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A selection of the numerous compliments
the team received during the year ...
“You’ve been amazing with
your knowledge, help and
support. Thank you again
for everything.”

“I would like to personally thank you for the extremely
hard work and commitment as a professional
throughout my complex and challenging case.”

“I would like to take
this opportunity to
thank *** for the effort
on my behalf the insight,
professionalism and
knowledge base helped
enormously.”

“Thank you for all your help
and support throughout this
process. Knowing you were
there in the background has
been a great help.”

“I am so very grateful for my case being allocating you. You
have been my only support for the last 5 months and you
have been outstanding in guiding and helping me all way
through this unexpected situation. You helped me achieve the
best of my circumstances with your exceptional negotiating
skills, prompt and experienced response and your kind
approach to what it seemed a very stressful time for me.”

“Thank you for
your advice and guidance
at the time. It was a difficult
period and I very much
appreciated the support
around the whole
issue. ”

“Thank you SWU for all
your help and support over
this very difficult time. I
received great support and
reassurance.”

“Thank you so
much for all of your support,
advice and guidance you have
given over the past few weeks.
I really am very grateful and
relieved with yesterday’s
meeting and outcome.”

“Can you please note the
professionalism, expertise
that *** has provided me with
as my Union representative.
I have gone through a
very anxious time with my
employer. From the moment
*** took my case I have
been well supported both in
terms of emotional and an
employment perspective.
The skill as a negotiator and
advocate have redressed the
balance of power with my
employer and got me a fair
and just deal.”

“I am very happy
for the support and
guidance you gave
me throughout . I am
very happy for you to
close the case.

“Just to say
a big ‘thank you’ for
yesterday.”

“Thank you very
much for all your
support throughout
the investigation and
grievance process.
I am so thankful for
the resolution.””

“I personally want to thank
you for the support you
gave me through my case.
I personally appreciate that
I could speak to you in my
distress and you gave me
assurance that I was not
alone. I felt supported and
appreciate the time you took
on my case as you were
there to answer all questions
with little or no consultation
which was evidence you had
read through my case.”

“I am very pleased
and satisfied with the outstanding support,
advice and representation I received from you. I am very
happy with the outcome, especially of the non-participation in
meetings. Thank you very much. And all the very best
in everything you do in the future.”

Guaranteed Employment Representation is subject to Terms and Conditions

General Secretary’s Report
I am pleased to
report
that
this
has been another
great year for the
union. Membership
continues to rise,
currently at 13,600,
showing that we are
moving in the right
direction. When I was
first elected as the
General Secretary
in September 2016 membership was just over
9000 and I would love to see us break through
the 14,000-membership barrier by the end
of the year. Interest in the union has been
phenomenal.

Personally, I would like to thank the ongoing
support of SWU staff, Hon Officers, and the SWU
Executive. The ongoing responsibilities and
the demands on the union remain challenging
on our limited budget. I would urge all SWU
members to share all the benefits of being a
member of a dedicated social work union with
your colleagues and friends.
Let me say a bit about the past year, I have
had an extremely busy year with a thoughtprovoking visit with other SWU members to
Palestine and the West Bank which was an
experience I will never forget. In addition, when
I was approached 18 months ago to discuss
and advise on some aspects of the new Ken
Loach movie Sorry We Missed You with writer
Paul Laverty, I did not expect it to lead into
SWU not only being involved in the story but
also the ongoing campaign linked to the movie
and awareness raising of the message from the
film as part of this. Personally, this has been
another great piece of work from SWU and I was
particularly delighted to see us at the forefront
of the movie at the London Premiere and the
subsequent media distribution, including being
featured on to all the advertising and tickets.
We even got a mention in the film credits.

Regarding the strange working world that we
are in presently; Trade Unions, Professional
Associations and employers all working
together, can make a significant difference
to ensure that the effects of the outbreak
have been shared appropriately and we
are all supporting social workers. From the
onset, I have challenged employers and the
Government over inadequate employment
advice, failure to provide enough PPE, and
the urgent need to safeguard the specialist
social work role in multi-disciplinary teams.
More recently SWU has implemented our Six
Point Action Plan which has raised further
the profile of the union and created a huge
media reach highlighting the pressures that
social work is under, and further campaign
opportunities to engage with politicians and
local authorities. However, to say that social
work is a challenging profession is of course
something of an understatement and this is an
important message to share and to continue
to highlight. We all know the impact on social
workers of cutbacks to services and staffing.
These issues are an on-going challenge due
to Covid 19 and we will continue our battle to
fight them and I look forward to working with
members over the next 12 months to deliver
some of our AGM commitments and ongoing
campaigning.

I was again elected onto the General Federation
of Trade Unions’ (GFTU) National Executive
for another two-year period, reinforcing our
position amongst the influential specialist
unions. This year we also had the opportunity
to celebrate 120 years of the GFTU at an
evening event hosted in Parliament by Jeremy
Corbyn and John McDonnell. The event was
attended by a wide range of organisations
and celebrated the growth of the GFTU as a
pioneering and imaginative organisation with a
growing membership now approaching 280,000
members. This year also saw me meeting with
members and social work organisations all over
the UK. I hope that during my visits some of
the discussions and the sharing of ideas may
lead in due course to developments beneficial
to our union.
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KenLoach and Paul Laverty with SWU logo displayed very prominently
This year saw the launch of the New Social
Worker Wellbeing and Working Conditions:
Good Practice Toolkit. The toolkit was
developed by BASW with Bath Spa University
and SWU. The toolkit is aimed at accelerating
positive action across all parts of the workplace.
It is built on the principle that improvement in
organisations - for staff, and for the people
that we serve - often needs everyone involved
to work together, and that social workers in
practice can be empowered to shape change
and use their professional agency and power,
individually and collectively.
The SWU “How to work better with Service Users”
University assignment has now concluded. The
standard was very high and unfortunately there
can only be four winners. (Read the winning
entries - page 23). SWU continues to campaign
on challenging austerity; with SWU being a key
member of the Austerity Action Group and this
excellent work continues.
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I am pleased to report that we have been
involved in a range of campaigns and shall
continue to keep members updated of this
via our monthly newsletter and social media. I
have been pleased to have been able to offer
solidarity with other unions in their struggles
and campaigned together on a variety of
issues, as well as jointly campaigning with a
range of organisations on social, political and
international issues.

internal hearings for disciplinary and grievance
procedures, and employer investigations into
practice and misconduct allegations.
The appetite for joining SWU has never been
stronger and reflected in rising membership and
the recruitment of over 100 new Union Contacts
in the workplace. Please share the benefits of
being a member with colleagues. Specialist
unions like SWU are the right way to stand
up for the Social Work profession; particularly
as the big unions are dealing with hundreds
of different professions. Therefore, just how
much time are the big unions able to prioritise
speaking about Social Work if they get time
with elected MPs and Government Ministers?
We are getting this time and part of this is that
our union is run by Social Workers for Social
Workers. The more specialised you are, the
easier it is to campaign on a clear message as
is the case with our present campaign and sixpoint action plan.

More specifically I am pleased with our
sponsorship of “Poetry for Social Workers”
and that SWU is supporting the great work
of “Shout Out UK” and helping spread the
political knowledge to young people. We
have also contributed financial to support the
Banner Theatre Company and wish them well
in future funding.
At home James Birchall, our SWU President,
has done a great job with his parliamentary
meetings, so that we are building a
considerable support network of sympathetic
and knowledgeable MPs who we hope that we
can rely on to fight our corner, when needed. I
would also like to pay tribute to Carol Reid who
continues to do a brilliant job as our National
Organiser. Lien Watts and the Advice and
Representation Team do a terrific job and I
want to take this opportunity to thank A&R for
ongoing hard work and dedication over the
last while. I have been truly inspired by their
personal commitment to making a difference
to social workers in these unprecedented
and challenging times. Such an approach
embodies the social work spirit in finding ways
to address issues, to do things differently,
and make continuous improvements for
members.

John McGowan, General Secretary
September 2020
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Our unique selling point remains with the
following: SWU is the only UK trade union
for, and run by, qualified and registered social
workers. Therefore, SWU is the only trade
union to offer representation by a qualified
social worker who understands the complexities
of the profession.
With officers working
across the UK, we provide representation at
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Ninth Annual General Meeting
25th September 2020
Online/Virtual AGM
https://www.basw.co.uk/events/swu-annual-general-meeting-2020

Agenda
1.

