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“I want to make a difference” is a common
phrase used by social workers and students as to
why they joined the profession. …So is choosing
to become a social worker a political decision as
well as an action and if so, are all social workers
activists by definition - discuss.

Ruth Wormington - University of Bristol
I will be exploring to which extent radical social work
can be conducted in a neoliberal society. I will explore
whether the statutory nature of services facilitates
activism, or simply creates gatekeepers out of social
workers (SWs). I begin by noting that the “personal is
political”, meaning social work can uphold or
challenge political agendas, but it cannot separate
from them (Teater, 2014:91).

being placed on SWs. Ferguson and Woodward
argue that this has led to the sector becoming “wholly
inadequate to the task of providing help and support
to the poorest, most oppressed, most vulnerable
sections of society” (2009:vii). This punitive approach
invisiblises impacts of structures of oppression. How
therefore, can activist social work be undertaken if
oppressive forces are not acknowledged?

It is necessary to address the neoliberal political
climate in which social care is currently situated.
According to Harvey (2010:2), neoliberalism is “a
theory of political economic practices that proposes
that human well-being can best be advanced by
liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and
skills within an institutional framework characterized
by strong private property rights, free markets and
free trade”. Accused by Ferguson and Woodward
(2009) as being a tool to villainise the welfare-state,
government discourse individualises rhetoric around
care, stigmatising the concept of dependency, and
therefore dependents. This creates a divided society
in which neoliberalism is upheld above notions of
community and care.

I pause to highlight the difficulty of challenging
neoliberalism and the mechanisms allowing it to
thrive. According to Bourdieu (1998), the foundations
of neoliberalism are built upon self-perpetuating power
relations which uplift each-other. Such power is
hidden within seemingly anti-oppressive legislation, as
although policy presents itself as anti-discriminatory, it
generally neglects to tackle the intersections of an
individual's identity. This means only one dimension
of a service-user’s experience can be addressed and
represented at any time, risking “creating cardboard
people to fit particular stereotypes” (Campling and
Dominelli, 2002:23). According to Du Bois (cited in
Myers, 2018), the experience of oppression takes its
toll, conceptualised as a ‘psychological wage’ paid to
society. Here, Du Bois frames the experience of
oppression in economic semantics, reflecting the
neoliberal, capitalist context in which it is situated.

This results in the separation of the ‘deserving’ and
‘undeserving’ poor, in which paternalistic notions
determine where moral panic or sympathy falls.
Often, this correlates to an individual or group’s
identity and positioning in society. The development
of this conflicting juxtaposition of ‘deserving’ and
‘undeserving’ creates a “tangle of pathologies” across
generations, leading to a self-perpetuating cycle of
othering and social exclusion. This cultural
dissemination and psychological internalisation is
therefore interwoven into the fabric of societal
convention itself (Abamrobvitz, 1995:212).

As a result, incorperationalist policy which is
seemingly implemented to legitimise marginalised
identity groups can actually contribute to the ongoing
process of othering they already face (Brown, 2005),
creating an ‘us versus them’ narrative reflective of the
‘undeserving’. This perpetuates societal division and
the status quo (Campling and Dominelli, 2002).
Meanwhile, SWs are being stripped of the power to
make change, because their tools are oppressive
policies, veiled under labels of ‘inclusivity’.

The ‘undeserving’ narrative has been used to justify
marketisation of services and conservative austerity
(Mattsson, 2014). Instead of promoting inclusive,
comprehensive care, policy leans towards its
individualisation, appropriating radical language (such
as ‘empowerment’) to place blame onto the individual
and remove state responsibility (Fergerson and
Woodward, 2009; Langan, 2002). Furthermore,
serious case reviews are used to stir up public
anxieties, leading to extensive statutory restrictions

