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Dear Minister  

The Integration of Health and Social Care Services in Scotland  
 
The Scottish Association of Social Work fully supports any reform that will help people find a simple 
path through the complexity of health and social care services, We are currently involved in a 
number of the discussions at local and national level that we understand will inform your decisions 
in the coming months. We are writing to you at this point to raise growing concerns in our 
profession about potential unintended consequences of some of the proposals under consideration.  
 
The uniqueness of Scottish Social Work Services, unlike anywhere else in the world is that since 1968 
it has been recognised that social cohesion is achieved through having a holistic understanding of 
how individuals, their families and their communities interconnect. This political, administrative and 
legislative framework has enabled us to build up in Scotland a relatively advanced and stable 
workforce in social work services compared with the rest of the UK and much of Europe.  This should 
not make us complacent but we should be careful not to unravel essential elements of a system that 
we have developed over the past 43 years in what might be an unintended consequence of a very 
laudable change that we recognise has to take place.  
 
Structural change rarely produces the anticipated improvement that policy makers and managers 
seek. It is often expensive and reduces morale at the front line. There are two observations from the 
Changing Lives Review (2006) that we should take note of 

 More of the same won’t do 

 Community capacity building is essential to meet the needs of our communities 
And one from the Christie Report 

 We need to empower front line staff 



These are cultural changes rather than structural and are more likely to achieve the desired outcome 
of better access to appropriate services that meet people’s needs. We are suggesting that resourcing 
and supporting that cultural change will be as important as legislative change in achieving your 
objectives.  
 
Older people often have children, grandchildren and great grandchildren who love and care for each 
other. They are interconnected and interdependent. Health and social work services supplement 
that care. For a relatively small number of people that family care is not available.  In our complex 
society we now have children being looked after by grandparents as their parents struggle with 
substance misuse. These same parents may be involved in the criminal justice system and 
sometimes may be in prison because they committed crimes to sustain their addiction. Children and 
young people may be carers for their parents, who may be physically or mentally ill; these children 
may be struggling with getting to school in trying to meet their parents’ needs. Parents may be 
juggling bringing up their children, working and caring for an elderly relative with dementia. 
Understanding these complex family situations in their communities, respecting their individual and 
competing rights and meeting their needs is like understanding a complex matrix. Just dealing with 
one issue may have unintended consequences elsewhere in the system. Social workers are key 
professionals in helping people analyses their current situation, help them understand how they 
arrived there and they go on to be the catalyst to helping people find their own solutions. All this is 
encompassed in the personalisation agenda and community capacity building. 
 
Caring for people in institutions is both expensive and often not where people themselves want to 
be, whether this is in hospitals, prisons or care homes. We understand that only those who need 
these specific institutions should be there and that we need to build our community resources to 
meet the needs of people in our society. For example it should be possible to reduce acute 
admissions of the over 75s into hospital by offering earlier interventions in the community. In the 
experience of our members older people are reluctant to seek help at an early stage where supports 
could be put into their home or some preventative health intervention could prevent that acute 
admission. This is again can be seen as a cultural issue - ‘I didn’t want to bother anyone’. Public 
education will be key to improving accessibility to services and the development of a service like NHS 
24 for care services may be worth considering. There was a time when people considered social 
work services to be for minorities in our communities but with our demographic changes they must 
now be considered as a universal service.  
 
We understand that from a political perspective that finding solutions for issues in the delivery of 
social work services is complex. We are a lateral service in systems that tend to be distinct services 
like criminal justice, health and education.  However it is in that understanding of the complex 
matrix of individuals in their families and communities that we also have our strength and can help 
meet the needs of people, assess and work with risk and work with competing human rights. This 
includes recommendations to Courts and Tribunals about whether people should remain in the 
community, maybe subject to a statutory order or be detained elsewhere.  
 
All this brings us to the issue that in whatever changes are to be proposed later this year we would 
urge you to consider some key issues to ensure that social work services can make the best 
contribution to achieve your outcomes: 

 Ensure that the role of social work services is clear in the design of integrated services  –  to 
meet people’s needs, assess and work with risk and balance competing human rights.  

 Ensure that in solving one problem there are not unintended consequences for other 
members of our society 



 Ensure that any structural change allows us to continue to work holistically. We have some 
of the most advanced social work services in Europe which we should build on not 
dismantle.  

 Ensure that practitioners are properly supported  with strong professional leadership and a 
clear practice governance framework to support staff in providing good quality ethical 
practice    

 Ensure the continuance of the post of Chief Social Work Adviser at Government level in 
recognition of the role that social work services take in safeguarding people’s human rights 
and achieving social justice in this complex matrix of people’s lives.  

 
We look forward to seeing your proposals for reform and taking part in further discussions as this 
policy is developed.  
 
Yours sincerely  
 
 

 
 
Ruth Stark 
On behalf of SASW Committee  
 
 
Copied to:   Kenny MacAskill, Cabinet Secretary for Justice 
  Michael Russell, Cabinet Secretary for Education and Lifelong Learning 
  Angela Constance, Minister for Children and Young People 


