
It’s been a difficult year for social work. At the heart of the
profession’s problems is a series of unresolved tensions which unless
properly addressed threaten its future, argues Bill Stone

L
ike many of my social work
colleagues I found the news
over the summer particularly
depressing. First, was the
closure of the College of Social
Work less than four years after

its launch. Then came the shock revelation
that the highly respected umbrella body the
British Association for Adoption and Fostering
was also to close, together with the rumbling
scandal around the failure of Kids Company.
But it was at a meeting with lawyers at the
Law Society’s august headquarters in
Chancery Row that I was asked a question
that floored me: “What’s happening to the
social work profession?” a lawyer colleague
innocently enquired. 

Now I know that lawyers, particularly family
lawyers, are going through a hard time at the
moment as the chill wind of austerity blows
through their profession, but they still have such
political clout through their professional
association that the closure of the Law Society
is unthinkable. Similarly, one cannot imagine the
British Medical Association, as the authoritative
voice for doctors, being closed down with
barely a whimper.  And yet the College of Social

Work, which was established precisely to be a
voice for the social work profession, has been
closed down in such an unobtrusive way that
the general public hardly noticed.

Reflecting on the public standing of the social
work profession in the light of other professional
associations has led me to the unwelcome
conclusion that social workers belong to a
group of professionals that is held back by a
number of unresolved tensions.

These interlocking tensions, or perhaps
contradictions, mean that any person or body
that tries to speak up on behalf of social
workers and their profession is likely to meet
resistance from within and misunderstanding or
hostility from the general public.

What follows is a personal view of these
unresolved tensions that may be undermining
well-meant attempts to promote social work as
a worthwhile and valued career.

Firstly, at the level of theory, there are some
major tensions within the social work
profession. So far as a unique knowledge base
for the profession is concerned, it is unclear as
to where social workers should look for their
body of expert knowledge. Some social
workers tend to be impatient with theory. They

have a practice orientation and they want to
make a difference in the lives of vulnerable
people. They say the social work profession, if it
is anything, is a ‘community of practice’.
However, theory is inescapably necessary in
order to have an understanding of what is
meant by social work practice. What social
workers actually do, how they do what they do,
and the purpose for which they do it, are all
theoretical questions, no matter how diverse the
settings may be where these activities are
carried out.

Social work, arguably, has little in the way of
theory and research that is unique to social
work as a discipline. It is eclectic in approach,
drawing very strongly from the social sciences,
particularly from psychology and sociology, but
also being informed by a wide range of other
theory including education, health, politics,
economics, organisational theory and many
other subjects. 

In a world of rapid change, when boundaries
between subject areas are dissolving and where
inter-disciplinarity is the norm, it might be
argued that this is not a hindrance. However,
social work would benefit from having an
intellectual home and members of the public
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Six years and £8 million of public money
later, The College of Social Work is to close

after losing government support.
The surprise announcement shocked The

College members and the social work sector.
Jo Cleary, Chair of The College, said she was

“devastated” by the decision, adding it was “a
very dark day for social work”.

In truth, however, the writing had been on
the wall for some time as The College failed to
recruit enough members to make it financially
self-sufficient. 

A Government focused on cost-cutting and
ambivalent at best about social work was
unlikely to put up for long with an
organisation that, despite its multi-million
pound investment, was running an annual
deficit of £240,000.

The College was conspicuous by its absence
in ministerial speeches. Meanwhile Frontline
(the privately sponsored fast-track training
scheme for graduates into social work) and
the Department for Education’s children’s
services innovation fund, which is
administered by a board including private
investors, were heavily referenced.

The hammer blow, though, came in March
when The College failed to secure a £2 million
contract to develop new accreditation for the
Approved Child and Family Practitioner status.

The contract was instead awarded to
accountants KPMG and Morning Lane
Associates, the social work consultancy firm
jointly founded by Chief Social Worker for
Families and Children Isabelle Trowler.

