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1.  A Practice Framework and lexicon on 80 skills 
 

2.  The importance of relationship-based 

      practice 
 

3.  What are the major defences we encounter in 

     social work? 
 

4.  How can we best work with the defences we  

     encounter in ourselves, others and in  

     organisations? 

What I plan to cover . . .  
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A Practice Framework 

and Lexicon of 80 skills 



  

Adapted, abstract 
‘parent’ theories  

theories that are developed, 
adapted, or ‘borrowed’ from 

other disciplines, particularly 
psychology, sociology, 

organizational theory, etc. 

Theoretical knowledge domain (TK) 
(abstract theories) 

 
Role and task 

abstract theories that analyse 
the role, task and purpose of 

social work (e.g. social work’s 
care and control functions, 

/‘revolution’ versus ‘reform’?) 

Practice theories 
theories relating to direct 
practice: 
(i)  generalist skills and 

interventions  
(ii)  fields of practice 
(iii) practice approaches  
(iv) values-based perspectives  

Factual knowledge domain (FK) 
 (facts, statistics, evidence, research) 

 
Law 

knowledge of 
the principles of 

law/relevant 
legislation 

Social policy 

knowledge of 
relevant social 

policy 

Agency 

knowledge of relevant 
agency policy, 

procedures and 
practice 

Problems 

knowledge of 
particular 

problems (e.g. 

domestic violence) 

Practice knowledge/practical knowledge domain (PK) 
(knowledge gained through direct practice/practice wisdom) 

People 

knowledge of 
specific groups 
of people (e.g. 

children/yp) 

 Professional use of self/the relationships we build: use 

of self-knowledge, intuition, tacit knowledge, self care 

Use 
Knowledge  and skills use/ 

Utilisation 
 

(i)  skills and interventions  
(ii)  fields of practice 
(iii) practice approaches  
(iv) values-based perspectives  

 

Service  
users’  

TK, FK + PK 

Creation 
knowledge creation and 

skills development 
 

Working creatively with 
complex and unpredictable 
contextual situations that 

have new or unique features 

 
Skills/interventions = knowledge, skills and values in action 
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1   creating a rapport /relationship 

2   interpersonal skills/our ‘use of self’/ 

3   welcoming skills  

4   communication/language skills 

5   non-verbal communication skills 

6   observation skills 

7   active listening skills/noting emotional 

     content/what is said/not said 

8   memory skills  

9   engagement skills  

10  emotional attunement skills 

11  demonstrating sympathy  

12  demonstrating empathy 

13  using intuition/intuitive reasoning  

14  information gathering/collecting  

     baseline data  

15  open questions 

16  closed questions 

17  what questions 

18  why questions 

19  circular questions 

20  hypothetical questions 

21  paraphrasing 

22  clarifying 

23  summarizing 

24  giving feedback thoughtfully 

25  inviting feedback openly 

26  appropriate use of self –disclosure 

27  prompting/probing 

28  allowing/using silences 

29  ending meetings/interviews/contact 

30  providing help 

31  providing practical hands-on assistance 

32  providing emotional support 

33  giving advice (cautiously) 

34  providing information 

35  providing explanations 

36  providing encouragement 

37  offering affirmation/praise 

38  providing reassurance 

39  using persuasion/toward being directive 

40  demonstrating leadership/initiative 

41  breaking ‘bad news’ 

42  modelling and social skills training 

43  reframing 

44  offering interpretations 

45  recognising/skilled adapting to need 

46  counselling skills 

47  containing the anxiety of  others 

48  self-care/managing  our own emotions 

49  negotiating skills 

50  contracting skills 

51  networking skills (formal and informal) 

52  working in partnership with others 

53  mediation skills  

54  advocacy skills 

55  assertiveness skills 

56  challenging/confrontational skills 

57  dealing with hostility/aggression 

58  managing potentially violent encounters 

59  managing professional boundaries/ 

      confidentiality 

60  conveying a sense of  authority/confidence 

      professional accountability 

61  recording/form filling skills 

62  note taking/minute-taking skills 

63  report writing skills 

64  letter writing skills 

65  computer skills/IT skills 

66  telephone skills  

67  skilled use of  mobile phones/text  

      messaging 

68  presentation skills 

69  chairing/facilitation skills 

70  using supervision  creatively 

71  organizational /administrative skills 

72  reading/comprehension skills 

73  analytic/critical thinking skills to unravel 

      complexity 

74  reflection/reflexivity 

75  skilled use of  interventions targeted at  

      structural barriers 

76  courtroom skills 

77  skilled use of  diplomacy 

78  skilled use of  touch (e.g. shaking hands) 