In such a climate of tokenistic representation and
power hierarchies, how can radical social work be
conducted (Ferguson and Woodward, 2009)? Several
key components are needed, to facilitate work which
truly can make a difference.
Firstly, SWs must have an understanding of
Crenshaw’s theory of intersectionality, which
addresses how identity-informed experiences overlap,
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In conclusion, I argue SWs can make a difference,
within the boundaries of a strict, neoliberal context.
An understanding of these statutory boundaries and
the control imposed over SWs’ agency must be
understood, in order to challenge and navigate them.
Here exists a paradox between the controlling,
gatekeeping nature of social work as imposed by the
state, and the possibility for facilitative, empowering
work (Cree and Davis, 2007; Fergerson and
Woodward, 2009). Without recognising and
challenging the paradox of intention versus
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want to ‘make a difference’ from.
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“I want to make a difference” is a common phrase used by
social workers and students as to why they joined the profession.
…So is choosing to become a social worker a political decision as
well as an action and if so, are all social workers activists by
definition - discuss.

Mathew Davies - Cardiff University
I am reminded of a conversation between myself and
a senior manager of a statutory team for a local
authority. It was her turn to panel interviews for
would-be social workers; She exhaled, "They all say
they want to make a difference and think it's the right
thing to say, but at that point, I become aware of how
little they know." In jest, I retorted that she was
"destroying the magic, and if a person believes they
can make a difference, then they just might." The
truth is there was not a worker in the team, including
the manager, who would not be there if they did not
believe in the job. The comment did not represent the
ignorance of newly qualified workers or disregard the
importance of an applicant's enthusiasm for
empowering change. The comment represented the
increasing pressures social workers are under, and
the impact of austerity has only exacerbated these
circumstances.

services. It found strong evidence of a social gradient;
the deprivation of an area coincided with increasing
levels of CLA or CP cases (Bywaters et al. 2020).
This essay does not seek to undermine concepts of
personal responsibility, agency, or resilience, all of
which are vital aspects of empowerment and
promoting the sustainability of services. However, it is
essential to recognise that many problems citizens
and families face are out of their control. Whilst we
should recognise the strains local authorities and
social workers are under, we must not forget the
essence of social work.
"Social work is a practice-based profession and an
academic discipline that promotes social change and
development, social cohesion, and the empowerment
and liberation of people. Principles of social justice,
human rights, collective responsibility and respect for
diversities are central to social work. Underpinned by
theories of social work, social sciences, humanities
and indigenous knowledge, social work engages
people and structures to address life challenges and
enhance wellbeing".

The impact of austerity on local authorities budgets
can be seen in Wales, where funding for local
authorities has fallen in real terms by 19% in the last
decade (Guto and Sion 2019). A similar picture can
be seen in England with funding gaps for adult social
care and children services of over £1 billion and £949
million, respectively (LGA Briefing 2019). The
restrictions on social work practice that stem from the
growing organisational pressures as identified in
(Ferguson 2014) are further worsened with the cuts to
local authorities budgets. More concerning is how
thresholds appear to be increasing as budgets
diminish and services become overstretched.
Research suggests that authorities with higher rates
of deprivation have higher demand rates and
increasingly rely on non-statutory services to pick up
cases that do not meet the threshold (Hood et al.
2016); Unfortunately, universal and preventative
services are too feeling the impact of austerity.

(International Federation of Social Workers July 2014)

This essay argues that to fulfil the above definition in
practice, it is unavoidable that social workers must
become activists to some extent. Arguably after a
decade of austerity and the country facing a post-Covid
economy, it is more important now than it has ever
been. Activism need not be marching in rallies and
campaigning; it can be as simple as fighting tooth and
nail at a panel meeting, feeding back concerns in staff
questionnaires, supporting a political party or union.
The Oxford definition of activism is as follows "a
person who works to achieve political or social
change, especially as a member of an organisation
with particular aims". As a profession, social workers
often find themselves supporting the most vulnerable
and at-risk in society. Admittedly, the primary focus of
social work is the empowerment of families and
citizens. However, when such families are faced with
organisational, socioeconomic, or structural barriers,
surely social workers have a duty to shine a light on
the injustices and inequalities. In the absence of work
undertaken by Jane Addams in the late 19th and early