After announcing The College is to close by
September, a government spokesperson said:

“It was always the objective of the college to
become financially self-sufficient and
independent from government. The decision
to stop funding The College has not been
taken lightly and follows years of government
backing to establish The College and help it
become an important advocate in raising the
status and standards of the profession.”

Creation of The College stems from the
Social Work Taskforce set up in 2008 to review
front line practice and reform social work in
the wake of the Baby Peter Connelly tragedy.

One of its 15 recommendations was the
“establishment of an independent national
college of social work”. This, it said, would
“articulate and promote the interests of good
social work” and give the profession “strong
independent leadership; a clear voice in public
debate, policy development and policy
delivery; and strong ownership of the

standards to be upheld”. Overlaps between
The College and BASW were evident. Merger
talks were initiated but collapsed over a
number of stumbling blocks, including The
College not accepting BASW’s union and
advice and representation functions, and
BASW’s wider UK focus.

Questions were raised about how
representative of rank and file social workers
The College could be when it was so
dependent on public money.

Despite an aggressive recruitment drive –
including controversially offering local
authorities corporate membership for social
workers – The College only managed to gain
17,000 members, far short of its 31,000
ambition.

The College is now in a “winding-down”
period and speculation has begun about who
will take over its functions.
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Closure of college set up to champion social
work sends shockwave throughout sector

Guy Shennan, Chair of BASW: “We can
appreciate why many social workers are now
doubting the government’s commitment to
the profession, given that its first action
following the election is to close The College.
“If ever there was a time for the social work

profession to stand united, that time is now.
The College has done some good work for
the sector and we will be contacting ministers
and College members to discuss how this
work can be taken forward.”
BASW Chief Executive, Bridget Robb: “This
day has been predicted for some time as the
model established by the government was
not sustainable. We now look forward to
working with The College and all its members
and supporters to see how we can reunite the
social work profession across the UK.”

Maris Stratulis, BASW England Manager: “It is
a shock to the sector. What message is the
Government sending to the profession about
social work? This is a time more than ever for
the profession to come together and we need
to forge partnerships and alliances.” 
Lena Dominelli, Professor of Applied Social
Sciences, Durham University: “The closure of
TCSW provides social work with an
opportunity to build a strong, unified
professional organisation that is independent
of government funding.”

Comments from members:
“As a NQSW I'm very troubled by the closure
of The College. What does this mean for my

ASYE year? Will I get an ASYE year still? Who
would oversee this now?”
“We must not let the closure of The College be
seen as a weakening of social work. It is so
tempting to start commenting in this way but it
won't help the profession or the people it
supports. BASW seems the obvious voice at
this point in time and people need to know it
is there.”
“I think this was inevitable. They never seemed
to have a viable business plan and were over-
reliant on government funding.”
“I, along with many other academics being
members of The College and BASW, am
saddened to hear about the terrible news of
The College’s closure. I am concerned about
where the PCF and the Practice Educator
Standards will now reside.”

Reactions

Jo Cleary
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BAAF closure “regrettable loss
of independent agency”
BASW Vice Chair Maggie Mellon has

described the closure of the British
Association for Adoption and Fostering (BAAF)
as “a regrettable loss of an independent agency
working to ensure that fostering and adoption
work across the UK is of a high standard.”

Writing to colleagues at the end of July, 
former BAAF Chief Executive, Caroline Selkirk,
said: “Although we have demonstrated great
resilience in the face of significant changes and
prevailing economic conditions, sadly we have
found ourselves unable to sustain the
organisation.” 

In England, the Coram Group charity will take
on a number of BAAF’s functions, while funding
for the work of Scotland’s Adoption Register and
the national adopter information helpline for

Scotland has been transferred by the
government to St Andrew’s Children’s Society. 
In Northern Ireland and Wales, alternative
providers are being considered. 

