
T
he current debate about raising the
status and professionalism of social
work includes a significant focus on

training, yet there is something absent from
the scope of these deliberations. Besides
references to the different needs of different
ethnic and cultural groups, little mention is
made of the local contexts within which social
services are delivered.

It seems that, by default, most of the recent
contributions and interim reports from such
bodies as the Social Work Taskforce and the
Westminster parliament’s Children, Schools
and Families Committee, implicitly assume
the social context of practice to be an urban
environment. This assumption is
inappropriate. It fails to recognise that
personal and social problems may be
manifested and experienced differently in
different places, especially in rural areas where
many people lack comparable access to
transport, child care, and an array of other
public services, including, in many instances,
suitable housing and employment.

This neglect of the social context of social
work is not surprising. The organisational
separation of community work from personal
social services in the UK has contributed to a
situation in which the traditions of
community work and community
development play little part in the education
and practice of most social workers. This is

despite periodic calls for a reintegration of
this tradition of knowledge and practice.
Indeed, in Scotland, a 2005 literature review
of The Role of the Social Worker in the 21st
Century (Asquith et al), by the Scottish
Executive, concluded that there may be a need
to ‘revisit first principles’ and perhaps return
to a broader understanding of what
constitutes social work.

However, a more important point is being
missed. This is the fact that all social work
practice, whether it be casework or
community focused, takes place within
particular social contexts and that skilled and
effective workers recognise this and adapt
their practice accordingly. Unfortunately, in
the UK these local adaptations are rarely
identified, rarely researched and rarely
documented, though one notable exception
has been the illuminating accounts by Bob
Holman of living and working on a poor
Glasgow housing estate.

Six years ago in a paper for the British
Journal of Social Work (Considering the

Countryside: Is there a case for rural social
work?) I noted that although large numbers of
people still lived in rural areas within the UK,
they were often poorly served by public
services, and that rural social work itself
received little attention. My argument was not
that rural social work was entirely distinctive
from practice in urban areas, but that there
were reasonable grounds for supposing that
workers may need to apply their skills
differently, and to do so with knowledge of
the different social dynamics of rural
communities. I contended that rural
communities were often misunderstood
because of inaccurate assumptions and
idealised perceptions of them, and that their
considerable diversity was often overlooked.

More recently, I have used the notion of
dual relationships to draw attention to some
of the tensions that practitioners who live and
work in small communities can experience. I
place a particular focus on three such
tensions. The first concerns a social worker
managing their personal and professional
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presence in an area where they are known
informally as members of the community
and also formally as a provider of social work
services. While employers and professional
codes of practice may expect employees to
maintain a clear boundary between their
working and professional lives, these contacts
cannot be easily controlled or avoided. In
small communities it is not unusual to be
invited to weddings, family parties or
funerals, or to attend other local events at
which people already known to the worker
will be present. However, there are few
accounts of these sorts of pressures to
conform and little guidance as to how to
respond to them.

The second tension can emerge between
organisational practices and local
expectations. Social workers in small
communities grappling with policy and
guidance based upon urban assumptions
about local context are likely to develop ways
of working that enable them to operate
effectively in their communities. Such
adaptations can help them maintain the co-
operation and consent of service users and
other bodies, although the ‘space’ for such
local variability is now becoming squeezed as
the formal proceduralisation of practice
increases.

The third consideration is the management
of information in small communities. While
confidentiality in urban areas is often aided
by the relative anonymity provided by a larger
population, things can be different in rural
areas. Confidentiality may be compromised
by pre-existing knowledge and relationships,
and by other things such as the informal
witnessing of contact and association between
already known persons. Gossip, too, has a
complex role in both revealing events, and
allowing opportunities for judgement,
comment and response to the behaviour of
other people, but again, little has been written
about whether and how social workers might
engage with it. Social workers may experience
considerable pressure to share information
within their community, especially when
concerns centre on safety and risk. Writing in
Australian Social Work in 2003 (Social work in
rural areas: a personal and professional
challenge) R.Green offered an Australian
context in noting that while work with a
released child sex offender would be bound
by professional expectations of confiden-
tiality, workers could be subject to criticism if
the person re-offended. Local people might
think that workers are able to protect their
own children while leaving the rest of the
community oblivious to a potential risk.

The common theme underlying this work
is the importance of appreciating local social
context. Most social workers practising in

rural areas quickly realise the significance of
local context; recognise the social dynamics
that operate in small communities, and
understand how these things affect both
themselves and the people they work with.
For example, they may learn that while
service users who are black or gay in the
countryside are more exposed to the risks of
prejudice and discrimination, the complex
social dynamics of small communities can
also lead to more positive responses of
tolerance and acceptance.

Evidence from overseas indicates that rural
workers typically employ a wider range of
strategies of intervention than their urban
counterparts. In part, this is because they are
often required to work across a range of user
groups without the support of other agencies
and specialist services, but it also stems from
their appreciation of the links between
personal problems and the broader economic
and social context. Typically, they see that
social problems require broader social
solutions. Nonetheless, many workers may
find that their professional training has not
adequately prepared them for the challenges
they face. They may find themselves working
in rural areas with little knowledge of the
existing literature and research, and in the
absence of well founded knowledge may find
themselves, ‘making it up as they go along’, as
Brian Cheers said in his 1998 work, Welfare
Bushed: Social Care in Rural Australia.

In response to this observation Brian
Cheers and I have attempted to bring together
an international review of current knowledge
and research on rural practice [see book
reference right]. What we found was that in
Western industrialised countries rural social
work is largely generic and generalist,
encompassing both personal and
community-level interventions. It is
frequently undertaken by practitioners living
and working in the same communities;
people who typically have a deep
commitment to rural life and practice.

Nevertheless, the body of knowledge
accumulated by these professionals needs
further research and empirical validation, as
well as further theoretical and practical
development in a variety of community,
regional and national contexts. Consequently,
we are not proposing some novel or radical
approach to practice that we believe will

provide ‘the answers’ to current challenges, in
whatever context. Indeed, we agree with the
perceptive and somewhat rueful observations
of L.Ginsberg in the foreword to Pioneer
Efforts in Rural Social Welfare: Firsthand Views
Since 1908 [edited by E. Martinez-Brawley]:
‘… the issues in organising and delivering
social services to people in rural communities
are not very new. They existed in similar ways
and the solutions offered were similar to
those that are offered now by some writers on
social work in small communities. I
discovered, for example, years after I had
written about social work in rural
communities, that others had said
substantially the same things, decades before.’

Instead, we hope that readers will recognise
that there is a long history of rural practice
which is rarely mentioned in mainstream
texts, and that while rural practice provides
many challenges, it remains an absorbing and
rewarding endeavour in which one’s efforts
are often more clearly evident and more
directly appreciated.

Finally, we believe that rural social work
has an important role in reminding
‘mainstream’ practice of something that is
often overlooked: that the social context
and dynamics of communities matter
greatly.
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