Austerity has inevitably intensified the consequences
of poverty in our society. Poverty has been linked to
domestic violence (Fahmy et al. 2016), alcohol misuse
(Jones and Sumnall 2016), mental health (Boardman
et al. 2015), abuse and neglect (Bywaters et al. 2016).
Notwithstanding the impact on education, health,
community services, infrastructure, and employment
opportunities. A UK wide study involving all four
nations assessed the intervention rates of children
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20th century, would the settlement movement that
sought to address society's inequity been so
successful? Would the Labour party have created the
welfare system if William Beveridge had not identified
his five evil giants of want, disease, ignorance,
squalor and idleness? Social change has always
required an act of sounding out the social injustices
before any change can take place.

Bywaters, P. et al. 2020. Child welfare inequalities in the four
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Fahmy, E. et al. 2016. Evidence and policy review: Domestic
violence and poverty.
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Social work as a profession crosses many boundaries
and jurisdictions. Social workers must be competent
in areas such as law, counselling, psychology,
advocacy, and crisis management, just to name a few.
Their work settings can range from health, mental
health, disability, children, adults, community care,
public, private and the third sector. Social workers liaise
with fellow professionals from all these spheres and
unsurprisingly often find themselves as the clasps in
the chain of support for families. This responsibility can
place significant pressures on workers, but it also puts
them in the optimal place to call for change. If social
workers do not call for such change, then who will?
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“I want to make a difference” is a common
phrase used by social workers and students as to
why they joined the profession. …So is choosing
to become a social worker a political decision as
well as an action and if so, are all social workers
activists by definition - discuss.

Joseph Llewellyn - University of Gloucestershire
In a recent study by Social Work England, eighty-one
percent of respondents gave ‘making a difference to
people’s lives’ as their reason for enlisting on a social
work course (Social Work England, 2020). As ‘making
a difference’ implies some form of action, an action
which in the context of social work involves the
intersection of public duties and private lives, social
workers need to be aware of both the political contexts
in which they work and the politicised nature of their
work, while also considering what activism means for
the people and communities with whom they work.

Social workers will be familiar with the expectation that
they remain, and be seen to be, apolitical in their
professional role (Pawar, 2019). At the same time,
text-book definitions describe politics as the process of
making decisions about accessing and (re)distributing
scarce resources (Lynch, Fairclough and Cooper,
2017). This will strike most social workers as the
familiar territory of their day-to-day work. Thus, the
blunt question of who gets what, when and how
(Lasswell, 1935) points to the politicised if not directly
political nature of social work practice.

4

On one level, this is nothing controversial. Enabling
people to enhance their economic status is written into
the Professional Capabilities Framework (BASW,
2018a). But supporting or ‘signposting’ individuals
through unwieldly or even hostile bureaucracies
(Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2020) does
not in itself define the social work role. Social workers
are not street-level bureaucrats (Lipsky, 1980) making
discretionary decisions from a palette of managerially
prescribed options, nor are they “resource units to be
applied to achieve the [employing] organisation’s
goals” (Evans, 2011, p.370). Social work is a moral
enterprise (Hafford-Letchfield and Bell, 2015) in which
social workers are expected to employ an ethical
code, respecting human rights and promoting social
justice (BASW, 2014).

acknowledging and redressing “experiences of
misrecognition [which] violate the self” (Houston,
2016, p.542).
Respecting and engaging with people’s individual
experiences of the world is an essential part of social
work, written into both Social Work England’s
professional standards 1.5 and 1.6 (Social Work
England, 2021), and the Professional Capabilities
Framework domain four (BASW, 2018a). In the UK,
this includes promoting people’s access to their
human rights through knowledge of and reference to
legislation such as the Care Act 2014, Equality Act
2010 or Human Rights Act 1998. Important too, is the
acknowledgement of intersecting oppressions,
especially where existing legislation may not
adequately serve the lived realities of people with
multiple protected characteristics (Crenshaw, 1989).