To read the notice convening the meeting

2.

To receive apologies for absence

3.

To welcome representatives of kindred organisations and other guests

4.

Minutes - to confirm the minutes of the Eighth Annual General Meeting held in
Manchester on 27th September 2019

5.

To receive report from the General Secretary

		

6. Annual Report and Accounts
		 6.1 To receive the report of the Auditors and Statement of Accounts for the Social
			
Workers Unions (which appear in the Annual Report available on the SWU
			
website at www.swu-union.org.uk and to adopt the Balance Sheet and the
			
Accounts for the period 1st October 2018 to 30th September 2019
		 6.2 To receive and adopt the Annual Report for the period 1st October 2018 to
			
30th September 2019
7.

		
		

Auditors
To appoint Auditors (Finance and Legal) for the year 1st October 2020 to
30th September 2021

8. Motions
		 8.1 To consider the SWU Rule Changes which are set out in the AGM paperwork;
			
with the proposed amendments available to members more than 21 days
			
before this meeting. No rule may be added, amended or deleted other than by
			
resolution of a two thirds majority of those present and voting at the General
			
Meeting
		 8.2
			

9.
10.

To consider the motions which are set out in this agenda and any amendments
to Ordinary Motions distributed at the meeting

Any other Business (including emergency motions)
Closing speech - SWU President
By order of the Executive
John McGowan, General Secretary
31st August 2020
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SWU Vision
To be a trade union growing in size and influence by being held in high regard by the social work
membership, the social work profession, employers and Government alike with a high level of loyalty
and activism. The SWU Executive Committee is pledged to delivering this Vision.

SWU Mission
The Social Workers Union (SWU) is a trade union dedicated to social work professionals. Unlike
other trade unions, SWU is able to offer you representation from a qualified social worker - someone
who understands the code of conduct and what it is like to be a practicing social worker. Our mission
is to be regarded by our members as the best trade union for Social Workers.
This will be through:
• The excellence of our A&R Employment services, our SWU Executive and representatives.
• The effectiveness of employment representation for our members.
• The positive influence we have upon the relationship between social work employers and
		 government in pursuit of trade union aims and values pertinent to social work.
• Further links with International Social Work Bodies.

SWU Aims
•
		
		
		

To provide Members with trade union services including advice, assistance and
representation, legal or otherwise, and other benefits, in relation to matters arising out of
or in connection with their employment as registered social workers or as student social
workers.

• SWU will strive to improve the terms and conditions of Social Workers and fight for better
		 resources for the people who use these services.

SWU Values and Behaviours
Our values are necessary to ensure we provide outstanding member service and maintain our
independence.
SWU and those who represent it will:
• Act with integrity and principles in line with the BASW code of ethics.
• Work together.
• Operate in an open, democratic, and representative manner.
• Strive for excellence and not defend bad practice.
• Be open and transparent in all our union activities and funds.
• Support the principles of human rights and social justice worldwide.
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Treasurer’s Report
From an economic perspective, whilst obviously
we are facing into uncertain times on a global
level, my responsibility as SWU Treasurer is to
ensure that as an organisation we continue to
be financially sound and capable of meeting
our members’ needs. The continuing rise in
SWU membership (fast approaching 14,000
!!) is absolutely fantastic but also presents
significant challenges as we continue to expand
our activities, campaigns and services. I can
however reassure members that thanks to the
hardworking SWU staff and SWU Executive
colleagues we continue to remain in an overall
healthy position through the twin principles
of operating a balanced budget (the figure
for this coming year 2020/21 is £316,200)
and sufficient cash reserves to be able to
meet both unexpected expenditure arising
and address any possible new investment
opportunities which will facilitate the further
growth and development of SWU. A continued
membership fee of just £25 represents real
value for money, offering members guaranteed
employment representation and a wide variety
of benefits and services including a very high
quality e-newsletter.

I am delighted yet again, in my role as
Honorary Treasure to have this opportunity to
share with all members some thoughts relating
to the financial position of the Social Workers
Union. At our AGM today I will be presenting
a review of our accounts covering the period
up until the end of September 2019: the SWU
/BASW financial year runs from the beginning
of October through until the end of September.
Whilst this ‘time lag’ can be somewhat
frustrating, it remains however an accepted part
of the economic cycle. Nothing however could
have prepared us for the vagary of Covid-19
and all of the consequences that have flowed
and continue to do so from this pandemic.
The circumstances of our daily work as Social
Workers has changed utterly in the past nine
months. Notwithstanding this however, the core
function of the Social Workers Union remains
unaltered and indeed has become more critical
than ever, especially in regards to providing
members with support, assistance and
representation whilst simultaneously striving
to improve the terms and conditions of Social
Workers and fight for better resources for the
people who use these services. At this point,
I would want to acknowledge the selfless and
heroic work that continues to be undertaken by
our members and in my role as an Honorary
Officer of SWU, to thank you most sincerely.

In summary therefore, whilst acknowledging
the nature of the extraordinary times that we
are living through, the financial position of the
Social Workers Union remains strong and
realistically capable of meeting our member’s
needs. Thank you to everyone who continues to
make this possible but a special word of thanks
to each and every one of our members for
their contribution through the payment of your
subscription fee, please continue to encourage
your colleagues to join us because as in the
best tradition of the trades union movement,
our strength lies in our unity.

Gerry Madden
SWU Treasurer
September 2020
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Who we are in SWU as from September 2019
SWU Executive

SWU TU Officials

President

Assistant General Secretary and
Head of Advice & Representation

James Birchall (UK Rep)

Lien Watts

Treasurer

Gerry Madden (Northern Ireland Rep)

Current Certified TU Officials
Colin Anderson (Senior Officer)

Rebecca Austin (UK Rep)

Lindsey Huxtable (Senior Officer)
Lisa Fitzpatrick

Mohamed Salam Kamara (England Rep)

Lyse Hurd
Beth Kinnell
Simon Leaper

Lisa Cheatham (Wales Rep)

Jeff Lewis
Julie Long

Vacant (Scotland Rep)

Christina Ramage
Laura Sheridan
Kevin Waldock

Malcolm Jordan (UK Rep)

Current Sessional/Part-time
or Temporary TU Officials:

Angi Naylor (UK Rep)

Fiona Linn
Jeremy Walker

Carys Phillips (UK Rep)

Geoff Firth
Diana Stevenson

SWU Staff
Supported by:

General Secretary
John McGowan

Louise Woods

Administation Manager (maternity cover)

Administration Manager

Louise Woods (maternity cover)

Cheryl Jordaan

TU Organiser

Amy Massey

Administrator

Carol Reid

Administrator
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Assistant General Secretary’s Report
on the SWU AGM for the year ending September 2019
Just after our 2018
AGM, on the 3rd
October,
Teresa
May
announced
the “unconditional”
end of austerity
measures including
the ongoing cuts
to public services
which had blighted
our country for the
previous eight years.
But within just a few days, the announcement
was branded “bogus” after a Tory Chief refused
to commit to the cancelling of council cuts. So
much for “unconditional”.

- and they did so with great success.
This was just as well because calls to our duty
service increased to 1750 calls during this year
- an impressive increase of nearly 250 calls.
As in previous years, the most frequent issues
raised were around Professional Practice
concerns, followed by sickness/absenteeism
issues, workplace stress and bullying and
harassment claims. Most worryingly, we also
saw an increase in the number of allegations
of discrimination against people with protected
characteristics: mostly racism and disability
discrimination. This prompted us to be far more
proactive in looking at themes and “trends” and
we have been directly challenging employers
where there seemed to be patterns emerging.
We will continue to do this wherever we identify
inequality and discrimination.

Over the following weeks there were more
promises and then withdrawals about how
the country would “afford” the end of austerity.
One such comment was that with the rollout of
Universal Credit, huge savings could be made.
What wasn’t mentioned, of course, was that this
would largely affect some of the country’s poorest
families with cuts of up to £200 per month in some
cases. We’ve all seen how that turned out.

I am proud of the work my team does and the
fine reputation we have gained over the years.
This can be illustrated by the huge number
of compliments we receive. We have quoted
just a selection of those compliments at the
beginning of this document.

By the 16th of October, the IFS had done their
sums and said that the government would
need to raise a further £19 million to enable
the government to keep their promise. More
doubts started to be aired.

