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ABSTRACT

This paper is a personal reflection on how casework ideas have
informed my own practice. Traditional social work is under threal.
Casewntl, which was once a core method of working in social worl,
is parlicularly vulnerable because it has become a privale, personal
activily that is often misandersiood. it stilt has its followers but il is
hard 1o find any modern accounts ol casework practice, This paper
attempls to remedy this by describing the application of casework
ideas to work with families (ollowing registration of a child on the
child prolection register. The casework approach is deseribed and
illustrated wsing two case examples. This shows that casework with
involunlary clienis remains an importart method of working bul
there are inherent consiraints within the statulory rofe which fimit
whal social workers can achieve in lerms of therapy or in tackling
poverty and inequalily. This is {ollowed by a discussion of contempo-
rary social work praciice and ideas ibr ways {forward.

THE HERITAGE OF CASEWORK PRACTICE

aglier philanehiropic work with the poor was based
on the belief that in most cases personal inadequacy
was at the root of the fumily’s failure ro remain inde-
pendent and self~suppordng The early caseworkers
found har developing v proper *helping reladonship’
ta enable families to funcrion better was an impornt
skill. Hall (1952) identified an approach based on
humanistic values and n co~operative chent-worker
relationship which she described as ‘casework’. It way
the casework model that defined the approuwch of the
emerging social work profession and became un
important part of professional eaining (Younghus-
band 1959)

Changing views ol casework over the past 50 years
Mote than 50 yewrs ago the language of casework
expressed o fundamental principle of child core work
~ that the personal welfare of the child was para-
mowst According to Britton:
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The Children Act, E948 could welt be described as an attempt
to ensure thag the principles and methods of social casework
should be extended and applied te the whole child core
ficld . Each child coming into public care should be meated
ay an individuai in need of porsonal help, and not a5 une
whuose need presents simply an administrative problem (Brit-
ton 1954, p 168)

Early casework ideas were often influenced by
Christinn beliefs. Biesteck (1961} described the chi-
ent-worker relationship as being based on a set of
vahaes, or principles of practice, which included indi-
vidunhization, the purposeful expression of feelings,
conrolled emotons involvement, acceptance, 1 Do~
jadgementni attitade, client self-determinntion and
confidengiadity.

During  the
testded o look for dhe sources of their client’s diffi-
culties in early experiences and relationships. They

1950s  psychintric  socini  workers

regarded the casework refationship as an opportunity
for the ¢lient to ook at these difficulties, feel sup-
ported and, if possible, gain "insight’. Their casework
approach implied the existence of a ‘secure” or ‘good”
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relationship with the psychiswic socia) worker if it
was 0 be successful However, Irvine (1956) offered

an  atternative to Cinsight-giviog' fechnigques  She

compared the activities of the caseworker with thar of

stable parents ‘who huave their awn way of helping
children deal with unconscious anxietes, by remain-
ing henevolent and undamaged, and by retaining o
benign contrel of e situation; by being in fact
actively parental” {Irvine 1936, p. 114}, In this type
of casework the exsential process lay in e acting out
of o purent—child relutionship between worker and
client which couid include u fivmer, more persuisive
approach, if appropringe. The tieoretical implication
of this was that the quality of the ‘counter-wansfer-
ence’, 1.e. the social worker's feelings towards the cli-
ent, was an important compoment of casework.

During this period caseworkess were becoming
miore concerned with attirudes and relatonships than
their predecessors and were more prepared o use
their special skills to influence the ¢lient and w help
the clienr adjust o his or her social simntdon Per-
bman’s influentnl book on casework practice encour-
nged sucinl workers o see themselves as ivolved in
problem-solving processes and to focus on the diffi-
culties that clients had in performing their socinl roles
(Perlman 1957). Her ideas sugpested thar casework
should focus on the shori-term aim of educating ¢h-
ents in problem-solving rather than on pursuing long-
term goals in an open-ended way

Folliss “psycho-social approacly’ (Hollis 1964)
enncouraged a wider perspectve, combining methods
aimed at resolving internal psychological difficulties
with methods for relieving environmental stress Her
ideas showed how it was possible to work on boeth

internal and external facrtors within the framework of

w sready, dependable snd nurturing  relatonship
However, Hollis generally used the language of ‘treat-
ment” and her view of the social work role was essen-
tially conservative. For exumnple, she seemed to
mssumie thar social workers, in their dealings with
organizatons, were required o conform o the sotus
gquo rather than o challenge it

