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If Sarah
worked in a
shop she
says she’d
be “social
working the
customers”.

“I really

love the interaction with people and being

able to make a positive difference,” she

says.

“I used to go on a visit to England and I

always ended up sitting next to someone

on the plane who would give me their life

story.”

The mother-of-three “genuinely loves the

job”. Most rewarding of all, she says, is

being part of a process that results in

positive changes for children and families

in difficulty.

“I don’t enjoy the bureaucracy but the

doing of the job I really love. When you are

able to turn a situation around where you

have an extremely hostile parent, for

example.

“I had one family which at the start

needed two social workers to visit because

they were so hostile.

“I have been able to work with that family

to the point that it is now just me doing that

contact.

“Another parent was swearing at me in

front of the children. Now it is very normal

for us to go to

Tesco’s

together. It’s

very rewarding

when you can

see the

positive

changes that

are happening because of the work you are

putting in.”

Getting to know the families and children

she works with is one of the rewards of the

job, says Sarah-Jane.

“It is a privilege to be able to work with

these children and gain their trust. When a

child says to you ‘I am so lucky to have you

as my social worker’ that is an absolute

honour. 

“They trust you to keep them safe as

part of a process that is working in their

best interest to keep them safe.”

Sarah-Jane believes it is crucial to be a

consistent person for the young people she

works with.

“That is really important for our children

because of the negative impact of having

different social workers.

“I have had children who are now adults

who come into the office. I am happy to

see them because it has to be more than a

job. I really care for them – I think of what

would I want for my child and it would be

for them to feel genuinely cared for.”

It’s the human connection that Chris has found most
rewarding in his long career as a social worker.

Two years ago he took early retirement as a senior

manager and stepped back into front line practice as a best

interest assessor (BIA).

“It has reminded me why I got into the job in the first

place,” he says.

“It is that ability to communicate with people on a level they

understand and in a way that isn’t full of jargon. 

“Sometimes as managers we get wrapped up using a

whole different language. But at the end of the day it is all

about relationships.”

As a BIA, Chris is passionate about ensuring people who

lack capacity have their rights met and a say in what is

happening to them.

Working with people in a compassionate way is what

defines social work for him.

“It is a very human profession. That is why it has to touch

you. Not so you can’t respond or become too emotionally

involved. You have to build up a degree of resilience but not

to the point that it doesn’t touch you emotionally. When you

lose that ability to connect with people then it becomes more
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process-driven where you don’t need to be a social worker.”

One of the joys of the job, says Chris, is that he is still

learning. “You may have years of experience and a sufficient

level of skill but the next day something will always come

along to challenge you. If there is no challenge, what is the

point?

“The attraction is that you may be doing similar things but

it is never the same. We are dealing with individuals and

individual encounters have to be different because everyone

is different. You are constantly re-evaluating what you are

doing and why you are doing it.”

He adds: “I don’t do the job to get a pat on the back but

you do get people saying ‘Thank you’. Even if they don’t

agree with you, at least it is that personal encounter.”
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One of the great things about social work for Neil is that it is a
profession where you “don’t stop learning” about life and people.

“Aristotle said ‘The more you know the more you know you don’t

know’. Social work is very much like that. You don’t stop learning and

get to apply that in practice with your clients.

“There is a great thrill in being able to put together theory and

knowledge acquired with your own skills and use resources to get a

result.”

Neil believes the irony of the current cash-strapped times is that it is

forcing some good social work practice.

“Sometimes we do our best work when we have few resources

because it requires more of us as people and our personal qualities

and knowledge.

“Social work is fundamentally about people. IT, admin systems,

guidance and policy support us, but they don’t do the job for us.”

Neil says the rewards of the job are far more than financial.

“We get the greatest rewards from the clients we work with. It is

worth far more than the money and accolades.
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“We know when we have got it right because the families and

children we work with tell us. They may tell us verbally or when we see

the practical difference we have made in their lives.”

Before qualifying as a social worker in 2003, Neil worked in

residential child care for many years. He says one of the great

privileges of his career is the unique “intimacy” of getting to know

people.

“We are invited into people’s lives in a way that very few people

would get to glimpse for any length of time.

“It is an immense privilege to have that opportunity. That is why it is

something you have to respect as a social worker.”
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Marianne has tried other jobs. She was a travel agent for eight
years. She had a go at being a social work manager too. But
nothing compares to front line social work, a job she describes as
“challenging and stimulating”.

“I am a people person. I can’t see myself doing anything else. I enjoy

it best when I am talking to people and I want to do the best for them in

very difficult times.

“Being a Mental Health Officer you come across people who are

acutely unwell and it is so important that you do your absolute best for

that individual at that particular time and subsequently to get them as

able to recover as much as they can.”

A sense of compassion for the people she works with is key to

Marianne, something she says comes from her own life experiences.

“I left home when I was 15 and had some traumatic experiences. I

wanted to go into social work because I thought I would be caring and

do my best for folk and that sense has continued.”

Having experienced depression herself in the past also helps her

understand her clients.

“It is partly to do with my personal experience that I went into mental

health. I had five years as a service user and I can really relate to some

of the things they are going through.”

One of the things the job has taught her is that “life is unpredictable

and we are all fragile people”.

“Ill health and change in circumstance is no respector of class,

religion, colour or creed. It affects everyone,” she says.

Marianne describes social work as more than a job – it’s a passion.

“It is what I believe in and what I am. I have met some fabulous people,

both working in the field and as patients and clients. It is almost trite to

say it has been a privilege  – it is, but it is also more than that.” 
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