BASW’s Maggie Mellon said: “With so much
more government funding being attached to
increasing the numbers of children being
adopted, it is surprising that BAAF was not
sustainable and leads to questions about the
ethical and training priorities for local 
authorities and other adoption agencies.” 
She added that “independence is very 
necessary in the face of government policy
promoting adoption over prevention or other
forms of permanency for children. We hope 
this integrity will not be lost in the formation 
of the new organisation.”

‘Scapegoated’ social worker 
vindicated by tribunal

Social workers
need to care
about Calais crisis

Social workers have a duty to speak 
up about the humanitarian crisis in

Calais, a social work PHD student says.
Writing in The Guardian, Lauren Wroe
referred to her Manchester University
thesis entitled A Study of Asylum
Seeker/Refugee Advocacy: Paradoxes of
Helping in a Climate of Hostility and
criticised David Cameron for his use of
‘dehumanising’ language to describe
migrants.
Ms Wroe referred to the International

Federation of Social Workers’ Statement
of Ethical Principles, saying: “As social
workers, we should be promoting a
position on Calais that holds to account
the social systems – historical
(colonialism) and present (capitalism) –
that have brought these people to the
UK border in search of better lives, and a
taste of the wealth that Britain has built
on the back of their families, national
resources and economies. As a
profession, we should interject into
dehumanising and discriminatory
discourses that present vulnerable
people as ‘swarms’ and as a problem to
be solved (or removed). This is one of the
most significant humanitarian crises to
come to our borders.”

Social worker Graham Hennis has won a tribunal claim for unfair dismissal against Oldham Council
following the death of a man in his care. Mr Hennis was suspended after his bosses at Oldham

Council accused him of neglecting a man, identified as "GS", who died after falling from a bridge.
The tribunal found that Mr Hennis had been made a scapegoat and the council’s “seriously flawed”

investigation into the man’s death began "with a mind-set predisposed to find the claimant guilty."
Speaking to BBC’s Victoria Derbyshire programme, Mr Hennis said his concerns about the man’s

discharge from hospital had been “dismissed”. His workload was above recommended levels and he
was placed under severe pressure, adding he wanted people to understand that “there are thousands
of dedicated social workers throughout the country who do a fantastic job. What seems to happen is
that a mistake is made, a person dies, and all of a sudden it’s the social worker who is held to account
but the failings within the organisation are never considered.”

In Oldham Council’s response to the ruling, Councillor Jenny Harrison, Cabinet member for social
care, said: “We note the judge’s ruling and are very disappointed with it. We remain convinced we
acted appropriately.”
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It could be them
Alucky team of social workers from Hull

City Council has won £50,000 on The
National Lottery by matching five numbers
and the bonus ball. The 40 staff members
receive over £1,300 each after 12 years of
playing as a syndicate. The Hull Daily Mail
reports team member Deborah Graves was
the first to realise the team had won and
called syndicate leader Susan Beech, who
verified the claim. Mrs Beech told the Hull
Daily Mail: "Everyone was in disbelief when I
told them. Although it's not a huge amount,
everyone was over the moon as we've never
won anything this big before."

In June 2009, a syndicate of nine
Bedfordshire Council social workers who
called themselves ‘The Cozy Club’ won a
£2.39 million lottery jackpot, scooping more
than £265,000 each.

Social workers
give Narey an
education

The Social Workers Assembly, a grassroots
body set up following the closure of the

College of Social Work, has written an open
letter to the Government’s adviser on children,
Sir Martin Narey, in defence of social work
education.
Published by the journal Community Care, the

letter has more than a hundred signatories and
follows comments by Sir Martin Narey that
adults’ and children’s social work education
should be split. The letter stated: “In most
countries the evidence has been in support of
longer programmes, allowing greater
development of practitioners.
“A separation of training to produce fast track

children’s practitioners is not social work as is
commonly understood on either the national 
or international stage.” The Social Workers
Assembly said it would “not sit back and allow
the current policy direction to go unchallenged”.
Sir Martin also used Community Care to