One example of putting this ethical code into practice
was the British Association of Social Workers and
Social Workers Union’s 2017 campaign to ‘Boot Out
Austerity’. Here, a group of social workers,
confronted with the reality of personal hardships
experienced by millions across the UK, marched a
hundred miles as part of their campaign against the
UK government’s austerity policies (BASW, 2018b).
When no amount of signposting could redress the
structuralisation of poverty instigated at a national
level, these social workers engaged in a classic
example of activism, becoming personal advocates
for the values of their profession (Clark 2006), in the
hope of claiming some influence over the social
policy narrative and thereby making a difference to
people’s lives.

In doing this, social work has an integral, active role in
enabling people to frame and speak their own
narratives. Payne (2021) has described narrative
practice as a way of enabling people to challenge
oppressive power relations locally and on a societal
level. Thus, the everyday act of assessment in social
work, though sometimes experienced as
disempowering (School of Policy Studies, 2017), has
the potential to become an activist tool in what Svirsky
calls “the production of situational or local knowledge”
(2010, p.175). Used holistically, the social work
assessment itself is a critical intervention (Dept. of
Health & Social Care, 2021), enabling people to
identify and name their oppression, and work
individually or collectively with others to achieve
meaningful forms of empowerment.

This ability to think beyond one’s contract of
employment, to be critically conscious of the
location of oppression (Barak, 2016), is written into
Social Work England’s professional standard 6.2,
which requires social workers to “challenge
practices, systems and processes” which
undermine the profession’s standards (Social Work
England, 2021). Activism, then, is ingrained in the
ethos of social work, if not always overtly listed in
one’s job description.

If this seems obscure, consider Dominelli’s (2007)
writing on the importance of women’s voices in the
development of women’s shelters for survivors of
male violence. Consider the importance of narrative
framing and counter-narration in the achievements of
the #MeToo movement (Fairbairn, 2020). Consider
how the words “I can’t breathe”, reported and
repeated, lent greater focus to the racialised nature
of structural inequality across the US and Europe
(Issar, 2020).

Politics, however, is not just a material matter of
how (or if) welfare provisions are made. It is also,
and perhaps more so, about identity, culture and
rights (Boswell, 2020). While the #MeToo and
Black Lives Matter movements have generated
welcome publicity over recent years, the idea of the
‘personal as political’ has been a longstanding tenet
of social work, developing out of engagement with
women’s liberation movements of the 1970s
(Dominelli, 2007). In working with individuals,
social work is necessarily involved in the politics of
identity, where ‘making a difference’ involves

Social work, then, is clearly a politicised if not a
political profession. While choosing to become a
social worker is more a moral decision than a
political one, social work students should be mindful
that their chosen profession involves activism and,
much like activism, demands an “emphatic attention
to life” (Svirsky, 2010, p.169), always seeking to
make a difference through better and more
empowered social relations.
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“I want to make a difference” is a common phrase used by
social workers and students as to why they joined the profession.
…So is choosing to become a social worker a political decision
as well as an action and if so, are all social workers activists by
definition - discuss.

Marissa Bruneau - University of Dundee
Choosing to become a social worker is both an implicit
decision through the values that social work is based
on and an explicit decision based on the actions of
social justice within the profession. However, the
statutory powers that social workers hold to maintain
social care and control can lead to practitioners
experiencing Ethical stress due to the inability to base
practice on social work values (Fenton, 2015).

profession as the role of social work. Social Justice is
an overarching principle based on the idea of fair and
equally distributed resources in society and unbiased
relationships, and is measured by a fair distribution of
wealth and equal opportunities for social privileges
and personal activity (Ferguson, 2008). The ethical
principles are used to further social justice through
working with individuals, groups and communities to
make informed decisions, achieve change, promote
dignity, realize potential and improve life opportunities
(SSSC, 2019). Social work’s role in promoting social
justice is to conduct work which penetrates society,
enabling existing barriers to be challenged and
eliminate the struggle that communities, individuals
and families face in trying to meet their needs (Teater
& Baldwin, 2012).

