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W
hen I speak to

Aisha, a mental

health social worker,

about her recent

appointment to a

managerial role, she

tells me it’s good for her “personal

development”. Her choice of words strikes

me as odd. Personal development is

something you can achieve by reading books,

visiting art galleries and loitering in museums.

Head to Rome – you can achieve a lot of

personal development there. 

But Aisha is adamant. Attending high-level

meetings, reviewing business strategy,

moving an organisation forwards – that’s an

ambition for her. She wants to achieve

something, to change something, to make

something better. And that something is

mental health services. And the best way of

doing that, as far as she’s concerned, is to

become a manager.

Aisha is ambitious. Her pathway into a

senior position has been deliberate. A goal. “If

you know your clinical work,” she says, “and

you’re creative and open-minded, you can

make a difference.” For her, becoming a

manager is part of a wider plan. She can see

herself in the future possibly moving into

senior management.    

Rachel has quite a different story. A

manager in a children’s team, she explains: “I

had reached a point in my career where I was

a natural leader and after years of mentoring

newly qualified staff and students, then

deputising for six months, I was ready to take

the next step into management.”

Rachel naturally grew into her role. She

didn’t receive any training; it was just a

secondment that became permanent.  

Broadly speaking, this is how you end up a

social work manager. Some plan for it, others

fall into it, and yet more – I suspect – have it

thrust upon them. What’s that quote about

greatness? It’s like that.  

But let’s not confuse management with

greatness here. They are two quite separate

things – although no one seems to have told

Firstline that. 

Firstline is an offshoot of the controversial

Frontline programme, which was set up to

attract a higher calibre of graduate into the

workforce. Frontline’s remit was simple: to

recruit and develop outstanding social

workers. Now, Firstline is doing the same

thing for managers. But visiting their website

gives me mixed feelings.  

They’ve published a report explaining how

they will transform good managers in
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heads? A date on a computer that turns red if

we disobey it? Our managers are going to let

that govern our sense of wellbeing and

happiness?

Well, actually, yes. 

Most managers I’ve met fall readily in line

when pressure is applied from above. It just

cascades – to use that word – from one tier of

management to the next until it lands, like a

torrential downpour, on the unlucky boss at

the bottom. So it’s hard to blame them if they

feel powerless in this position. 

Writing in Community Care recently, a

despairing Norfolk social worker confided:

“Middle managers are as stressed out as the

rest of us… They’re stuck between a rock and

a hard place – they have to push the

managerial and political decisions further

down the line to us. They are there for us as

much as they can be, but they’re victims of

the same situation.”

And yet, even though we plainly see this,

social workers still step up into this role – and

it’s generally always for the same reason. A

strange contradiction presents itself. Fully

aware of how rudderless a management

position can be, social workers earnestly

believe they can succeed where those before

them have failed. Remember Aisha... She’s

going to change things. So, too, is Karen.

She’s up for the challenge when the

opportunity arises. “I want to change services

for the better,” she says. “I do feel I could do a

better job than many of the managers I’ve

come across to date. Hopefully I won’t be

eating my words one day.”

So the revolutionary spirit is still alive and

well in social workers. But rather than

changing the service, when they actually take

on a managerial role the service seems to end

up changing them. How else can we explain

this? Are there any managers out there, any at

all, refusing to toe the line?

Maybe at times like this we must turn to an

“outstanding Firstline leader” to make the

difference. After all, they can, according to

page five of their manifesto, “consciously

children’s services into “outstanding leaders

in the field”. For a start, I’m uncomfortable

with the language. When people refer to

themselves as “outstanding leaders”, it has a

whiff of superiority to it – as if they’ll report for

work wearing a cape. That’s a hard thing to

live up to. How great must you be, after all, to

consider yourself “outstanding”? People can’t

even agree if Barack Obama, the first ever

black American president, is an outstanding

leader. What must a manager in a children’s

team achieve to warrant such an accolade?

We’ll come back to that, because it is an

important point. In the meantime, let’s look at

what personal attributes you must possess to

become one of these high flyers. Firstline

proposes that a good social work manager

requires a “high level of intellect”, “high

emotional intelligence”, and (of course)

“strong leadership capabilities”.

This is a list compiled through consultation

with various sources including, interestingly,

social workers. But this contrasts starkly with

the views of social workers I’ve known and

worked alongside.

Take Karen. What does she look for in a

manager? “Someone who does not manage

‘up’ all the time,” she says. “Someone who is

not purely a careerist. Someone with bloody

morals and a social conscience who actually

wants to do the right thing, and won’t be

silenced even when it’s difficult to speak up.”  

Karen has a point. Far from a boss having a

towering intellect, most social workers would

probably prefer them, first and foremost,

having the right values – and being willing to

stand up for these values at times of conflict,

even if that means ruffling a few feathers,

even if it means potentially harming their own

career prospects.   

That is outstanding leadership. It’s brave,

courageous, but most of all it’s just plain right.

And also increasingly rare.

Putting your head above the parapet these

days is a fraught affair. I know, because I’ve

done it. And what you really want at times like

that is a manager who will offer support, not

one who merely passes your concerns up the

food chain to a senior manager and then

passes some gilded response back.

Managers are not merely conduits to those

above. Neither are they mere spectators,

watching as their workforce burn out. At 5pm,

they can step in and send practitioners home

instead of encouraging them to work late. If

that means a deadline is breeched, so what?

If it means a child will be at risk, that’s not

right, obviously. But a deadline? An arbitrary

timescale that the Government places on our

manage power dynamics to empower their

social workers and influence the system”.

What that means, hopefully, is they can

send their staff home on time. But there is a

caveat to this. Outstanding Firstline leaders

are “more able to have a positive impact on

their teams when they first experience an

energising and enabling climate from their

leaders”. I’m guessing what that means is the

managers above them have to say it’s okay to

send the staff home on time.

Can we place much hope in the Firstline

programme? Well actually… yes. Or at least

maybe. All the management-speak aside,

Firstline does identify an important deficit in

the system. We don’t actually train our

managers to be managers, and once we’ve

appointed them into a position they’re not

trained for, we do everything they tell us. That

does feel a bit like, mid-flight, asking one of

the passengers to fly the plane. 

There’s more, too. When you leaf through

the literature, Firstline talks about “leadership”

as opposed to “task management”. They talk

about the power dynamics in unequal

relationships, and that even the best

managers out in the workplace right now

show “little focus on, or skill in, influencing

peers and senior managers… (among

others)”. So, they can clearly see what the

problem is. But what they’re doing about it is

another matter entirely. 

Excellent performance is what they are

striving for – and that’s what worries me.

Because, if you think back to the beginning

and what qualifies a manager for that moniker

of being “outstanding”, it is just that:

performance. Getting results. Hitting targets.

And we all know what that means. It means

compliance. It means, ultimately, these uber-

managers will lead bravely by conforming to

the expectations of those above. And that’s

not really leading at all. It’s following. Which is

the whole problem in the first place.

In social work, real leadership starts at the

bottom, with the client, and works its way up

from there. But prevalent management

philosophy works the other way round, with

clients helped in a way strictly prescribed

from above. That’s the basis on which all

those performance targets work. 

Hopefully, when social workers like Aisha

and Karen talk of making a difference as

managers, they will do just that. If they can

buck this trend, effect real change for their

clients, stand up for their staff and avoid

working them into the ground, then they truly

will be outstanding leaders. At the very least,

it will certainly make them stand out.  
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