79  skilled use of  humour 

80  skilled us of   social media 

  
  

A lexicon of  80 generalist skills/interventions 
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Why the relationships 

we create are important 



Trevithick, P. (2003) ‘Effective 

relationship-based practice: a theoretical 

exploration’, Journal of  Social Work 

Practice, 17(2): 173-186 

http://gaps.netuxosandbox.co.uk/


‘Relationship experiences have a dominant 
influence on the brain . . . Interpersonal experience 
thus plays a special organising role in determining 
the development of  brain structure early in life and 
the ongoing emergence of  brain function 
throughout the lifespan’ (Siegal 2012: 33) 

  

‘The very nature of  humanity arises from 
relationships . . . essentially everything that’s 
important about life as a human being you learn in 
context of  relationships’  (Perry 2003) 

 
 
 
 
 
  

  
The importance of  relationships: 

the contribution of  neuroscience  
 

 
 
 
  
 
 



1. Building relationships aid the assessment and  

    intervention process (Trevithick 2003) 
 

2. The relationships we build can help lower 

defences and help to avoid triggering defensive 

reactions (Trevithick 2011) 
 

3. Successful relationships can open up new 

possibilities and horizons for people (Miller 1986) 
 

4. The findings of  neuroscience confirm the 

importance of  relationship in human growth and 

development (Siegal 2012: 33) 

Summary:  why the relationships we 

create are important 



5.  The relationship encourages a focus on  

     ‘emotional dimensions’ in social work (Munro 

2011b) 
 

6. Constructive inter-professional relationships 

are essential for effective practice (Turnell 2012) 

 

7.  Good relationships allow us to grow –   

     personally and professionally 

Summary:  why the relationships we 

create are important 



3 

 What are the major 

defences we encounter in 

     social work? 



See Trevithick, P. (2011) ‘Understanding defences and 

defensive behaviour in social work’, Journal of Social Work 

Practice, Vol. 25 (4): 389-412 



Defences 

Defences in 

organisations 

Defences 

in ourselves 

Defences in 

others 

A barrier to relationship-based practice: 

fear and anxiety 



Fears and anxieties drive defensiveness 

in ourselves, others and in organisations  

Conscious 

defences  

Unconscious 

defences  

 

deployed in ways that fall 

beyond immediate awareness, 

understanding and control 

 

deployed in ways that are aware, 

deliberate and intentional 

Both may be deployed at any one time 

It is essential to see defensiveness in systemic terms 

(1) non-malicious (2) malicious 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘The defence mechanisms, used by all of  us at some time or another, have 

their origins in these early attempts to cope with anxiety, abandonment, loss, 

conflict and emotional pain. In essence, the defences we use involve either (i) 

keeping painful information out of  consciousness (for example, denial and 

avoidance mechanisms) or (ii) redefining or trying to control painful 

experiences (for example, projecting one’s anger on to others and blaming 

them)’ 
(Howe et al., 1999: 93) 

Unconscious defence  

mechanisms defined 



Unconscious defences: 2 key features 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(1) their purpose is to guard us or to keep us safe  

     from further harm – to protect us from thoughts, 

feelings, actions or events that are felt to be threatening, 

anxiety-provoking and painful – or that signal danger in 

some way 

 

(2) They can distort what is remembered and our  

      perception of  reality (Trevithick 2003: 169) 
  

It can be helpful to differentiate between fear (known source) 

and anxiety (unknown or unidentifiable source). Often both are 

present 



Conscious defences: 2 differences 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

non-malicious – are not be deployed to purposely 

deceive but to protect people from further 

loss/encroachment.  
 