The radical social work movement that cmerged in
the 1960s provided an important critigue of casework
as a method of working. Ir attempted to widen the
focus of the social worker from the individual o the
sacial and economic structure and encouraged collec-
tive acton 1o deal wigh social problems. It provided 2
radical ideology concerned with the reduction of ine-
quality and social injustice and actacked professional-
st for being elitist and wo narrowly concerned with
15 QW1 InTerests
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Although casework gradually disappenred from
trainming courses it still had ity supporters and contin-
ued being inciuded i the liceramre on social work
methods. Vickery, n defunder of social casework,
ncknowledged the difficulties for cuseworkers owing
to the fact that agencies set gouls for social workers
which were different from casework goals (Vickery
1977y She nevertheless thought it was possible to
combine anthority with 2 casework relationship and
also believed that casework should be concerned with
promotng children’s healthy emotional development.
Maore recently, Coulshed (19913 recognized the value
of the psycho-sodal approuch in situations which are
difficult to change and suggested that it lus @ continu-
ing relevance in helping social workers understand the
apparently irrational behaviour of their clients

Throughout this peried social workers who have
modeiled themselves on mraditional caseworkers have
continued providing a considerable amount of sup-
port to families They have made a sustained coramir-
ment o helping parents care for heir children,
believing that their professionsi relatonship wich the
fumily could contribute to this process. Their work
wis based on a belief in the power of compassion and
caring, sometimes expressed in pracrical ways, as the
most powerful motive for personal growth and
change They recognized the intensity of the relation-
ship if vulnerable individuals were o be cuared for
adequately and this included a willingness to remain
invelved over a long period and a deepening of their
kaowledge of the family’s dificuluies This parernalis-
tic style of fumily work, which was typreal of the
10708, Lhas contnued up to the present day in some
commmunity-lased family centres.

Casework with chiidren

Casework with children in the early child care service
essentially consisted of carryving out statustory duries,
visiting children and imusintiining contitmity of care as
the child’s environment changed. Much of the sacial
work literature indicared that the role of the child care
officer should be seen as performing ‘purentol’ respon-
sibilicies cowards the child whose parents had failed
inn their responsibilities, However, even in those days
the child care officer had a difficuit tusk As Britton said

The task of helping children whoe are deprived of a normal
honte life so find personal relationships which they can malw
use of, is no easy one Iris une thing o realize that they need
securiry, affcetion and o chugee i Hife, bug it s another thing
entrely t know how i give 3t to them and how o help them
o ecept it {Briton 1954, p 176)
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In the 19505 and 1960s therapeutc techniques with
children were being developed 1o clinics and residen-
tinl sectings and there was an optimism about what
could be wchieved duwough direct work with children
However, by the 1070y there was o growing brerest
in muking more effective use of resources in the com-
muanity, and the teosion between tis and direct work
with children was being ascknowledged. Nevertheless,
Clare Winnicotr (1972) srgued swongly in support of
giving children personal support and understanding
and of knowing them as individuals, both for the
purpose of assisting die child and for thar of identfy-
ing his or her need for community resouzces

Casework with parents

There has been an ongoing tradition of easeworlk wich
parents in the volunory sector and in child guidance
clinics  Obviously, social workers who are pot re-
quired to perform statutory duties are more likely to
e able o build refatonships of oust with parents.
Pyychiarrie social workers 1 the early child guidance
clizrics saw heir irsk as working with poarents, partic-
ularly die mothers, and giving advice, guidance and
suppors. The casework they provided had mach in
comumon with notions of psychotherapy and was
siwongly influenced by the medical model (Kahn &
Nursten 1968). Psychoanalytic concepts and theories
were useful in iluminating s type of casework prac-
tice and in helping to think about ity responsibilites
and burdens {Salzberger-Wittenberg 1970)
However, casework with parenis was never given
the support it needed o emerge as an important
appronch in statutory child care work. Martnson &
Sinclair’s (3979 classic study of social work practice
with parents, fecusing on difficuloes 1 the couple
relationship, found that social workers did not receive
the necessary support from social services depart-
ments in doing sustained relationship work. There was
also the risk of social workers gecting into a collusive
relagionship with parents
camne under attack following the Inquiry into die