As I write this report, we are just coming out of
the worst of the Covid-19 crisis (and hoping we
don’t get a “second spike”) which has wreaked
havoc with all of our lives including our finances
and especially those of the already hard-pressed
public service budgets. We are already seeing
councils making sweeping redundancies
across services including Social Services. So,
we are likely to have moved into another range
of “austerity measures” by the time I write this
year’s report. But, please be assured, with
your help and with increasing membership, the
A&R Team will continue to be here to advise,
and support our members, representing those
who meet the eligibility criteria, to the very best
of our abilities.

So, we didn’t quite believe it would happen, but
in the spring of 2019 the then Chancellor Savid
Javid, announced in his budget that austerity
was indeed over. Did you notice? I didn’t,
and we certainly didn’t in the A&R Team where
demand for our services continued unabated as
members struggled to provide Social Work to
Service Users with ever depleting resources.
Luckily, we in the A&R Team had been able to
recruit to our vacant posts during the year and
had four new members join the team. They all
had to learn the ropes as quickly as they could

Lien Watts
Assistant General Secretary, SWU
Head of Advice & Representation Service
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National Organiser’s Report on the Union Contact Scheme
SWU’s support and assistance. The role can
be developed by Union Contacts depending
on how much time they are able to commit
through assisting at recruitment stalls and
meetings, or attending marches and rallies it’s about members getting involved in their
union, and it’s all Activism.

We began to recruit
our team of SWU
Union
Contacts
in January 2018
when I took up
post as National
Organiser, and it
has since continued
to grow and develop
nationally. We now
have 45 inducted
Union
Contacts
and a further 95
awaiting induction (once our training days
are reinstated post-pandemic), giving a total
of 140 SWU Union Contacts nationally. Our
Union Contacts are predominantly based
within local authority social work teams, as
well as in health and charity settings, and of
course amongst social work students within
universities and placements.

Further developments to the Union Contact
programme have enabled several SWU
members to progress to Phase 2 Union
Contacts, where they are provided additional
GFTU and BASW training to assist with
representational work supporting our fulltime Advice & Representation Team in local
authority workplaces. This exciting element of
the scheme is in its infancy, and something that
we will be focussing on further in conjunction
with BASW and the excellent A&R Team.
It’s important that we continue to promote
the Union Contact Scheme to strengthen and
grow the team further, and this is something
we can all assist in as trade unionists.

The primary focus of SWU Union Contacts
is to encourage social work colleagues and
students to join the Social Workers Union,
as well as to promote our campaigns and
activities and share important information
and feedback to and from members - all with

Examples of how our team of Union Contacts
assist in strengthening SWU’s presence
can be seen in the range of activities they

A Union Contact training day
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undertake within their role, and I am always
keen to encourage and support their Activism,
which takes place in many forms:

Newsletter

- Union Contacts make
contributions to the SWU monthly newsletter,
highlighting their own interests, points of view
and activism.

Campaigning

- Union Contacts have
contributed to SWU’s current hard-hitting
working conditions campaign highlighting the
numerous difficulties faced by social workers
attempting to manage a complex caseload
during the pandemic and beyond.

Conference Stalls - SWU welcomes regular
Union Contact assistance at promotional stalls
which is invaluable at busy events.

Links with BASW Branches - SWU
collaborates with BASW in encouraging
attendance at branch meetings, and Union
Contacts’ attendance ensures that SWU
membership and activism is widely promoted.

Austerity Action Group - Union Contacts
have made links with local and national
activists via SWU’s Austerity Action Group
which brings social workers and service users
together to campaign within a political arena.
The AAG actively campaigns against imposed
Austerity and its impact upon society’s most
vulnerable, as well as the restrictions it places
upon social workers’ professional capacity.

Phase 2 - Several of our established Union

Contacts have undertaken training to become
part of the exciting Phase 2 Union Contact
programme which is explained in more detail
above.

Carol Reid
National Organiser

Social Media - Union Contacts are an
invaluable support in assisting with monitoring
and posting on Twitter and providing and
sharing important information and news stories
to our Facebook Groups and pages.

President’s Report
These are strange
times. If someone
had said to me at last
year’s AGM that the
next SWU AGM would
be online, I would not
have believed them.
Yet here we are having
an online AGM. Thank
you all for taking part.
Particular thanks must
go to John McGowan,
our General Secretary, for the complex task of
organising this online meeting. I must also thank
BASW for providing the technological solution
to arranging this meeting.
Unfortunately,
the technology involved was too much me.
Normally, as President, I would have chaired

this meeting, but this was not possible. I am
therefore enormously grateful to Carol Reid,
our Trade Union Organiser, for stepping in on
my behalf.
I cannot emphasise too much the great
respect for those social workers who have
been working on the frontline in such difficult
circumstances. This conveniently leads me to
recent developments in the Working Conditions
campaign in which I am involved. We have been
working with an organisation called Campaign
Collective. A survey took place about social
work during the pandemic. The results were
concerning. A six point action plan was sent to
a number of sympathetic MPs and members
of the House of Lords. Last year I had met
Lord Frank Judd, a former Labour Foreign
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Secretary, in the House of Lords to discuss the
Working Conditions research that had been
undertaken by Dr. Jermaine Ravalier of Bath
Spa University. He was very sympathetic and
expressed a great admiration for the work of
social workers throughout the UK. As a result
of our recent survey he raised a question in
the House of Lords about the problem of one
third of social workers considering leaving
the profession. The question was answered
by Lord Bethell. You may remember a few
years ago that, following a meeting with Lord
Kennedy, he arranged a debate in the House
of Lords on the original Working Conditions
research. I had been working on the possibility
of a debate in the House of Commons but
Covid-19 has got in the way. However we will
continue to aim for this.
It has to be said that social work is in a state of
crisis. The demands on our wonderful Advice
and Representation Service are considerable
and growing. Discussions with Lien Watts,
our Assistant General Secretary and Head of
the Advice and Representation service, have
indicated grave concerns. The pandemic and
consequent lock down will have increased
cases of domestic abuse, child abuse and a
worsening of mental health issues. At the same
time in an ever worsening economic situation,
leading to a recession, many employers
including local authorities are short of cash.
My role as President has changed dramatically
as a result of Covid-19. No longer can I represent
SWU in person at meetings and conferences.
No longer can I stand at the podium and speak
at conferences. Networking has become
a thing of the past. No more face to face
meetings. All essential meetings are either by
teleconference or online video conferencing.
It is indeed a brave new world. Returning for a
moment to the Working Conditions Campaign,
and in particular our recent Covid-19 survey,
I must pay credit to John McGowan who took
part in an amazing 11 radio interviews. Carys
Phillips, a member of the SWU Executive was
on Talk Radio and Lien Watts was interviewed
on Sky TV News live.
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I would like to pay tribute to the amazing hard
work of John McGowan in driving SWU forward.
We now have 13,700 members and rising.
Carol Reid, our Trade Union Organiser, has
done excellent work in developing our Trade
Union Contacts who are now a considerable
force within the organisation. Lien Watts and
the Advice and Representation Service have
delivered a fantastic service in very difficult
circumstances. Our Administration Managers,
Joanne Marciano and Louise Woods have
prevented us descending into chaos! I would
like to congratulate Joanne, who is currently
on maternity leave, on the birth of a beautiful
baby daughter. Our finances have been well
managed by our exceptional Treasurer, Gerry
Madden, with assistance from Tim O’Shea our
business adviser. I think he owes me a pint, or
is it the other way around?
I would like to thank Ruth Allen, CEO of
BASW for her support of SWU for the past
year. Many BASW staff have assisted us.
Special mention should go Anthony Dhadwell,
BASW Senior Press Officer; Amanda Giovani,
Communications Manager; and Shahid Naqvi,
Editor of PSW. Finally I would like to thank the
SWU Executive for their support and loyalty to
me during the past year, without whom my task
would have been impossible. We are lucky in
having such a dedicated and hard working
Executive. Angi Naylor and Malcolm Jordan
continue to work hard with the Anti-Austerity
Group which SWU supports. There are many
others I should have mentioned. I would like
to thank all you marvellous members of SWU
who make us what we are.
Please stay as safe as possible and take
care.