respond to the letter, saying: “Evidence from
other professions is that there is nothing to fear
from separate routes to qualification. Nurses
qualify through one of four specialist routes –
adults, children, learning disability or mental
health – but all courses include a common
foundation. Nobody thinks of nursing as other
than a single profession and there’s no reason
why specialised preparation should challenge
the notion of social work as a single profession.
It might be however a profession in which better
-prepared practitioners enjoy greater status.”
Sir Martin, former director general of the

prison service, also faced controversy later on in
the month when The Guardian newspaper
claimed he had written a positive report on
Rainsbrook secure training centre run by private
company G4S while being paid by the firm as a
consultant. He dismissed The Guardian’s claims,
saying: “The Guardian has learned I have earned
money from G4S. Yes. Probably by reading the
introduction to my report.”

The kids are alright?
Children’s charity Kids Company has been

forced to close its doors after a series of
damaging allegations. An investigation from
news website Buzzfeed and BBC Newsnight first
revealed the Government were withholding
funds from Kids Company unless its high-profile
chief executive Camila Batmanghelidjh stepped
down. The Cabinet Office reportedly had
concerns about claims of misbehaviour at Kids
Company and eventually agreed to a £3million
rescue deal, with Ms Batmanghelidjh taking on 
a new role as company ‘President’. £800,000 
was then spent on staff wages just days before
trustees agreed to wind the company down. 
The Met police has since launched a child
protection into allegations of child sexual abuse

at Kids Company, which is ongoing. 
Other allegations reported by media include 

financial mismanagement, including the charity
paying private school fees for Ms
Batmanghelidjh’s chauffeur’s children,
nepotism, spurious research into vulnerable
children’s brains and the charity paying £5,000
per month to rent a mansion in Hendon with a
private swimming pool as the main residence 
of Ms Batmanghelidjh’s aide, Azam Yousefi. 
Ms Batmanghelidjh told The Sunday Times

newspaper she plans to launch a food bank for
children and young people in South London.
Local authorities in London and Bristol said
they are putting contingency plans in place
following Kids Company centre closures.
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Asocial worker unfairly dismissed
following the suicide of a service

user claims he was an “easy target” to be

scapegoated for management failings.
A tribunal concluded Graham Hennis

was wrongfully suspended and dismissed

on grounds of gross misconduct by
Oldham Council over the tragedy.
As reported in September’s PSW, it said

the council’s handling of the dismissal was

“seriously flawed”, with an approach
“predisposed” to hold the 56-year-old
father-of-three responsible for the death.
Moreover, the tribunal found the

authority failed to properly investigate
claims of excessive workloads or
properly evaluate if Mr Hennis was unfit

to be a social worker before making a
decision of such “potentially-career
destroying consequences”.

Suspended
Mr Hennis was suspended when a

man assigned to him after being
discharged from psychiatric care jumped

or fell from a bridge in March 2013.
Following an investigation, he was
dismissed in September of that year. 
Mr Hennis, who won “substantial”

damages from the council, said: “They created

a situation where it was easier to blame me

rather than consider the facts of the case.   

“It is difficult to defend your position when

you are not given any information. You are

cut off from your colleagues.“Managers protect each other. If my
manager had been disciplined, it would have

come out his manager had not been effective

and it exposes a whole chain.
“I have seen this in the past where

managers have been moved rather than

disciplined. There is no such luxury for social

workers on the front line.“You are a very easy target. Who is going

to believe one person against an organisation

that has sufficient resources and can access

legal advice?”The tribunal criticised the council for
denying Mr Hennis records to back his case

and for conducting an investigation “aimed at

proving the claimant’s culpability”.
Evidence of his willingness to take on

complex cases and his “conscientious and

willing approach” were not properly taken

into account, which the tribunal saw as

another example of an authority
“predisposed to believe the worst”.
Mr Hennis warned: “I would advise anyone

working in social work to take notes during

any discussion with management.
“Protect yourself as much as possible. Join a

union. Anything the manager says that you

are not happy with, get it clarified.”
Mr Hennis added he feared government

proposals to jail social workers if found guilty

of wilful neglect further exposed social

workers to being scapegoated.
“We may as well paint a massive target on

our backs with a sign saying ‘take me’
because that is what this will do.
“You have workers who genuinely make

mistakes because of excessive caseloads and

stress when it is the fault of the management.”