Caseworlt with parents

denth of Jusmine Beckford when Blom-Cooper criti-
cized social workers for supportng parents and lesing
sighe of their over-riding legal duty to protect the chiid
{Blom-Cooper 1983)

Family casewaork

Family casework dealt with a wide range of problems
that can arse in any family and was the least special-
ized of nll forms of casework The need for some kind
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of family casework begiume more clearly recognized
as experience of working with the deprived and
nepglected child pointed fo the need for preventve and
after-care services o deal with the family problems
us & whole. Some fiunily caseworkers were employed
by Children™s Deparunents bur the majority were
employed by volungry family casework agencies
which often chose 10 work intensively with a limited
number of families. During the (9705 there was »
growing interest in seeing whole families rogether and
socinl work with families was generaily known as ‘fam-
ily cusework’ {Jordan 1972)

Sainsbury’s study inte social casework among chi-
ents of a Funily Service Unir showed thar family
casework was concerned with reducing the profes-
sional distance in the chent-worker relutonship by
such methods as informality, getting close enough for
Lonest discussions, patience, and equal caring for
everyone in the family (Sainsbury 1975} This study
concluded that the parents were generslly positive
about the casework service they received and found it
helpful and appropriate This type of family casework
hns u fong and respectuble tadition and concinues to
be practised in many social work agencies in the vol-
LU}{';\!'y sSecior.

Counselling

Traditonal casework with its eniphasis on the use of
the client-worker relationship is very similar to coun-
seling Carl Rogers™ (1976) client-cenwed counsel-
ling and Egan’s (1990) ideas of ‘the skilled helper”
have clearly been influental in deseribing the neces-
sary gualittes and skills thar the enseworker brings to
the relationship. These include warmth, empathy and
pepineness o well as the capaeity ro think abour
feetings. Counselling is a predominansy psycholopicad
precess and works on problems presented by the chi-
ent, with the sim of promozing the client’s personal
growth and development However, this kind of non-
adgemental counselling 15 generally regarded as
incompatible with statutory responsibilities. The shift
away from this approach can be onced back 1o the
emergenice of child abuse s 1 'socind problem” follow-
g the death of Maria Coelwell in 1973 and the sub-
sequent creation of child abuse registers. This was the
beginning of a change in orgasizatonal culture in
which child care was gradually wansformed into a
service dominited by chifd protection, with much
greater  emphasis on procedures It i cherefore
remarkable 1o discover thar counselling/easework is
still ranked by social workers as their primuary method
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of work in a recent study into the workings of the
Children Act (Sedon ez al. 1996)

THE APPLICATION OF CASEWORK IDEAS
TO CHILD PROTECTION PRACTICE

Social work intervention i child protection matiers
is sometines referred 1o as ‘social care” but this
misieading. Whilst the provision of ‘social care’ ser-
vices is important, child protwection also iins a social
control function and most chents ure mvoluntary cli-
ents. The use of suthority is therefore of central
importance in child protection work Whether or not
there are grounds for compulsory measures, social
workers must carry out their negotiatons with puatents
from n clear and explicit power base. Their skilis m
developing effective working relntionships with pur-
ents without losing sight of the over-riding dury 10
protect the child are at the core of his work. The
qualities of sound judgement, wisdom wnd tact i the
socinl worker are profoundly important in view of
the risks to children if mistakes are made.

Government guidance abour interagenscy  child
protection arcungements and responsibilities {Depart-
ment of Health 1986, 20000 can only clarify the
tensions and conflicts within the Children Acr 1989,
without resolving them. Guidance does not determine
what should happen in an individual case - thiy
requires professional judgement. For exampie, work-
ing in partnership with parents is an important prin-
ciple but occasionally socin]l workers need to take
acrion o prowect the child without consuldng parents.
These conflicung principles ultirnately get resolved
through the practice of professionals and the legad
Process

In child care work there is n cenoal dilenuna
regarding the question of how professionals can share
responsibility with parents over the upbringing of
their children ¥ the basis of much ¢hild protecrion
work involves umavited surveillance of private behay-
iour, which 1y likely ro provoke anger and fear in
families, then how are funilies going o view the social
worker who wants to get into o supportive relation-
ship? Clearly, there are probiemns for social workers in
establishing trust and genuine parinership