James Birchall
SWU President

Thank
You
All

How to Survive in Social Work
by
Neil Thompson and John McGowan

with a Foreword by Ruth Allen, an Afterword by David Jones
and Illustrations by Harry Venning
When the general secretary of a trade union and an author with a background in workplace
well-being come together and they are both highly critical of austerity and the neoliberal
ideology that gave rise to it, then it is perhaps inevitable that the book they decide to co-write
will be on surviving in the modern workplace. When you add to this the fact that they are
both highly experienced social work professionals with a strong commitment to its value, it is
no surprise that the title of the book should be How to Survive in Social Work.
Social work by its very nature is challenging and demanding work. But, in the current social,
economic and political climate, it can prove extraordinarily difficult to keep your head above
water. Written by two highly experienced social work professionals, this important book
explores the significance of that context, offers guidance on how to survive despite it and
even to aim for thriving within it. There are no easy answers, but there is much we can do
to make sure that we are able to fulfil the potential and value of social work as a force for
making our society a humane one without sacrificing our own health and well-being.

Dr Neil Thompson is an independent
writer, educator and adviser.
His website and Learning Zone are at:
www.NeilThompson.info.
John McGowan is the General
Secretary of the Social Workers
Union and also works with the Open
University in Scotland.
Their book, How to Survive in Social
Work, is published by Avenue Media
Solutions. It is available at £15.99
directly from the publisher:
https://bit.ly/3hyyyWk
or via Amazon Books.
https://www.avenuemediasolutions.
com/product/how-to-survive-in-socialwork/
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Motions 2019 - What we have achieved
Motion 1: This AGM supports the work being done to take the results of the research project
into working conditions for Social Workers, conducted by Dr. Jermaine Ravalier, to MPs,
members of the House of Lords, Councillors, other interested parties and also to discussing it
on radio and social media.
Action on this motion:

BASW and SWU have continued to speak out in the media on the issue of working conditions for
social workers. SWU and BASW recently launched the Social Worker Wellbeing and Working
Conditions good practice toolkit (June 2020).
In December 2019 we launched the SWU UK manifesto which called for action to support social workers.
This includes a call to tackle poor working conditions and unfeasibly high workloads of social workers.
Following the government election in December 2019 we wrote to all new government ministers and
MPs calling for support for the SWU UK social work manifesto and to ask for meetings to discuss it.
We are continuing to lobby ministers, grow media interest and build awareness and influence with the research
which shows that social workers are strongly engaged in their work and want the very best outcomes for
people that use services, but they are hampered by poor working conditions and a lack of resources.
Following the research, The International Federation of Social Workers is leading further research to
create a global understanding of the realities of the working conditions of social workers.
BASW/SWU held a Parliamentary reception on 27th November 2018 and asked MPs to pledge their
support for social workers. Over 20 MPs made a commitment at BASW/SWU’s parliament event to
pledge their support for social workers.

Motion 2: Member Motion
This Union welcomes the recent report of the UN Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and
human rights and urges the Executive to press for action on all the recommendations listed
in para 96 of that report.
Action on this motion:

SWU continues to campaign on challenging austerity; with SWU being the main funder of the Austerity
Action Group and this excellent work continues. The fixed funding from SWU for the Austerity Action Group
strengthens our commitment to ongoing campaigning and being active.
Recently (April 2020), The Austerity Action Group supported by SWU called for decade long austerity
policies to be rolled back as part of the response to the Covid-19. The Austerity Action Group, consisting of
social workers and people with direct experience of using services, wrote to Chancellor Rishi Sunak calling
for decade long austerity policies to be rolled back as part of the response to the coronavirus pandemic.

Motion 3: This AGM acknowledges the history, strengths and traditions of the Trade Union
movement and commits to supporting, encouraging and empowering our members, and
our workplace and university-based Union Contacts, to have a strong voice and an active
presence in the Trade Union world.
Action on this motion :

Carol Reid, SWU National Organiser has driven SWU Union Contacts even further and we now have
activists all over the UK with participation in a range of activities over the last year. SWU continues to
engage with social workers and student social workers and create opportunities to be active with SWU.
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Motion 4: Member Motion
This AGM
1) notes that 500-700 Palestinian children, some as young as 12, are detained each year
by the Israeli military, and that Israel is the only country in the world that automatically
prosecutes children in military courts
2) deplores the continuing ill-treatment of Palestinian children by Israeli military forces,
which has been well-documented, including by the UNICEF report ‘Children in Israeli Military
Detention’ which described the ill-treatment as “widespread, systematic, and institutionalised
throughout the process”; the report of a delegation of British lawyers: ‘Children in Military
Custody’; and by the ongoing work of Military Court Watch and Defence for Children
International
3) notes further that, being under military occupation, the Palestinians are not able to protect
their children from these abuses, and thus need international support; and that the British
have a particular responsibility arising from the Balfour Declaration of 1917 and the British
rule in Palestine from 1917 to 1948
This AGM therefore calls on the Social Workers Union to
▪ support the Child Prisoners Campaign organised by the Palestine-UK Social Work
Network
▪ encourage its members to sign the campaign petition
▪ support members to join organised visits to Palestine, to raise awareness of the situation
there.
Action on this motion :

SWU members took part with SWU, GS and SWU Executive Member, Rebecca Austin to Palestine
and the West Bank which was an opportunity to learn more about the present situation. SWU GS
highlighted ‘The hospitality, fantastic food, beautiful landscape, sense of history, and the warmth
and spirit of the people will always stay with me. Lasting in my memory is the everyday reality of
the occupation and how it infuses everything in daily life. The constant presence of soldiers, and
checkpoints, the small indignities, the risk of settler violence, the fear of administrative detention,
the lack of water and basic supplies. The trauma that children face from seeing violence on an
everyday basis. The Palestinian prisoners in Israeli jails endure appalling treatment. I heard
personally how they are physically and psychologically abused by their Israeli jailers and have little
or no legal recourse against the occupying power. Palestinian prisoners do engage in one form of
resistance: hunger strikes. But even in this most hostile of environments we met so many inspiring
social workers, Non-Government Officers and community activists who were working to build hope
in their communities, and to build a better future in Palestine’.
SWU supported the Child Prisoners Campaign organised by the Palestine-UK Social Work Network
(PALUK SW has now ceased) and encouraged our members to sign the campaign petition. WE
have continued to support members to join organised visits to Palestine, to raise awareness of the
situation there.
(See separate article by Ann Marie Hayes on page 16)
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New Motions 2020
Ordinary Motions: These require a 51% majority to be passed
Motion 1: Member Motion
Proposer: Peter Unwin
Seconder: Naomi Jackson
Government policy advocates involving people with lived experience in the design and
delivery of health and social care. The Austerity Action Group supports such involvement in
policy formation but has noted that many service user and carer organisations have folded
under austerity and that it is increasingly difficult to attract people with lived experience
to commit to co-production. Key reasons for this are the fear of benefits sanctions and
the complexities involved in deducting tax and NI for what is often casual, time-limited
involvement. Local benefits advice on how to remunerate such involvement is convoluted
and contradictory while universities and agencies all take different approaches. The
Austerity Action Group proposes in this Motion that it will use its influence as part of SWU,
and network across the UK to consult with key stakeholders towards defining a clear policy
to put to government regarding remuneration for involvement of service users and carers.
Motion 2:
Proposer: Carys Phillips
Seconder: Gerry Madden
Social work consists of between 78 and 80 percent female workforce and for this reason is
described as a ‘female-dominated profession’. McPhail has argued that “social work is more
correctly described as a female majority, male-dominated profession” (McPhail, 2004b: 325).
SWU will work to support women are heard and represented through all of its work and
endeavours.
Ref: McPhail BA. (2004b) Setting the record straight: Social work is not a female-dominated
profession. Social Work 49(2): 323–326. [PubMed] [Google Scholar]
Motion 3:
Proposer: Angi Naylor
Seconder: Carys Phillips
The SWU Exec would like to ask the AGM to endorse our thanks to the many social workers
who have continued to provide an essential service in very difficult circumstances during the
current Covid19 pandemic.
Motion 4:
Proposer: Angi Naylor
Seconder: Gerry Madden
This AGM recognises the great work being undertaken by our union contact activists in
helping to support our members through these difficult times and in particular to note the
value of the highly skilled advice & representative service providing professional services to
those of our members who are experiencing problems in their workplace.
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PAL-UK Social Work Trip: 7th - 15th October 2019

SWU member Ann Marie Hayes gives her account of a fact finding trip to Palestine in which she
took part along with a group of social workers from across the UK
Unlike the wise men of old, who purposefully and deliberately journeyed Westwards in search of a
saviour bringing a message of liberation, in 1948 the people of Palestine were forced to travel East
where, rather than finding deliverance, they were instead delivered into captivity and oppression.
Consequently, every year on 15th May, Palestinians around the world mark the ‘Nakba’ ()ﺓﺏْﻙَﻥﻝﺍ
or ‘catastrophe,’ referring to the date on which Zionist aspirations for a Jewish-majority state
were fulfilled, and by means of a violent process the State of Israel came into being. Hundreds
of thousands of Palestinians were expelled from their homes, whilst villages and cities were
destroyed. Thousands more were killed or subjected to mass atrocities as the ethnic cleansing of
Palestine, and the near-total destruction of Palestinian society, commenced. The terrible tragedy is
that the Naqba was not, in reality, a single historical event. It continues as an ongoing process of
displacement, deprivation, dehumanisation, destruction, demolition, death, disability, and despair
for the people of Palestine who have been subjected to existence under military Occupation
since 1967. The impact of the ideologically-shaped laws, policies and practices espoused by the
governing regime is widely acknowledged as meeting the criteria for classification as genocide and
apartheid in the present day.