Depending on the context, they may be a rational or 

reasonable response 
 

Service users can be motivated to be deceitful in order to 

access services or in order to avoid other negative 

consequences, whether real or imagined) 

(1) non-malicious  



Conscious defences: 2 differences 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

malicious intent -  indicates a deliberate and purposeful 

intention to deceive, to mislead, to distort the truth, ‘to 

divert suspicion’ so that discrepancies  are never fully 

explored (Laming 2003: 207) 

‘Yet  ‘accurately differentiating between truth and lies is 

important for social workers’ (Reinhard et al. 2012: 3) 

some people do not want us to know 

what they know  

(2) malicious intent  



A list of human defences 

A vast number of  defences have been identified by different 

authors, with considerable conceptual overlap in how they 

are described or defined. This list includes:   
 

acting out; affiliation; altruism; anticipation; apathetic withdrawal; 

autistic fantasy; compensation; conversion; denial; displacement; 

dissociation; distortion; externalisation; foreclosure; humour; 

idealisation; identification; identification with the aggressor; 

incorporation; intellectualisation; interjection; isolation; 

negation (Freud used the term disavowal); omnipotence; passive 

aggressive; projection; rationalisation; reaction formation; 

regression; repression; reversal; splitting or splitting of  the 

object; sublimation; substitution; suppression; symbolisation; 

turning against the self; and undoing (the defences in bold were 

highlighted by Anna Freud [1937])  



Common defences in ourselves and others 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  acting out 

  avoidance  

  denial 

  distortion  

  identification with the aggressor (e.g. from being bullied 

       to bullying others/from being abused to abusing other, etc.) 

  omnipotence 

  projection 

  rationalisation 

  regression 

  turning against the self  (e.g. self  harm) 

  splitting 

  projective identification 



Some examples suggesting defensiveness 
- absence 

- lateness 

- aggressive and hostile behaviour 

- refusal to communicate (silence) 

- refusal to discuss certain issues  

- inflexible and rigid thoughts, feelings and actions 

- domination of the discussion 

- failure to meet agreed actions  

- failure to meet key responsibilities (often offering excuses) 

- the extent to which blame is laid on others 
  

The danger – defences can become a catch-all phrase. A key 

feature is the absence of awareness and underlying feelings 

of anxiety. Again, it is important to look for evidence to 

confirm and also to refute the hypothesis you’ve drawn 



Organisational defences 

Can demonstrate an anti-collaborative stance such as: 
  mistrust and secrecy 

  lack of  collaboration 

  lack of  accountability and disregard of  the primary task 

  manipulative and territorial behaviour + 

  insensitivity and indifference to the plight of  others 

  a culture of  complacency, compliance, conformity 

  abuse of  authority and power  

  lack of  creativity and low risk taking 

  high levels of  illness, absenteeism, staff  turnover, poor  

      morale, poor timekeeping, time wasting, etc. (see Menzies 1960) 

  diversion of  energy (survival stance) 

  anti-learning culture and absence of  “double-loop"  

      learning (see Menzies 1960; Munro 2010b: 1141; Trevithick 2012: 107-108) 
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 How can we best work with the 

defences we encounter in 

ourselves, others and in  

     organisations? 



 

Small group discussion 

 

What defences have we encountered in 

ourselves and others and how have we 

responded? 

What organisational/agency defences have 

we encountered and what strategies have 

been deployed to circumvent or outwit these 

defences? 



Using our senses to gather evidence 

It is essential to look for evidence that confirms your 

hypothesis – but also evidence that refutes what you think to 

be happening. The five senses: 

 

  sight 

  hearing 

  touch 

  smell 

  taste 

 

The importance of: 

giving  words to feeling felt but not named 



Some helpful psychoanalytic concepts 

 conscious 

 preconscious  

 unconscious  

 ego 

 id  

 superego  

 transference  

 counter-transference 
 

The terms transference and counter-transference provide a 

conceptualisation from which to understand the feelings that 

are present and what is communicated non-verbally 

Psychoanalysis - can be viewed as: 
  a method of  investigation or  

      theory of  human behaviour 
  a method of  treatment 



 
 

The differences between the id and ego 

Id  Ego 

the id is primitive/impulsive  the ego is civilized/reflective 

the id is unorganized the ego is organized and perceptual 

the id observes the pleasure principle, 

that is, the id is irrational and foolhardy, 

often thoughtless and selfish 

the ego adheres to the reality-principle, 

that is, the ego is rational 

the id ignores the demands and 

restrictions of  time and space 

the ego conforms to demands and 

requirements of  time and space 

For Freud, the human personality is bound within a conflict between 

impulse and restraint – between pleasure seeking urges, often 

biological, and internalised constraints to control these pleasure-

seeking urges 

From: Trevithick  (2012) Social Work Knowledge and Skills: A Practice Handbook, (pp. 131-134)  



How do we know that unconscious 

defences are operating? 