Inr recent years government has been encouraging
social services departments to integrate family sup-
port and child prowction work (Depmoment of
Heulth 1993} The task of the socid worker is to assess
needs and mobilize services whilst also assessing the
level of risk and ensuring the necessury action (o
protect the child Throughour this work the social
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worker needs to hove a reasonably clear iden of what
is wrong, what needs to change and how this might
be achieved The skills requived of the social worker
in gesing alonpside the family, offering help, gather-
ing information, assessing risk and monitoring the
sitaation generally receive Httle actention but they are
effectively casewark skilks.

CASEWORK IN POST-REGISTRATION
WORK

The challenge facing the social worker wlien u child
is placed on the register is (o find some way of petting
closer 1o the child and fanily in order o understand
the reasony for tieir difficuldes. Gegting close enough
10 see what may be hidden 15 a core socal work skiil
but ene that is hardly ever discussed, possibly because
af a reluctance to face up to the underlying munipu-
Iative intent. Meeting the child and family in their
normal environment, seeing the physical conditions
in the home and community, listening and observing
are all important. However, in the longer term che tim
is to get bevond normal politeness and to be able to
raise sensitive subjects, ask probing questdons and
vyplore things more deeply Invavinbly, there wili be
barriers to an authentic meeting between the social
worker and family, such as burders of class, race and
religion. Much will depend on whether the social
worker has the necessary skills ~ such as accurate
empathy and intuition — to develop effective working
relationships.

Muaay of the fumilies coming to the attention of
sociad services have muldple needs und enoenched
probiems and the sockl worker must seek to under-
stand these within the wider family and community
confext. Registration often follows when the effores of
Tamily, friends and neighbours fo address problems
have been unsuccessful, Ar this stage the social
worker, a5 key worker, is given the authority to speak
directly to the family about concerns and to say things
that others have possibly felr unabie w say.

Social workers who are open and explicit about
whint they are doing have n greater chanee of nchieving
a meuningful relationship with parengs. The parents’
perspective must be understood bur nor necessarily
accepted . The social worker needs their permission (o
see the child alone. If the child is to be helped social
workers often Inwve ta help puarents face up to some
painful realities about themselves and the child. Social
workers therefore need skills in saving things to par-
ents that are difficult for them o hear and supporting
them in muking necessnry changes.
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PSYCHO-50CIAL CASEWORK AND CHILD
PROTECTION PRACTICE

Applying psychoanalyaieal thoughe w the casework
relationship can provide new understending and this
approach ways illustrated by Halston & Richards
(1982). They acknowledged the facr tha in child pro-
recrion work social workers find themselves working
in o ostile climate a grest denl of the tme. The

imporiant point they made was thar the parents of

children at risk of abuse or negiect are often people
with complex problems and tevrible experiences from
their own childhood wlich need o be understood und
tackled if appropriste help is to be given to the fiunily.
Secondly, they suggest that the parents are Hkely o
act out their problems in relation o the social waorker,
who enters the findly as a person i authority, and
the social worker simmediately becomes cought up in
the family’s cyele of suspicion and hosulity. If these
parents are to be helped to change, the social worker
will need 1o acknowledge mid work widh the dissarbed
and disrarbing feelings, Working at this level is o very
complex and difficult msk but they argued thar psy-
choanalytically informed supervision can assist this
process. T he esmblishing of o oustng velatonship
between worker and parent was considered essentin
However, the authors faled o acknowledge the inher-
ent problem of the imbalance of power berween
worker and paren:s. The paternalism that is evident
here reflects o time when the profession was more
confident and held in greater public esteern than it 15
raday

Psychouanalytic ideas were more fully elaborated by
Prescon-Shoor & Agass (1990), who suggested that
the task of the therapeutic social worker 5 to be a
parent figure to the client who has been affected by
the absence of ‘good enough parenung and a fhcilitar-
ing environment” (Winnicott 1963). The cherapeutic
social worker acts as a ‘good enough parent’ and is
required to ‘hold’ and ‘contain’ anxieties and bad
feslings that the client cunnot munage for the time
bBeing ity the hope it this may open up the whole
process to understanding and discussion, eventaally
enabling the client to tuke back what was previously
unbearable and work it through for temselves (Pre-
stor-Shoot & Agass 1990, p. 41).