So, what inspired a small group of social workers from across the UK, with a range of practice experiences
and specialisms, to travel to Palestine with the Pal-UK Social Work Network? Especially since ‘Palestine’ is
a loaded word, one that immediately conjures a range of responses, both bidden and hidden. ‘Palestine’
makes it impossible to affect neutrality, to sit on the fence, or to embody the cartoonish, politically
correct social worker who, in striving to minimise offence, fails to acknowledge the elephant in the
room. In choosing to travel to Palestine, this group expressed their willingness to be exposed to
some of the challenges faced by those living in the West Bank, as well as to share their individual
knowledge, skills and experiences with the social workers and psychologists they were scheduled
to meet, who address much more explicitly in their everyday practices issues of human rights and
social justice.
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This trip operated on several levels. It provided an opportunity to learn about the work of the
‘Palestine Union of Social Workers and Psychologists,’ and to make links with affiliated practitioners.
It offered insights into the complex and far-reaching range and type of organisations which have
become necessary to challenge both overt injustices and a daily reality characterised by the dripfeed of trauma. The solitary and inexorable truth of the setting was that agents of control would
act predictably to harm the Palestinians and their livelihoods, but by unpredictable degrees and
timescales. In Ramallah, organisations such as ‘Addameer’ and ‘Defence for Children International’
work tirelessly with child and adult prisoners. They shared with us, as did an ex-minister of prisons,
the difficulties of negotiating the complexity of civil and military legal systems. They specifically
commented upon the negligible concessions extended to minors in the military court system. A
renowned academic, courtesy of the ‘Alternative Information Centre’ provided structural, political,
economic and critical analysis to contextualise our trip, whilst activists, some who had been social
workers, helped us to (re)discover the radical, generic and community nature of social work on the
ground in the West Bank.
We visited three refugee camps which have
evolved different community and political
responses to the Occupation over the past
50 years. ‘The Freedom Theatre’ in Jenin,
‘Alrowwad Cultural and Arts Society’ in Aida
camps, and IBDAA Cultural Centre in Dheisheh
all focus on ‘cultural’ and ‘beautiful’ resistance,
and privilege the power of music, art, drama and
film to generate dialogue, expose the brutality of
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the occupation, and develop skills and narratives to support an alternative present for children and
young people living in the camps. Spending time at the site of the atrocity of a firebombed family
home in Duma, or at other sites of historical and current active resistance, we witnessed first-hand
some of the ways in which life under occupation disrupts and may be disrupted. At arms-length we
observed soldiers threaten to cause physical harm to and destroy the property of our Palestinian
friends. We stood close to the dead-eyed expressions of other soldiers as they prevented our
Palestinian colleagues from passing
through checkpoints with us. A few of
us walked, slack-jawed with curiosity, to
the burned-out shell of a car that during
a night of rioting in a refugee camp
had spewed flames and smoke into the
night sky.
We noted the insouciance with which
settlers accessorised with rifles. These
experiences spoke to the reality of
an all-pervading sense of violence as
a negotiating tool. The Occupying
Forces are technologically advanced
and favour high firepower forces to
subjugate the people of Palestine, yet
in juxtaposition with the calm, steely
strength of the ‘Non-Violent Resistance’
movement it becomes necessary
to believe that peaceful protest and
resistance will bring about social and
political change. We saw how, even
in extreme and polarising situations
multiple perspectives are present.
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Three days of hiking along the
Abraham Path between Jenin, Nablus
and Jericho with our practitioner
colleagues offered us personal insights
into how finely tuned that reality can
be, and the costs of desperately
holding on to hope despite the daily
heartbreak and ever-present risks
and uncertainties. Our conversations
spoke of hope for change at all levels
of society. They spoke of hope for a
brighter future for every child born into
siege or occupation, whether in a city,
a village, or Bedouin community. They
proffered hope for every child who,
emulating the biblical David, picks up a
stone to deliver a message of courage,
of faith, and of overcoming what seems
impossible in the face of the Goliath of
Occupation. Those conversations were
punctuated with laughter and tears, and
friendships were forged and cemented
as we walked and talked.
Together, we came to understand that social workers in Palestine are not the same slave to
bureaucracy as their UK counterparts. They comfortably hold (professional) hands with their
psychologist colleagues as they toil steadily on the frontline, a term perhaps most apposite for
practice in the context of military
occupation. We discovered that
respectful and purposeful relationships
are fundamental to all aspects of social
work in Palestine, with service users,
peers or organisations, which helped us
to acknowledge the re-emerging focus
on relational social work in the UK. In
Palestine, practitioners cannot easily
refer to a ‘manager’ in a distant, detached
office. Instead, they must negotiate the
bonds and intricate culture of family,
community, neighbourhood and tribe,
all of which are inextricably embedded
in another ongoing relationship with the
land, the soil, the trees, the animals.
Successful outcomes are not necessarily
those that make the greatest difference
to an individual, but those that support
change across and within significant
relationships. Although many of the
issues people struggle with and against
appear familiar, they are also somewhat
enlarged by the magnifying and
intensifying effect of the Occupation.
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As UK social workers visiting
Palestine, it was important
that we did not romanticise
or idealise the people whose
suffering occurs within a
unique context. In Palestine,
we were powerfully reminded
that we are all connected
because of and through
our humanity. We were
reminded that in ‘doing’
social work, which has at its
core the values of human
rights, social justice, and
equality, we cannot be
impartial concerning the
suffering of others, whatever
the context. We accepted
the challenge to find a way to reclaim our radical activist hearts and seek to reduce inequality and
injustice by bringing about structural change. In these times of austerity and political uncertainty in
the UK, there are many lessons we can learn from our colleagues in Palestine, who are now also
our friends. We should understand the value of hope, for without hope, change is unlikely to occur.
Not ‘hope’ as an intangible promise of something different, but instead hope acting as a beacon
and shining a light on other possibilities and pathways. We were reminded to take into account the
importance of individual stories in the construction of wider and deeper narratives which hold the
necessary knowledge, skills and expertise to maintain or develop helpful ways of living. We should
remember the importance of relating to people and their experiences ‘where they are at,’ and not
where we think they are or want them to be. We should remain humble because our voices are but
whispers across the void of time, but retain the capacity to echo and resonate.
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On this trip I learned that one of the most powerful things we can do is to make more noise. That
we must speak up and speak out for those who are marginalised, oppressed, victimised, tortured,
abused, neglected and uncared for. That we should make noise when people are treated differently
because they appear to be different but that, in reality, we are all just one glorious mess of humanity.
I found a way to reframe my need
to find understanding, but never
excuses, for those who perpetrate
and perpetuate acts of inhumanity,
however small or immense. But
most of all, I rediscovered my
desire to find ways to connect and
dialogue, since it is in the dialogical
dance that we make mistakes but
learn the steps, that we lose our
timing but find our way back to the
beat, that we fall clumsily but are
held safely by those around us,
as we move to the rhythm of life.
And in Palestine, that rhythm is
gloriously celebrated in the Dabke,
a wonderful dance which a kind
fellow traveller attempted to teach
to some of us on a balmy night near Taybeh. The stamping of our feet may have been awkward,
but it was joyous, and summed up the human spirit which strives to find a way to be joyful in the
presence of ‘another,’ even in the face of immense hardship.
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Ultimately, I hope that there will be
opportunities to share much more than
the intense and amazing friendships that
were formed over the course of this trip,
and which will continue to contribute to
personal and professional growth. I hope
that I will find a way to experience and
express the grace that was offered to me
by so many people in Palestine. By this,
I mean valuing life as a gift, aiming to live
in harmony with the power that creates
the cosmos, and becoming all that they
are intended to be. This freedom is also
the Palestinian freedom of ‘Sumud,’ or
steadfastness, which embraces resilience
and the concept that ‘to exist is to resist.’
To exist as social workers, we must work
diligently to resist whatever challenges
human rights and social justice for
everybody. Finding our capacity for
compassion is a good starting point, from
which we can begin to form alliances and
stand in solidarity with people everywhere
whose well-being is not promoted or
safe-guarded. We may have our hearts
broken in the process, but they will be
rebuilt by and with those we serve.

