”
Public perception
remains a problem,

however, and Romeo
sees part of her role,
along with other
leaders in the
sector, as helping
to “tell the story
of social work
and the
difference it
makes”.

But social
workers

themselves must do their bit, says Romeo, and
stop being “apologetic” about who they are
and speak up for their profession.

“While they look for leadership to me and
organisations like BASW and The College of
Social Work, there is more recognition now
that social workers need to be good at doing
that themselves. If you are at a party and
someone asks ‘what do you do’, you need to
be able to say ‘I’m a social worker and I work
in this field and I find it really interesting and
this is the kind of thing I do’.

“I know social workers struggle with that
because they are humble people really. But the
humility needs to be balanced. It’s really
important to be confident and proud of work
that makes a difference to people’s lives.”

The same goes when it comes to standing
up for the needs of service users according to
Romeo, something that can be a challenge in
a climate of cutbacks and austerity.

“If there are concerns, social workers really
need to be clear about making those
statements within their organisations and
they need to have a professional responsibility
as a group within that organisation to gather
their evidence and present their concern to
senior managers, but also offer solutions.”

Romeo believes the creation of a principal
social worker in every local authority –
another of the Social Work Task Force
recommendations adopted by the
Government – should help provide a “bridge”
between front line workers and senior
managers.

The Chief Social Worker role is a
permanent post in central government. In
undertaking it, Romeo hopes to help the
profession reach its full potential within the
changing landscape of adult social care.
Looking to the future, she says: “In another
ten years I would like to see a really confident,
strong profession where social workers have
excellent practice skills, can be quite adaptable
and flexible and work within whatever
settings they need to be working in to ensure
that people who need their support
are getting the right support at the
right time.”
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