FIRST CASE EXAMPLE

Ms A was very unxious during lher pregnancy about
her ability to cope with her new baby and welcomed
social work support. Her previous child had been
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removed from her and sdopted. At that tme she had
been in a violent relatonship, was suffering from
depression and the child had shown serious develop-
mental delay linked with brain dwmage, possibly as
n result of non-accidental wjury. It was therefore
unclear whether this child had been abused bur ques-
fions remained about her competence as a mother,
Ms A had herself suffered poor mothering as @ child,
which mcluded neglect and adinission o care at the
age of 12, and she was without any support from
cigher her fumily or her foster mother. She and her
new partier were both delighted about her preg-
nancy. The couple related well to me as their social
worker und were therefore quite accepting of the dect-
sion 1o include the baby on the child protecton reg-
ister. The mother was open and co-operative and
tended to use me as o therapist during my weeldy
vigits wfter the birth of ker buby However, 1 norticed
that she was often tred and lethargic and inclined o
relare to her baby in a detached way. Both she and
Iier partoer were vulnerable and needy people who
were socially isolared.

The thernpeutic work consisted of exploring diffi-
cult and painful feelings and enabling Ms A o link
these with hier current sitvation and pust events whilst
alse ncknowledging her joving feelings towards the
new baby. Her purtner was sometimes included in iy
work and difficultes i their relationship were also
expiored. The casework offered tw the couple was
supportive  and and could well be
described as ‘psycho-social caseworld’ T was aware of
betng idealized by the mother and had to be careful
thut this did not cleud my judeement. The casework
relationship that T developed with the parents enabled
me to closely monitor the level of risk to the child and
to give advice that was generaily well received I
observed Ms A gradually becoming more confident
and secure in her role as & mother and when the ¢hild
was six montis his mune was removed from the chiid
profecrion register. Support to the family from the

therapeutic

social services department continued for u few more
months

This piece of work achieved 2 key objective of
imgproving the pareniting sufficiently so thar the child’s
mame could be removed from the register However,
it 5 unlikely thar this relmively shore period of case-
work help would have made a significant difference to
the overall functioning of the family in the longer
term Ms A remasined o vulnerable person and an
uanxtous mather; the couple relationship was fragile
and the family remained socindly iselated. Thege fac-
tars obvigusly raised some concerns about the furre
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for the child. However, it was not thought thar the
risks ro the child were serious enough to justify further
involvement from the social services department and
the case wus closed The parents were toid to cantact
the departmient if they needed further supporr and
I Believe that their positive experience of casework
made them more likely to seek any further help

SECOND CASE EXAMPLE

Mrs B had found it hard to cope with her dee
children when they were small and received support
and practceal help from social workers over # number
of years. She related warmly to her children but wis
of limirted intellipence and her seandards of core
rended o deteriorare when she was under soeess and
depressed . Previous concerns about the children duar-
ing dweir emwly years, supggestng possible physical
abuse or neglect, had resulred in regiseration of the
children over & five year period. Mos B luter became
divorced and for eight vears she coped well as a single
parent with support from her extended family The
case had been closed by the social services depart-
ment She then met an unemployed, single man, Mr
C, aged 35, when she wos 40 and becume pregnant
and he moved in with her. After the birth of their son,
Mr C regularly went out drinking and sometioes
caused a viglent scene on his recarn home, with the
police becoming involved. During one of these
domestic incidents the baby had suffered a minor
injury. Mr C had a history of violent and agaressive
behaviour in his youth and admitted that hie had been
feeling under a lot of stress. The children, aged 14, 12
and 10 and the boby, were pluced on the child pro-
fection regiscer