Ann Marie Hayes
Social Worker and PhD Student
A film is available covering the trip to Palestine on youtube with introduction from the organiser.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mhxPXl8lAWA&feature=youtu.be
Ann Marie at work

- 22 -

WORLD SOCIAL WORK DAY ASSIGNMENT

SWU are proud to feature the
winners of the Competition
Competition marked by
Jon Dudley, BASW Hon Ofﬁcer and Carol Reid, SWU National Ofﬁcer.
Carol and Jon are also members of the SWU/BASW Austerity Action Group.

The criteria: a 750 - 1000 word assignment with the following title:

“Working better together: How do we build
stronger relationships between social workers
and people using services?”
Who could take part: Social Work Students undertaking an
Undergraduate or Post Graduate Social Work Degree
The prize: four grants of £500
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Working better together: How do we build stronger
relationships between social workers and people
using services?
Holly Clarke - University of Lincoln
Beyond two metres apart – Using social media to
build stronger social work relationships over distance.

Critics of the use of
social media within
practice, however,
have pointed to
the emergence of
new barriers and exclusions in the form of a "digital
divide" (Mishna et al, 2019). Online learning provision
during the Covid-19 lockdown period, for example,
has highlighted a significant number of children
who do not have access to the hardware or the
internet connection to enable them to study at home
(Coughlan, 2020).

The theme of relationship building within social work
almost always presupposes the physical proximity
of social worker and service user. The corona virus
pandemic, however, has called into question our
previous concepts of connecting with other people.
If high quality and effective interventions can still be
achieved at a time of social distancing, what methods
can we carry forward to ensure that this learning does
not go to waste? Could this be a pivotal point for
social work, where a move to the use of technology
in relationship building over distance could follow as
a natural consequence to the changes that we have
made over the past months?

We would argue that this digital poverty is an issue
of social justice (Goldkind and Wolf, 2014) and
should not be used as an argument to suspend or
reduce online service offerings. J ust as social work
has historically campaigned for equality of access to
physical services, we must now also turn our attention
to equity within the digital realm.

The thought of using social media for professional
practice fills many with dread at the potential ethical
quagmire that this could cause. The profession has
called loudly for formal social media policies, from
both professional bodies and employing organisations
(Mishna et al, 2019), with criticism being levied at the
reactive nature of existing guidance (Turner, 2016).
Yet at this time of unprecedented crisis, social workers
have risen to the challenge of maintaining and building
effective relationships using online technology, without
any formal guidance or instruction. This discussion
will explore the idea that using online communication
tools, in conjunction with the practice wisdom of social
workers, offers a promising possibility for building
stronger relationships in a changing world.
We will use the term "social media" to refer to the
online communication tools that can be used by social
work practitioners. Our definition will encompass
information and communication technologies that
allow the user to engage, converse and communicate
with others (Jackson, 2019) including, but not limited
to, video conferencing tools, messaging apps and
instant messaging facilities built into websites.
Rural location, poor transport links, physical disability
and mental illness can all hinder a service user in
attending a physical setting. Using social media
in social work practice can remove physical and
geographical barriers to service access. Research
has suggested that this physical distance can
increase self-disclosure in comparison with face to
face interaction (Chan and Ngai, 2019. Tregeagle and
Darcy, 2008). This could lend itself to a "foot in the
door effect"( van Spijker et al 2014) reaching those
who may not usually seek help (O'leary et al, 2013)
and providing a strong foundation for future social
work involvement.
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This digital realm holds ever increasing importance
for an expanding proportion of the population,
with the emergence of a generation who prefer
online communication to face to face interaction
(Blakemore and Agllias,2020). Many relationships
are now built solely online (Perron et al, 2010) and,
if social work practice does not embrace this shift, it
risks jeopardising the ability to establish meaningful
relationships with a ballooning portion of service users
(Turner,2016 . Best et al, 2014.). For many service
users, particularly those in younger generations, the
boundary between the online and offline world has
become increasingly blurred. If our service users
occupy both a physical and a virtual space (Carson
and Stevenson, 2017), then we risk ignoring an
important aspect of their lives if we do not engage with
them on this level.
Offering the ability to access services via online
communication tools provides a service user with
choice and control over the interaction and this
could increase participation (Symonds, 2018). The
availability of online translation software could support
service users for whom communication in English
would be problematic in a face to face interaction.
Turn taking within the online interaction can also be
subverted, particularly if the online tool allows the
service user to make the initial approach and this
gives the service user equal rights to ask questions
(Symonds, 2018).
Norms of communication and standards of language
in the online world differ to verbal or written
communication in the "real world" setting (Tregeagle

and Darcy, 2008). So called "text talk" and the
use of emoticons offer the service user a level of
communicative informality which may not be available
in face-to-face interaction. This could begin to
address the power imbalance inherent in the social
worker-service user relationship if the practitioner
mirrors this informality in their own responses.

Coughlan, S.(2020) ‘“Digital poverty” in schools where few
have laptops.’ BBC News. Available from https://www.bbc.
co.uk/news/education-52399589 [Accessed 4 May 2020].

Social work has been reluctant to embrace these
advantages and therefore lags behind the use of
online tools in comparison to the other helping
professions, such as psychology (De Mesa et al,
2019). The profession has taken a defensive stance
towards such tools due, in part, to fear of boundary
transgressions and media scrutiny (Jackson, 2019).
We would argue that social work needs to move
towards a new conceptualisation of good practice,
to incorporate online communication skills (Byrne
and Kirwan, 2019). The continuous feedback loop
of online communication (Chan and Negai, 2019)
provides the opportunity for the social worker to
mediate their response, and future guidance could
focus on how to adapt communication skills to
demonstrate empathetic understanding in the absence
of audio-visual cues (Blakemore and Agliias, 2020).
Social workers possess a vast number of transferable
skills which are valuable for use online and this
tacit knowledge can be exploited if coupled with an
organisational culture which recognises the benefits of
social media in building positive working relationships.

De Mesa, J. Jacinto, L.  Peláez, A. and García, M. (2019)
‘Building relationships on social networking sites from a social
work approach.’ Journal of Social Work Practice, 33:2, 201215. Available from https://doi.org10.1080/02650533.2019.16
08429 [Accessed 06 May 2020].
Goldkind, L. and Wolf, L. (2014) ‘A Digital Environment
Approach: Four Technologies That Will Disrupt Social Work
Practice.’ National Association of Social Workers. Available
from https://doi.org/10.1093/sw/swu045 [Accessed 30 April
2020].
Gustavsson, N. and MacEachron, A. (2013) ‘The virtual
ecomap: A diagrammatic tool for assessing the digital world
of clients.’ Families in Society: The Journal of Contemporary
Social Services, 94(4), 243-250. Available from https//doi.
org/10.1606/1044-3894.4316 [Accessed 24 April 2020].
Jackson, R. (2019) ‘Social Media and Social Service
Workers.’ The Institute of Research and Innovation in Social
Services. Available from https://www.iriss.org.uk/resources/
insights/social-media-and-social-service-workers [Accessed
20 April 2020].  
O’Leary, P. Tsui,M and Ruch,G.(2013) ‘The Boundaries of the
Social Work Relationship Revisited: Towards a Connected,
Inclusive and Dynamic Conceptualisation.’ British Journal of
Social Work 43 135-153. Available from https://doi:10.1093/
bjsw/bcr181 [Accessed 27 April 2020].
Mishna, F. Sanders, J. Fantus, S. Fang, L. Greenblatt, A.
Bogo, M, and Milne, B.(2019) ‘#SocialWork: Informal Use of
Information and Communication Technology in Social Work.’
Clinical Social Work Journal. Available from https://doi.
org/10.1007/s10615-019-00729-9 [Accessed 06 May 2020].
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Working better together: How do we build stronger
relationships between social workers and people
using services?
Omar Mohamed - University of Birmingham
In this essay, I will be arguing how social workers
must have an understanding of the current issues
service users are facing on a daily basis through
empathy in order to build stronger relationships. I
will be exploring how children and families social
work practice has become individualised and blames
service users for being in the situations they are
in rather than understanding and addressing the
structural factors that have an impact on their lives.
This will be carried out by analysing how poverty
is often ignored as having an important role in the
struggles and difficulties many service users face and
how poverty-aware social work is important in building
strong relationships between social workers and
service users.