A spokesperson for Oldham Council said:

“We remain convinced we acted
appropriately in this case and applied a level

of scrutiny, oversight and accountability that

was appropriate to the seniority and
experience of the social worker in question.”Easy target in culture of blame – page 18
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Accreditation willgive confidencein social workersfor hire  – TrowlerE ngland’s lead children’s social worker spelt

out a vision of a practice-focused and

accredited workforce with the flexibility to

survive in an increasingly outsourced sector.

Isabelle Trowler said a new accreditation

system would be a quality mark giving
employers confidence in those they hired.

The three levels of accreditation – Approved

Child and Family Practitioner,
Practice Supervisor andPractice Leader – are currently
being tested by 1,000 social
workers at 23 local authorities.
Ms Trowler (pictured), Chief

Social Worker for Childrenand Families, told delegates at the National

Children and Adult Services Conference:

“Practice-focused accreditation has the potential

to develop a more flexible approach to the

workforce with absolute confidence in those

holding case responsibility and higher risk.

“We can think differently about who else

contributes to the very wide range of needs of

the people we work with.“This will become increasingly important for

those local authorities commissioning out their

delivery services. Being able to recognise that

a potential provider has a fully accredited social

work workforce will assist considerably in

decisions about quality.”Ms Trowler added that accreditation will also

“begin to tackle the growing problem about

agency staff”. “When you are paying over the odds, you

will know you are getting good practice in

return. It can limit the inconsistency in skills and

knowledge in key roles in the system; it can

provide the national infrastructure in
professional development.”The new accreditation is also likely to
include employer endorsement based on

service user feedback and competence in

other aspects of the new knowledge and skills

statement drawn up by Ms Trowler.
She stressed reform focus was shifting from

initial education, which introduced new routes

into social work, such as Frontline, to a “whole

practice focus career”. Last year Education

Secretary Nicky Morgan said accreditation was

“an opportunity” to ensure social work is “held

in high regard, known for its high standards

and its focus on expert practice”.

Graham Hennis
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wanting to find a book about social work should
know which section of the library to search in
order to find one.

Secondly – and undoubtedly related to the
theoretical tensions outlined above – there are
unresolved tensions over social work’s political
home. Other professions have a particular
government department to which they primarily
relate – for lawyers it’s the Ministry of Justice
and for doctors it’s the Department of Health
(DoH). But social workers are departmental
orphans. They are claimed by many, but
accommodated by none. Other professional
bodies have a Minister with whom they can
build a relationship. This relationship may be an
extremely difficult and confrontational one, but
at least the professional representatives know
who to lobby and who to blame when things go
wrong. Social workers have so many potential
targets to blame for the plight of their profession
that they get confused and end up blaming
each other.

Social workers have always had close
relationships with local government, but local
authorities have many responsibilities other than
social work and social work services constitute
a relatively small proportion of the total services
they actually deliver. Social work is never going
to be a top priority in local government because
social workers will be drowned out by other,
more powerful, local voices.  

Social work practitioners have a practice
base in a bewildering variety of settings in the
public, private and third sector. Inter-agency and
multi-disciplinary working has become
accepted practice, whether in safeguarding
vulnerable people from harm or promoting the
wellbeing of vulnerable people more generally.
In adult services, social workers work primarily
alongside community health professionals,
whereas in children’s services, social workers’
closest colleagues tend to be early years and
education professionals. 