In broad brush terms 

  a seemingly inappropriate, exaggerated or bizarre  

       response e.g. ‘catastrophic thinking’ 
 

  absence of  awareness e.g. an inability to realise the 

      emotion that’s driving a particular behaviour 
 

  absence of  choice e.g. rigid and inflexible behaviour 
 

  evidence of  anxiety e.g. a person’s gaze (frozen  

      watchfulness, fidgeting trembling, poor concentration)  
 

  evidence of  other consequences – social exclusion, 

      exhaustion, confusion, etc.  



 

  
A fear of being: 

- judged 

- blamed 

- criticised 

- exposed 

- humiliated/shamed 

- left feeling guilty 
 

- fear of losing their job (practitioners) 

- fear of losing key funding (organisations) 

Again, these threats can be real or imagined 

 

We need to ask ourselves - what is at risk 

here? What drives this need for individuals/ 

organisations to adopt defensive behaviours? 



Refers to an organisational and administrative system where: 

‘Managerialism gives priority to the managerial and economic concerns of  

service funders and providers, focusing on service costs and efficiencies. Some 

social workers believe this is at the cost of  direct face-to-face work with clients. 

With consumerism, managerialism further promotes service provision by non 

state agencies. The role of  the social worker moves towards assessment of  

individuals’ needs and the regulation of  services delivered. Although the service 

user is seen less as a ‘client’ whose needs are determined by a professional 

perspective, there is nevertheless concern that managerialism as it applies to 

social work attaches more importance to budgets and targets than to meeting the 

particular needs of  individuals. The managerialist approach removes much 

front line social work from professionally qualified social workers and allows 

service provision to be determined by the market.’  (Asquith et al. 2005: 5)  

Managerialism - 



This administrative and organizational system is known more 

officially as New Public Management (NPM) which 

introduced a new approach to the co-ordination, management 

and delivery of  services, loosely based around the concepts of: 

 

  the 3 E’s: economy, efficiency, and effectiveness  

      (Audit Commission 1983: 8)  
 

   the 3 M’s: markets, managers and measurement  

      (Ferlie et al. 1996)  

Managerialism’s principles  



1.  it reduces social work to a set of task, an outcome or a 

measurement and not a helpful, creative, meaningful and 

authentic encounter 
 

2.  it reduces people - and human need and real concerns - to a 

‘target’ or an ‘outcome, and people to a ‘commodity’ 
 

3.  its focus on timescales, a one-size-fits-all and a tick-box 

approach denies the situational uniqueness that every case 

carries, and the complex and social nature of problems 

encountered, particularly when addressed too late  
 

4.  it denies the importance of professional judgements, 

knowledge and replaces a trust with performance indicators/ 

other procedures that stifle/skew professional judgements 

Managerialism - 
the hijacking of  social work  



5.  it too easily justifies a culture of blaming, bullying and  

formal complaints – creating divisions between people 
 

6.  it triggers defensiveness in individuals and organisations 

– a ‘watch your back mentality’ 
 

7.  as an administrative system, it too easily gives a false 

sense of confidence in procedures  
 

8.  the excessive data collected diverts funding, resources 

and time from front-line provision 
 

9.  it denies, denigrates or ignores the importance of 

emotions and the extent to which emotions are central to 

people’s quality of life and sense of well being and 

essential to learning and the change process 

Managerialism  



 

 

 

The UK is reputed to be the 7th richest 
country in the world but one of  the 

most unequal 

The importance of exposing 

misinformation, propaganda and lies 



 

 

 

 

 
1.  Place at our fingertips correct information in relation to: 

 

-  tax avoidance and fraud 

 

- the widening gap between rich and poor 

 

-  bank, bankers and corporate leaders – their privileges 

 

-  the financial and emotional cost of failing neglecting  

   social problems e.g. offending behaviour, mental health, 

   domestic violence, child abuse etc.  

 

 

 

 

 

We need to be well informed and to 

argue against the breakup of the 

welfare state 



Remember the Conservative UK cabinet 2009: 
23 millionaires out of  29 

Only 4 female cabinet members!! 