Choices within
the austerity
agenda have had
significant impacts
on the welfare
state, bringing
many reforms and changes for those who receive
and need benefits. For example, the introduction
of universal credit, the benefits cap, and harsher
sanctions are just a few of the changes that have
been made and has resulted in cases such as Errol
Graham where his unfortunate death by starvation
was found to be linked to changes in his benefits.
(Butler, 2020). Furthermore, it has been argued that
those in poverty that rely on benefits are suffering
even more now with these welfare ‘reforms’ that were
meant to improve their life chances and standards of
living. For example, a paper reflecting 10 years on
from the Marmot Review in 2010 (2020) has found
that life expectancy has stalled and is in reverse for
the most deprived women in society. This shocking
finding highlights the extent of austerity and its’
impacts on equity, standard of living and life chances
for the most deprived. Social workers role in this
with the current individualised approach we see in
most child protection teams does not help children
and families and creates more shame and blame on
the families rather than supporting them to meet their
needs and goals. (ATD Fourth World, 2004)

Gupta (2015) highlights that children and families
social work today takes place amongst severe budget
cuts, increasing levels of poverty and inequality and a
highly risk averse context, whilst referrals for children
and families services are continuing to increase.
Furthermore, Gupta and Lloyd-Jones (2014) argue
that the focus of social work is narrowing due to
contemporary government policy demonizing families
in poverty and reducing support services. Hooper
et al. (2007) suggests that poverty has a significant
impact on making parenting more difficult, yet the
current political context for children and families social
work fails to address this. Gupta (2015) builds on
this with her finding that the most common reason
for children having social work involvement is due
to neglect which is heavily associated with poor
parenting caused by poverty.

Poverty-aware social work can be seen in the
collaboration of social workers working with antipoverty charities such as ATD Fourth World. For
example, BASW’s collaboration with the Child Welfare
Inequalities Project (CWIP) and ATD Fourth World
to create the Anti-Poverty Practice Guide for Social
Work. (BASW and CWIP, 2019). This guide enables
social workers to understand poverty in all its forms by
including people who have lived experience in poverty
to empower their voices and ensure these are heard.
The CWIP’s research has identified that poverty is ‘the
wallpaper of practice’ where poverty has a significant
impact that most people social workers work with
experience, yet this is rarely taken into account in
practice, for example assessments of parenting
capacity can be negatively perceived due to a lack of
consideration of the impacts of poverty. (Turner, 2019)

The International Federation of Social Workers (2012)
claims that social work is concerned with working with
those in poverty due to the long history of working
with the marginalised and excluded. Although, due
to the current political climate of austerity measures,
practice has become more individualised where social
work with families ignores the wider socio-economic
factors and pushes the blame onto individual family
circumstances and behaviours. For example, SaarHeiman (2019) argues that current practice has a key
focus on parents being the ones responsible for the
situation their children are in, although this ignores the
social and political context in which parenting occurs.
Saar-Heiman (2019)’s critical reflection through case
studies highlights that coping with debt and coping
with parenting are not separate challenges, as they
intersect and have impacts on each other. Although,
the current professional discourse that social work
has taken does not address this effectively, therefore
going against key social work values of social justice,
human rights, and equality.

How can social work claim to have values of social
justice, human rights, and equality when service
users are blamed for not providing for their children
in the context of poverty they are suffering from?
Social workers cannot build effective relationships
with service users if there is blame directed towards
service users when they are victims of harsh political
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choices and agendas. In order for social workers
and service users to work together and have stronger
relationships that benefits all parties, social workers
must be poverty-aware and tackle social injustices
through a macro approach. Social workers must be
agents of social change in order to truly advocate
for the people they work with, and without this, the
relationship between social worker and service user
was never truly meaningful.
Gupta, Blumhardt & Fourth World (2018) suggest
that a theoretical framework based on being more
poverty aware through upholding social work values
such as human rights and social justice may trigger a
much-needed shift in children and family social work
practice to reduce the individualisation and blame
put on families we often see today. I believe that
this change of being more poverty aware will enable
service users to trust social workers as advocates for
their struggles, difficulties, and injustices and in turn
build stronger relationships between them.
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Working better together: How do we build stronger
relationships between social workers and people
using services?
Charlotte Pitt - Cardiff University
The relationship between social workers and those
who use services has been described as both the
“cornerstone” of practice (Alexander and Grant 2009,
p.6) and the “heart of social work” (Ruch et al. 2010,
p.1). When individuals are asked what is important
to them when engaging with services, a recurring
theme endures: the quality of their relationship
with their social worker is paramount. Despite
this consensus numerous commentators have
emphasised the need to ensure this does remain
at ‘the heart’, especially in the climate of austerity
(Featherstone et al. 2014).

Whilst many points
made in this essay
may be relevant
to other areas,
the focus will be
on social work with children and families. When
researching this area it was impossible to ignore the
interconnectedness between the personal and the
environmental, the individual and the collective. To
navigate this I have developed a model presented in
Figure 1, loosely based on Bronfenbrenner’s (1992)
ecological systems theory.
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Figure 1: Model of factors impacting relationshipbased social work
To address the question of how we build better
relationships, I thought it would first be useful to
consider what constitutes a strong relationship. The
centre therefore represents the basic ingredients of
a positive relationship as identified by children and
families in various research studies (Ridley et al.
2013; Oliver 2010; Hill 1999). In essence children
and families say they want their social worker to: stay
the same (if it’s positive), be around when they need
them, to care about them, to have mutual trust and
to involve them in decisions that affect them. I will
discuss each of these.

and bureaucratic demands (Ferguson 2014). An
observational study following social workers on home
visits to children on the child protection register
highlighted how often the “system needs triumphed”
over more compassionate work with families
(Ferguson 2014 p. 289). As social workers we need
to become more ‘visible’ by placing ourselves within
communities. This again needs to be meaningful and
adaptive to where people are. A good example of this
is a recent pilot of social workers being placed within
schools gaining further government funding (What
Works Centre for Children’s Social Care 2020). If
relationships are forged this could make interactions
with social workers the mainstream rather than a
shameful and embarrassing experience for children.
This community-based work could help to forge
strong relationship with children, families and teaching
staff. Additionally, direct work is often now referred
on for specific agencies to complete which perhaps
misses an opportunity for further strengthening the
relationship.

Continuity
Having the same social worker is crucial if a
meaningful relationship is to flourish. Unfortunately
due to a high staff turnover we know this stability and
continuity is difficult to preserve (Longfield 2018).
Whilst more can be done systemically to address staff
turnover is it important to acknowledge that we need
to approach this issue in a relational way. To promote
stronger relationships it therefore becomes important
that relationships are seen as a ‘phased process’
making sure that transitions between one worker
and another are not only limited but also caring and
sensitive.
Accessibility and time
Relationships cannot be expected to grow if they do
not have the time or if social workers are not available.
This is affected by high caseloads, strict timescales
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Involvement
Involving children and families in decision-making
about their own lives is considered central to effective
practice (Diaz 2018). This is about working ‘with’
individuals rather than ‘doing to’. A good platform
for this to be enabled is Family Group Conferences
(Brown 2007). It is important however that
participation is encouraged in a meaningful way rather
than tokenistic: not as a one-off but as part of a wider
picture of involvement (Diaz 2018).