Because Mrs B uizd Mr C were inclined ro minimize
their problems and insisted on contnuing o live
tegether 1 found it necessary to establish o working
relationship based on control The coatrols consisted
of: unmounced home visiss o monitor the sitagion,
seeing the older children routinedy on their own, hold-
ing regular core group meedngs where acton pluns
were agreed and reviewed, nnd dmwing up o written
agreement with the parents. T had o work with the
resistunce, the suspicion and hosdlity frony the family
without being deflected from my duty o protect the
children, whilst aiso trying to demonstrate my under-
standing of everyone’s difficulties As a caseworker I
was like a parent figure who somesimes had to ke »
stand, and show the family that violence was not
acceptable and that the children would be protected,
if necessary by legal proceedings.
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After more than a year, during which further
domestic incidents ocourred involving the police, legal
proceedings were instignted 1nd supervision orders on
all the ¢hitdren made by the court During this period
Mr C sought help from a psychintrist and a counsetior
for alcohol probiems. He sometimes moved back to
his parents after family arpuments but after o recon-
cifiation would return to the family and the situation
would remain ealm for a short period During the
three vears that I was involved with this fumily 1
offered support to the family in practical ways, inchud-
ing material and financisd help for the children, day
nursery placement and assistance it claiming benefity
My controls and willingness ro engage in the couple’s
struggles provided them with mmportant feedbacl,
reminding them of their responsibility to consider the
needs of the children. The three older children were
helped by ghe fact thar T always listened ro them, ook
their feelings seriously and was prepared o ke
action o protect them, if necessary. However, by the
end of die court proceedings My ©C had moved out
permanently

On the surface this might be seen as a standard
piece of child protection work, offering o package of
services plus conwol. It was not exactly casework burt
the work was informed by casework principles. Mrs
B and Mr C were often unco-operative and antgo-
nistic toward me, particularly when I was unable o
protect them from the interventions of the wider pro-
fessionad and agency system, which they experienced
as blaming wnd actacking Even when I pgained their
co-operation they still regarded me as unsupportive,
mainly because they fult under pressure and were
strupgling to cope They were sometimes deceitful and
inclined to concenl things from me but they were nog
particularly cunning or calculating The older children
also seemned under stress and worried about their
mother. They were intensely foval to her and therefore
shared her suspicious and negadve attitude towards
me

A sound knowledge of casework sustained me in
this piece of work and assisted me when the question
of legal proceedings was being considered This is u
tirne when muay socinl workers are under pressure
and in danger of being overwhelmed by other people’s
pereeptions. I had used the frmmework for assessing
risk (Department of Health 1988) (o carry out o
cornpreliensive assessment. This was assisted by my
in-depth knowiedge of the whole family and its cir-
cumstances and my close nvolventent with dhe family
aver an exeended peried of time. As aiveady stated, by
the time supervision orders were obiined Mr C had
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feft the houschold but the existence of the orders
strengthened che power of die departiment to act
should the sirnation change

Mrs B sometimes turned (o nursery sidf for syme-
pathy and support when she was
depressed . Clearly, she felt pressurized by the depart-
ment and did not look tw me for support. There was

anxious and

e escaping the dilemma that, by putting her through
the ordeal of going to cours, the department was
adding to the stess on Lher However, it was felr thar
the fonget-term benefis to the children justified this
course of action

It is worth noting that during the court proceedings
My C spoke positively of my work with the fiunily He
had appareatly found the assessment process useful
in making him think abour his sorengths and weak-
nesses and his ability to cope with parenral responsi-
bilities. This had given him the opportunity to reflect
on his feelings and to begin 1o actin a more considered
way - a process which might be catled therapeutic

THE PIVOTAL ROLE OF THE SOCIAL
WORKER IN POST-REGISTRATION WORK

Research shows that after the child protection eonfer-
ensce the social workers do the majority of the work
(Farmer & Qwen 1993) Although post-registration
work involves a core group of professionals it is the
social worker who is expected to act as the lead workes
andt co-ordinator of the child protecton plan {Depart-
ment of Health 1999 The socid worker s often
rying to help with very delicate and sensitive muatrers
i the family while being aware thag he or she, and
the whole organization, would be linble to public sere-
tiny if things went wrong While many of these social
workers tend to be ‘child-centred” or *family-centred’
in their concerns, drelr organizatons are increasingly
concerned with the world outside, being sensitive o
pefitical influence and media cunpaigns. In this cli-
mmate it is remarkable diag so many social worlers find
ways of negatinting wich their organizations to achieve
what they constder to be in the best interests of clients
The approach of these socind workers often refleces
humanistic values and pragmatic nogons of what
would help the child and dhe family

THE INHERENT CONSTRAINTS WITHIN
THE STATUTORY ROLE

The social worker may uvy 1o be s caseworker who
tries o tackle problems of individual psychology and
envirommental deprivation bur there are Hmits on
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what can be achieved with clients who resist social
work hielp, or at least are wmbivalentr abous it The
defensiveness of parents and their reluctancs o ik
openly about problems may inhibic them fom seeking
help Parents often fear that aay signs of their not
coping may be used by socigl workers as evidence
against them.