At a national level, social work policy and
guidance (with which social workers are
deluged on what feels like a weekly basis)
comes from a variety of sources, principally, at
central government level, from the Department
for Education (DfE) and the DoH.  

The education and training of social workers
is the arena where these political tensions are
most clearly manifested. Two major reports into
the future of social work education, published
within the last few years, neatly illustrate this
point. One commissioned by the DfE and
authored by Martin Narey was called Making

the education of social workers consistently

effective and was published in January 2014.
The other, commissioned by the DoH and
authored by David Croisedale-Appleby, was

called Re-visioning social work education: an

independent review and published in February
2014. These reports exemplify different
approaches to the education of social workers
and come up with different recommendations
that remain unreconciled in government policy.
For example, Croisdale-Appleby emphasised
that social workers should be educated as
social scientists as well as practitioners and
concluded that qualifying education of social
workers should remain generic, whereas Narey
was more equivocal on this point.

Narey has subsequently expressed the clear
view that children’s social workers need more
specialist training. Higher education institutions
have expressed concerns, over a number of
years, that social work is drifting towards a
narrow, competency based, ‘apprenticeship
model’ of technician training to replace
professional education. The current enthusiasm
within the DfE for ‘fast track’ employment based
routes into social work and the teaching
partnerships between local authorities and
higher education institutions (with finance going
to local authorities rather than universities)
would appear to add weight to these concerns.

Departmental home

This attempted dual steering of the social
work profession by the DfE and the DoH both
reveals and compounds the tensions within
social work and is, in my opinion, at the crux of
social work’s ongoing crisis of identity. As social
workers, we are not sure where we belong nor
who our closest colleagues should be.
Unfortunately for the social work profession,
were we to be offered a departmental home in
either DfE or DoH, we would be the junior
partners, both philosophically and operationally,
to more established and better organised
professions.

Thirdly, there are unresolved tensions in social
work about how best to organise and manage
social work services and what structures of
accountability social workers should operate
within. The classic view of a professional was of
a person whose self-employed status meant
that his/her primary loyalty was to their
professional association, with its clear ethical
stance, rather than to an employer. Although
there are some social workers who fit this
model of autonomous professionals, the
majority are employed within the public sector,
but with growing numbers in the charitable and
independent sectors.

Recent pronouncements by the current and
former Westminister governments demonstrate
a lack of confidence in public sector bodies,
which are seen as bureaucratic and inefficient.  

A number of alternative models have been
put forward, such as social enterprises,
cooperatives, mutuals and social work practices
along the lines of GP practices in an attempt to
innovate service delivery.

However, the biggest area of growth in terms
of social work employment, in both adult and
children’s services, has been the independent
sector. Marketisation of social work services has
continued apace and, given the economic
climate of austerity, this looks set to continue.   

Finally, although there is widespread public
sympathy for the tasks undertaken by social
workers (think of the enormous goodwill
generated by appeals such as Children in Need,
which fund projects that mainly do social work
type tasks) this doesn’t get translated into
support for social workers as a profession.

The image portrayed by the media is largely
negative and hugely influenced by safeguarding
scandals for which social workers are blamed
more than other professions that may be
equally responsible for the failings.

The tremendous uncertainty about the
direction of travel for the social work profession,
illustrated, and exacerbated, by the closure of
the College of Social Work, calls for visionary
leadership. “Where there is no vision the people
perish,” said the prophet – and social workers
need an inspiring vision to unite around.

But perhaps the problem for social workers is
less to do with vision and more to do with unity.
The setbacks experienced by the profession
over recent months can be seen as symptoms
of underlying conflicts which, unless they are
resolved in a way that includes the whole
profession, may threaten the very future of
social work.

Bill is a social work consultant, a safeguarding advisor for

CCPAS and an associate lecturer with the Open University.

He is the independent social work representative on the

Law Society’s Children Law Subcommittee. This article is

written in a personal capacity.

Social workers have
so many potential

targets to blame for
the plight of their

profession that they get
confused and end up
blaming each other
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