Empathy and trust
Empathy is about being able to understand and share
feelings of the person you are supporting. Forrester et
al. (2007) recommended the potential in social work
adopting skills from the field of counselling in facilitating
more empathetic work. Like the other elements listed
above, trust in the social work relationship is affected by
a number of wider factors. Many commentators agree
that the media portrayal of workers as ‘child snatchers’
has negatively impacted public trust in the profession
(Westwood 2007). Trust is closely linked to the second
layer of the circle which highlights the psychological
space in between the social worker and individual. For
example a previously negative experience with social
services may impact a family’s initial willingness to
engage. Having an awareness of these issues and by
striving to understand and reflect on the social issues people
are facing are crucial to relationship-based practice.
The wider picture
The outer layer and one concept in particular has
featured throughout the discussion of barriers to
relational practice: neoliberalism. Neoliberalism
can be understood broadly as an economic theory
which favours free markets, individualism, reduced
public spending and privitisation (Spolander 2014).
Private sector principles of performance indicators,
cost-effectiveness and targets have been adopted
by policymakers and enforced upon the social
work profession. As shown the impact of this for
relationship-based practice is significant with
the increasing pressure on practitioners to meet
deadlines, undertake assessments and meet targets
instead of focussing on the ‘quality’ of the interaction.
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To further address the question, I am proposing that
to ensure relationships are placed at the ‘heart’ of
practice we need to acknowledge the elephant in the
room; politics. I agree with Fraser’s et al. (2017,p. 1)
proposition that “social workers need to re/politicize
their purpose”. To do this, avenues for change need
to be forged. More integration between Universities
and Trade Unions should be encouraged. Universities
could go further than encouraging awareness and
knowledge about structural factors and politics but
support students think about ways in which this
can be acted upon. Also, the linguistics of ‘radical’
social work may also want to be reconceived instead
as ‘standard’ practice; there shouldn’t be anything
extreme about standing up for what is right. Perhaps
if it is viewed as part of our role then it will seem more
imaginable that wider change is possible.

Oliver, C. 2010. ‘Children’s views and experiences of their
contact with social workers: A focused review of the evidence.’
Children’s Workforce Development Council. Available at:
https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/11515/1/Children_s_views_and_
experiences_of_contact_with_social_workers_report_
July_2010.pdf [Accessed 4 June 2020].
Ridley, J. 2013. ‘Investing in the relationship: practitioners’
relationships with looked-after children and care leavers in
Social Work Practices.’ Child and Family Social Work, pp.55-64.
Ruch, G. 2010. ‘Relationship-based Social Work: Getting to the
Heart of Practice.’ Jessica Kingsley Publishers: London.
Spolander, G. 2014. ‘The implications of neoliberalism for social
work: Reflections from a six-country international research
collaboration.’ International Social Work 57(4), pp. 301–312.
Strier, R. 2019. ‘Resisting Neoliberal Social Work Fragmentation:
The Wall-to-Wall Alliance.’ Social Work 64(4), pp. 339–345.

Currently we are living through a global pandemic
due to COVID-19 which has perhaps shone a light
upon politics and how it directly affects us all. The
tragic murder of George Floyd has invoked a series
of protests and social media campaigns to challenge
wider systemic racism that exists not only in the US but
worldwide. Maybe now is the time for social workers to
engage more with politics and structural inequalities that
affect them and the people they are trying to support.
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“Alone we can do so little.
Together we can do so much” (Helen Keller)
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Working better together: How do we build stronger
relationships between social workers and people
using services?
Verity Clarke - University of Dundee
Social work, though notoriously difficult to define,
is a profession centred upon building relationships,
fulfilling the innate human desire to help one another
(Soydan, 2012). However, given its legally binding
powers and duties, social workers are often caught
between tensions, trying to uphold service users’
rights, whilst executing the state’s responsibility
towards them, all under the scrutiny of the public eye
(Horner, 2006).

practitioners to
think critically and
manage situations
that have the
potential to trigger highly emotive responses which
are common in social work (Ingram, 2015). Greater
understanding of one’s own emotions has been
shown to allow better understanding of service user’s
emotions (Grant, Kinman and Alexander, 2014).

Relationship-based practice is an approach utilised by
social work practitioners that views relationships as
the principal feature of social work and holds service
users at its heart, although arguably there is little
alternative, given that almost all social work is carried
out via relationships. Relationship-based practice is
traditionally rooted in psychodynamic theory, which
seeks to understand how our previous experiences
impact our relationships and thus how we manage
our emotions, and is increasingly underpinned by the
concepts of emotional intelligence, empathy and the
practitioners ‘use of self’ (Ingram and Smith, 2018).

Empathy is another skill that allows for sound
relationship building; it entails an appreciation of how
another person is feeling, thus allowing for a greater
understanding of their thoughts and behaviour (Howe,
2013). Interviewing is one of the most common
activities undertaken by social workers (Kadushin and
Kadushin, cited in Trevithick, 2012). However, for
service users, an interview with a social worker may
be daunting and evoke feelings of anxiety given the
authority and power the practitioner’s position holds.
Recognising this fact allows workers to practice in
a way which does not feel oppressive (Thompson,
2016).

One would be hard-pushed to find social work
literature that did not place relationships at the
forefront of good practice, although the contemporary
managerial context of practice, coupled with measures
of austerity and gross inequality, increasingly inhibits
practitioners’ capacity to centre their practice upon
relationship building (McColgan and McMullin,
2017). The worker-service user relationship is not
straightforward like those naturally occurring with a
family member or friend; embedded in this relationship
are legislative and organisational constraints and
an intangible yet undeniable power imbalance
(Hennessey, 2011).
To build honest and constructive relationships with
others, social workers must know themselves; this
is known as ‘use of self’. It is this self-awareness
which allows social workers to relate to and engage
the people with whom they are working, in a way
that is true to their personal and professional values,
providing fertile ground for the development of
beneficial change (Hennessey, 2011), in line with
the British Association of Social Workers (BASW,
2012) Code of Ethics which states that social work is
“focused on problem solving and change” and holds
social justice and human rights among its core values.
Intrinsically linked to the idea of ‘use of self’ is the idea
of understanding one’s own emotions, or emotional
intelligence. Emotions guide our reactions, behaviour
and decisions and shape who we are. Developing
emotional intelligence by understanding oneself allows
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An unquestionable majority of people who use
services hail from less affluent areas (Cree and
Smith, 2018). Beckford (2016), notes that those who
live in ‘underserved’ areas, challenged by issues
such as poverty, are at greater risk of developing
mental health problems, and of becoming involved
with the Criminal Justice System. Garbarino and
Ganzel (cited in Russell, Harris and Gockel, 2008)
consider poverty to be the ‘principal villain’ affecting
parenting; the effects of poverty can often be seen
to minimise parents’ capacity to protect and look
after their children, and is a common thread linking
families considered more likely to suffer abuse and
neglect. Wilkinson and Pickett (2010) cite inequality
as the common denominator of a multitude of social
problems, including mental health, substance misuse
and violence, and their statistically-informed argument
is hard to counter.
The current neoliberal hegemony pervading our media
and political climate would encourage us to believe
that individuals should be held accountable for their
problems which stem from their moral inferiority.
Working in this way however, would potentially give
rise to a largely punitive and risk-averse rather than
welfare-focused way of working, devoid of the values
so important to the social work profession, such as
social justice and respect for individuals and could
put workers at risk of ethical stress, which can occur
when one’s practice is incongruent with one’s values
(Fenton, 2016).

Utilising a radical social work approach can promote
better relationships; recognising the impact that
societal and structural disadvantage has upon
individuals, families and communities, rather
than holding people responsible for their own
circumstances and marginalisation, helps people
who use services feel understood (Lavalette,
2011). Ecological systems theory is also useful for
understanding the way in which a person is affected
by the environment in which they live (Stepney and
Ford, 2000). Despite previously unseen levels of
material comfort, Great Britain is currently one of the
most unequal societies in the world (Wilkinson and
Pickett, 2010). Social workers must recognise that life
is significantly harder for some through no fault of their
own. By providing a voice and a platform for people
who use services, social workers can utilise the
privilege their position infers to challenge the barriers
they face (Krumer-Nevo, 2016), in turn bolstering
relationships by showing concern which people who
use services notoriously desire (Lishman, 2009).
To build strong relationships with people who use
services, social workers must firstly understand
themselves; this enables them to better understand
each person they work with, in turn allowing them to
tailor their assessment and intervention according
to each individual. Social workers must ensure their
practice is neither oppressive nor discriminatory, by
recognising structural disadvantage and inequality
and their effects, and employing a non-judgemental
attitude. Drawing upon sound personal and professional
values as well as knowledge and theory ensures that
positive relationships can be used to inspire positive
change where and when it is needed most.
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