Farmer & Cwen (1993} described the difficulties
that social workers face in meeting the needs of carers
und found wide variations m practice . Obviously, the
desirabilizy of supporting carers is ulways secondary
o ensuring the safery of children Sheppard (2001)
in his study of social work practiee with depressed
mathers talks of some socinl workers ‘going the exora
mile’ iz their casework relationships and giving more
support than required by their deparomentss How-
ever, the social worker who gets Into a supportive
relationship with the mother should not attempt o
rrear the depression. H depression is idengified as
problem a referral o a counselior, or therapist, should
be considered This separation of therapy and case-
work 1s recormmended, in order to prevent the social
waorker from getting over-identified with the mother
and with her view of the family situation.

Many of the families being helped also have prob-
lems assoctated with poverty and poor fiving condi-
tions. Social workers may work hard to provide
services to meet financial and pracrical needs bur this
often seems an impossible sk Fistly, they have
limired resources within their own deparaments and,
secondly, any resources available are more likely 1o
be focused on crists-lntervention and immedinte
needs, For those famties suffering grinding poverty
and hardship over o longer period there may be little
the social worker cun do to raise hving standards
significanily

DISCUSSION OF CONTEMPORARY
SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE

I recent yesrs socinl services deparunents have been
re-focusing services fom child protection w family
support. While e inrensons are good in themselves
the attempt to develop a necds-led approach has been
associated with o foss of clurity and focus on child
protection matters. This paper is nof about the inves-
tigation of child sbuse and neglect but suggests thut
‘the competence with which this stage is handled will
crucially influence the effectiveness of subsequent
work®’ (Depuroanent of Healcth 1988}

This discussion is about the mext stage when the
child has been registered on the child protection
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register. Clearly, this work requires the highest possi-
ble standards of the social worker in terms of relntion-
ship skills and professional judgement A suuctured,
interagency approach with a clear focus on child pro-
tection is essential. The use of core groups for sharing
informuation, planning and reviewing is considered
good pracrice and Calder & Horwath’s (16983
research into the use of core groups shows the benefits
of this approach Fhe souerured assessment fame-
work (Deparunent of Health 2000) may be useful to
social workers it providing a famework for thinking
about children’s needs but it is proving difficule to use
with parents whose children have been placed on the
child protecion register (Corby eral. 2002). This
highliglits the importance of social workers being able
to use structure fJexibly and creadvely and making
good professional judgements However, academic
studies into professiona! judgement are more often
linked with nodons of evidence-based pracrice than
with understanding the social work processes involved
in making judgements (Munro 1998)

Current trends to reduce socinl work to a technical
and racional acrivity will inevitably fuil unless the
importance of the casework relationship in child pro-
tection 1% recognized. Casework puts the focus on the
interpersonal dynamics of e relationship besween
the social worker snd family Ir arends o thie emo-
tonal undercurrents of dils relationship and ways the
social worker can remain involved for the benefit of
the child. Effective communicagion between the social
worker and family is important but it requires more
than the clear and honest exchange of information.
There hus to be some kind of emotional experence
if both sides of the exchange are te understand each
otter and aclieve twe necessiry changes.

The care munagement approsch, gaining ground in
child and family social work, is gradually ransforming
the role of the social worker into that of ‘cuse muan-
ager’, who has oversight of the work of others, co-
ordinates the child care plan and maintaing & certain
distance from the family There are now sorong pres-
sures on social workers to work with families in this
mauore detached way, ss privatization and specialization
take hold. The professional style is often up-front and
direct and the needs of the child are considered par-
amount. Inevitably, these social workers become more
concernied with managing problems duan with actively
seeking out the views of clients and furthering their
interests

