
hile on my Assessed and
Supported Year of Employment
(ASYE), I was involved in a
complex domestic violence
case that tested my resilience. 

The mother and oldest child in the family
mistrusted professionals due to delays in
acting on previous disclosures, and the child
had already internalised a sense of
helplessness, responsibility and anxiety that,
in turn, projected onto myself. I had to learn
to contain these feelings in order to help the
child to contain them, while carefully
considering the impact that working with
uncertainty and challenging families had on
my own wellbeing.

In so doing, I found myself thinking of the
similarities between domestically abusive
relationships and my experience of statutory
social work.

I have always tended to internalise rather
than react to situations, and one thing I
discovered as a social worker is that I was
finding myself with emerging anger feelings,
on top of the usual frustrations. Working on
how to process them, I discovered that I
could use this ‘angry energy’ in positive
ways: firstly realising that I would have
otherwise imploded; secondly using this
increased sense of self-awareness to inform
assessment.

Working with difficult parents, I
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discovered that being stubborn was a
resilience-building factor for me, because it
helped me to persevere in trying to build
relationships, despite conveying difficult
messages. I had to balance this with
reflective practice and supervision to keep
mindful of the fine line between being
passionate, emotional burnout, and keeping
within the remit of my professional role.

Humour

Humour is at the bottom of Lawson’s
resilience list, but it has been my main
resilience building factor after my
rational/serious mind gave up trying to make
sense of the many contradictions in social
work. On the other hand, sarcasm has been
my defence mechanism, and the underlying
agent behind my comparisons between social
work values and the hypocrisy of
bureaucratic approaches that try to contain
the professionals’ anxieties by fitting them
into boxes.

Sarcasm helps highlight ‘no-win’
situations, which are often related to
managerial aspects of social work. 

For example, the local authority I was at
has a strict policy of conducting child
protection visits fortnightly, and write-ups
within five days. I ended up visiting this
family almost every other day, and I arranged
for the Head of the Virtual Learning
Environment to chair an education meeting
for the oldest child’s transition into
secondary school, given the parents’ lack of
action in this regard. I managed to see all the
other children on my caseload, but I found
myself out of time to finish typing this
report before going abroad to see my family.

I was told off by one manager for accessing
work while on annual leave. Three days later,
a more senior manager sent me an email
admonishing me for going away without
completing my write-up. I thought about
replying to the email by giving my notice and
explaining how I couldn’t have possibly
finished it before leaving and how I spent my
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first day of annual leave sleeping to recover
from how little I had slept those previous
weeks due to work pressures. The same
thought was in my mind when I ended up
finishing my assessment while queuing at the
gate for my return flight. I decided instead to
feel flattered by the divine powers managers
must think social workers have.

The importance of balancing personal and
professional life is highlighted in professional
guidelines. In practice, however, the
consistently changing demands of the job
make it difficult to plan or create a social life.
I have never felt so isolated as since I have
qualified. 

Thinking about how that could have
happened, I recollect all the times I had to
reschedule or cancel evenings out with
friends because ‘something came up’ at work
or deadline pressures. It does feel like having
an invisible controlling force that tells you
when you can or cannot go out, and dictates
behavioural expectation for when you do. 

This is where the similarities between
domestic abusive relationships and statutory
social work come in.

Psychological abuse

In the domestic violence case I worked on,
the psychological abuse suffered by the
victim, coupled with pregnancies and family
commitments, led her to feel isolated and
helpless. When she turned to her mother, she
was advised to keep the family together, ‘no
matter what’, while also being criticised for
not standing up to her abusive partner. She
would believe the allegations and short-lived
promises of her partner who routinely
returned to physically and emotionally harm
her. 

Similarly, when I managed to meet friends,
I felt they could not understand what I was
going through, and I started to believe there
must be something wrong with me. Working
through the ASYE year and sharing
experiences with peers enabled me to
increase my professional confidence and
helped me to see things in perspective. 

The partner of the woman would
repeatedly tell her she was not a fit mother,
that she was a bad wife and a despicable

WORKING THROUGH THE ASYE YEAR AND
SHARING EXPERIENCES WITH PEERS

ENABLED ME TO INCREASE MY
PROFESSIONAL CONFIDENCE, AND HELPED

ME TO SEE THINGS IN PERSPECTIVE

WITHOUT THE DRIVE TO PROTECT
CHILDREN FROM HARMFUL
ENVIRONMENTS, OF PROMOTING POSITIVE
CHANGE AND IMPROVING LIVES FOR
CHILDREN AND FAMILIES, SOCIAL WORK
WOULD ONLY BE A MASOCHIST JOB

human being. Being exposed to these
consistent messages, she learned to believe
them.

Child protection social workers are also
subjected to reality-distorting experiences:
when so many of the families they have
contact with are characterised by abuse and
neglect, ‘normality’ starts to feel like an
exception, and the ‘unthinkable’ becomes a
vivid possibility and part of the social
worker’s ‘normality’.

While I have learnt not to take it
personally when the very same people that I
am trying to help may threaten me, I have to
fight over resources and feel bullied by a
managerial view of social work that tries to
fit my work into a spreadsheet. Weekly, if not
daily, email and poster reminders of overdue
visits and write-ups are circulated amongst
the office in a ‘name and shame’ fashion,
mine highlighted in a threatening shocking
pink. 

Having no other source of comparison, no
wonder the victim of domestic abuse I
worked with struggled to see how to get out
of her abusive situation. It’s easy to
understand why she would systematically
welcome her abusive partner’s empty
apologies and promises of change.

Have I behaved any differently, though? I
have believed managers promising that
things will improve when there is less staff
turnover or less cases coming in. Three times
I reported that I felt overwhelmed about the
workload and I needed a couple of days to
dedicate to updating paperwork.

To the brief reassurance that measures will
be taken to help, usually the opposite occurs.
Despite an empathic response about the
amount of work I was doing, I was allocated
five further child protection cases two days

later, apparently because I did such a good
job with another difficult family. Some
families may say the same about their social
worker: empathy can become counter-
productive if not accompanied by
corresponding practical support. 

This is where social work values and ethics
play a fundamental role. Without the drive to
protect children from harmful environments,
of promoting positive change and improving
lives and outcomes for children and families,
social work would only be a masochist job. It
is not a job that could be done ‘for the
money’. Social work can only be a vocational
profession, if done well. 

Front line social work is subject to
unpredictable ups and downs. Instead of the
fear of not knowing what mood your partner
is going to be in, social work anxieties are
mainly related to not knowing whether a child
may be safe over the weekend, whether the
parents will continue to co-operate with you,
or if you will be faced with health and safety
issues. Professional boundaries and guidance
are vital in helping to define the remit of the
work and to share responsibilities.

Passionate

My more humorous side resigned itself to
ending up in a ‘doomed if you do and
doomed if you don’t’ situation. Ironically,
that is probably the only certainty in social
work. We assess ‘good enough’ parenting
skills on the basis of consistency,
predictability and reliability. But statutory
social work environments have none of these
desirable qualities, and social workers are left
to deal with irrational, complex and
unsettling situations.

Despite feeling like I have been in a
dysfunctional relationship with social work, I
remain passionate about the values that I
associate with the profession, such as
promoting change and children’s
development whilst protecting their safety.

I believe the best way to assess families is
by building a relationship with them, taking
an interest in the child’s life, understanding
how they view reality and how their parents
view them. Relationship-based social work
can be particularly demanding and time
consuming but is fundamental to
affecting change. PSW
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