 

 

 

 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/election/article-1280554/The-coalition-millionaires-23-29-member-new-cabinet-worth-1m--Lib-Dems-just-wealthy-Tories.html


 

 GAPS 30th Anniversary Conference  

Friday 28th November 2014  

9.30am – 4.00pm  
Venue: Amnesty Int. UK, Human Rights Action Centre  

25 New Inn Yard, London EC2A 3EA  
on  

The Home Visit:  

exploring the site of  our most skilled work  
 

Guest Speakers:  

Harry  Ferguson  

Gillian Ruch  

Performance from:  

Geese Theatre Company  
  

GAPS Members £15.00 Non-GAPS Members £20.00 

 - lunch included  

ONLY 20 PLACES REMAINING 



The relationship-based practice is central to the work of  GAPS –  a 

social work membership organisation set up in the 1970s to promote 

therapeutic approaches, and psychosocial and systemic thinking in 

social work. Membership of  GAPS cost £28.00 pa for which 

subscribers receive 4 copies of  the Journal of  Social Work Practice. 

 
Information about events, papers and articles can be accessed free 

from the GAPS website http://www.gaps.org.uk or by emailing 

GAPS info@gaps.org.uk Pamela Trevithick is the GAPS Coordinator  

trevithick4gaps@btinternet.com 

mailto:info@gaps.org.uk
mailto:info@gaps.org.uk
http://gaps.netuxosandbox.co.uk/


Freud, A. (1937) The Ego and the Mechanisms of Defence. London: Hogarth Press and the Institute of Psychoanalysis. 

Howe, D., Brandon, M., Hinings, D. and Schofield, G. (1999) Attachment Theory, Child Maltreatment and Family 

Support. Basingstoke: Macmillan. 

Laming, H. (2003) The Victoria Climbie Inquiry: Report of an Inquiry by Lord Laming. (Cmnd. 5730). London: The 

Stationery Office. 

Menzies Lyth, I. (1960) ‘The functioning of social systems as a defence against anxiety: a report on a study of a 

general hospital’, Human Relations, vol. 13, no. 2, pp. 95–121.  

Miller, J. B. (1986a) What do we mean by relationships? Work in Progress #22. Wellesley, MA: Stone Center.  

Munro, E. (2011b) The Munro Review of Child Protection: Final Report – A Child-Centred System. London: The Stationery 

Office. https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/munro-review-of-child-protection-final-report-a-child-

centred-system [Accessed 19 Feb. 2014  

Perry, B. D. (2003) ‘From neurons to neighborhoods: new ways to prevent and heal emotional trauma in children 

and adults’. Available at: http://www.healingresources.info/video_bruceperry.htm (accessed 8 April 2014).  

Reinhard, M-A., Marksteiner, T., Schindel, R. and Dickhäuser, O. (2012) ‘Detecting lies and truths in social work: 

how suspicion level and familiarity affect detection accuracy’, British Journal of Social Work Advance Access 

published August 5, 2012 pp. 1–20 doi:10.1093/bjsw/bcs114 

Siegel, D. J. (2012) The Developing Mind: Toward a Neurobiology of Interpersonal Experience. 2nd edn. New York: Guilford 

Press.   

Trevithick, P. (2003) ‘Effective relationship-based practice: a theoretical exploration’, in Journal of Social Work 

Practice, 17(2): 173-186. 

Trevithick, P. (2011) ‘Understanding defences and defensive behaviour in social work’, Journal of Social Work 

Practice, Vol. 25(4): 389-412. 

Trevithick, P. (2012) Social Work Skills and Knowledge: A Practice Handbook, 3rd edn. Maidenhead: Open University 

Press. 

Turnell, A. (2012) ‘Signs of safety: a comprehensive briefing paper’, Resolutions Consultancy, Perth. Available at: 

www.signsofsafety.net  

References 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/175391/Munro-Review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/175391/Munro-Review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/175391/Munro-Review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/175391/Munro-Review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/175391/Munro-Review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/175391/Munro-Review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/175391/Munro-Review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/175391/Munro-Review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/175391/Munro-Review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/175391/Munro-Review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/175391/Munro-Review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/175391/Munro-Review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/175391/Munro-Review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/175391/Munro-Review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/175391/Munro-Review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/175391/Munro-Review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/175391/Munro-Review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/175391/Munro-Review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/175391/Munro-Review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/175391/Munro-Review.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/175391/Munro-Review.pdf
http://www.signsofsafety.net/