Choosing to become a social worker is an implicit
political decision that relates to social work values.
The core components of what makes social work a
profession are the values, ethics, and principles that it
is based around (IFSW, 2012). Social work practice is
based off the six ethical principles: social justice and
equality, respecting diversity, human rights and dignity,
self-determination, partnership, participation and coproduction, and honesty and integrity (SSSC, 2019).
According to the IFSW (2004) the social work
profession is based upon respect for the worth and
dignity of persons and their human rights, and
upholding and defending the physical, psychological,
emotional, and spiritual integrity and wellbeing of
individuals. This is carried out through the core
principles of respecting an individuals’ rights and selfdetermination, promotion of co-production and
participation, employing a person-centred holistic
approach of viewing individuals as a whole, and
having a strength focus to promote empowerment
(IFSW, 2004). Though there are key differences in the
definition of social work throughout the world, values
and principles as listed above by the IFSW are
embodied in the national association code of ethics for
countries as diverse as Germany, France and the
Russian Federation (Asquith et al, 2006). However,
there is some debate that social work has become a
field where it is difficult to uphold these core values
and principles due to current organizational and
structural arrangements, has lost contact with the
professional identity and eroding the lines that make
social work distinct (Asquith et al, 2006). The IFSW
(2012) state that the broad ethical principles of social
work cannot be refuted on an ideological level whilst
the ambiguities, tensions and contradictions of the
social work profession require constant negotiation.

Understanding how circumstances affect service users
enables social workers to act upon this knowledge and
advocate and express opinions in decision-making
areas (Fenton, 2019). This is the social worker’s job
but requires moral courage. Moral courage is the virtue
of containing ‘the strength to do what is right in the face
of opposition’ (Barsky, 2009, n.p.). Morally courageous
practices include standing up for social justice,
challenging others, and responding to prejudice
(Fenton, 2019). The process of accomplishing social
justice should be inclusive, participatory and affirm the
ability of people to work collaboratively to create
change (Adams & Bell, n.d.). The responsibility of
social workers to promote social justice includes
challenging discrimination, acknowledging diversity,
fairly distributing resources and challenging
discriminatory policies and practices (IFSW, 2018).
Activism occurs by default through social work
undertaking a multiagency approach to accomplish
challenging unjust policies and practice and distribute
resources fairly (Teater & Baldwin, 2012). According to
Lavalette (2017, p.19, cited in Fenton, 2019) activism
within social work is positive for both the profession and
the mental health of practitioners.
The Changing Lives Review highlighted that social
work has specific responsibilities to carry out on
behalf of the local authority; to protect and promote
the welfare and wellbeing of children, vulnerable
adults and communities (Scottish Executive, 2006).

The explicit political actions of social workers are
highlighted by the focus on social justice within the
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Through legislation social workers are given authority
and statutory powers to both care for people whilst also
maintaining control over society by acting in the best
interests of society when a risk is posed to individuals or
others are put at risk (Scottish Executive, 2006). This
takes on a neo-liberal viewpoint of social work with
professionals carrying out duties of societal control and
coercion. This political ideology of neoliberalism is at
odds with radical practice, which promotes social justice
and activism within social work (Fenton, 2019). Practice
focused on maintaining control can lead to practitioners
experiencing Ethical stress or disjuncture which occurs
when practitioners experience an inability to base
practice on social work values (Fenton, 2015). Fenton
(2015) found that ethical stress increases when more
focus is given to risk-averse practices with a managerial
focus. Respondents made clear comments that public
protection and risk management held focus over welfare
work leading to a practical experience with doubt over
whether or not social work values were being fully
embraced. This highlights the tensions between personal
politics involving the micro-politics of everyday life and
social Politics focusing on government (Janks, 2012).
The implicit political decision to become a social worker
revolves around the values, ethics and principles base
that frame social work (IFSW, 2012). The explicit
political actions of social workers are highlighted by
the focus on social justice within the profession.
However, roles purely carried out by social work on
behalf of the local authority can lead to ethical stress
due to the tensions between promotion of welfare and
maintaining control (Scottish Executive, 2006).
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