The present culture of managerialism is encovrag-
ing a growing interest i socital work practice that is
evidence-hased. Manugers often incorrectly presume
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that casework s merely ‘supportive’ soctal work and
therefore lacks the necessary scademic rigoor and
research base. However, as this paper argues, cnse-
work in child protection work is both ‘supportve’ and
‘controlling’ and it operates within the legal system,
where ‘evidence’ is scrutinized and challenged Social
waorkers alse have to give an aceount of their work and
their views (o interagency conferences and reviews
Anecdomi evidence from social workers suggests that
casework knowledge is often being ignored by man-
agers wantng to retain their power and control over
decision-making There are also concerns that mana-
gerialisim, with its cop-down style of managerment and
frequent  restructuring, i5  seriously  undermining
social work vabues, particuiarly those associated with
caseworl,

Socimd workers have onerous responsibiities in gheir
wark with children deemed to be ar risk. They are
concerned with building wwust with families and pur-
suing casework goals which are modest and specific
enougl for managers o see when ey have been
achieved . Obviously, secial workers perforim better in
a management culrure which is supportive und where
open discussion is encouraged. Social workers are
poorly served by managers who are excessively defen-
sive und afraid of taking risks

WHY THE EMPHASIS ON THE CLIENT-
WORKER RELATIONSHIP?

The essence of good socia! work is helping, not hin-
dering, and bringing stmething huwma o e rela-
tonship. In my view family work involves reladng o
each individual member of the family i3 4 personal-
ized way. This is supported by Aldgate & Stratham’s
(2001 research into the workings of the Chifdren Act
1989 which recogrizes the importance of the personal
relationship in work with ¢hildren and families, ‘in
short the process of psycho-social casework” (p. 136)

Social workers need a coherene belief system about
the meanitzg of their nctivities f dhey are to remain
convinced that social work is a worthwhile activiry I
suggest that the philosopldesi stance provided by
casework rumaing s important as cever in giving
meaning und purpose (o their work

HOW RADICAL IS CASEWORK?

The problem with any discussion sbout secial work
theory 1s the conoadictions inkerent within the social
wark role. Tradidonal socinl work values emphuasized
the personalized nature of the relatonship between
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the social worker and the individual receiving help
More recently newer sccial work values, such as
empowermeni, advocacy, and user involvement, have
sharpened the focus on the aeeds and wishes of the
individual. When I entered the profession abour
30 years ago, social workers and their einploying orga-
mizations took it for granted that they shared certain
witlues, based on compassion and caring. Now, the
values of many socinl services depsrtments have
changed so much it is increasingly difficulr wo identify
1 common seg of values shared by sociad workers and
their empioying organizatons It new seems radical o
sist on social work vilues being preserved in a more
menningful way.

On the other hand, sociad work cannot ignore fun-
damental problems ae the hearr of cur sociery Income
mnequality and poverty remains a serious issue but
socind services departments do not address issues of
poverty and inequulity in sociery. The organizations
that employ social workers rarely meation poverty in
stetemenss abour their purpose or the key tsks of
social workers (Davis & Clark 1997). Social workers
might nddress such problems for individunl elienss but
they only work within the existing social and eco-
nomic arrangements o access resources. Much social
work is essenatally about medinting between the most
vulaerable people and the rest of society and accept-
ing the status gquo

On a broader level, it must be recognized thart it is
i the intersses of professionads o gloss over the
potental for conflice in the client—worker relationship.
Those in positions of power may choose to depict
social work as simply a practical acrivity based on
effective communication and clear goals. However, a
class analysis suggesss that there are enormous barri-
ers to an authentic mecrng between middle class
professionals and clients of child protection ervices,
who are most Hkely to be fom the working class,
Muny working cluss parents repgard socinl work as
‘policing’. Middle cluss socinl workers need o under-
stand how their well-intentioned <fforts are perceived
by working class clients and be more honest with
themselves about what can be achieved across the
birriers of class.

Finally, we cannot avoid the paradox that the social
work process of helping in child protection is often
experienced by parents as the opposite In effect, the
social workeyr is sayving to parenes: ‘T undetstand that
it is difficult for you, with your background, your fuck
of resources, stressful circumsoances, ete. but you must
control your agnger, artend to your childs needs,
respect sexunl boundaries, act more responsibly, etc”
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WAYS FORWARD

The underiying aim of this paper is to encourage the
development of casework skills so dhat social workers
are more eonfident, fess defensive, and maore expliciz
about what dhey do. It aims to counter the over-
relinnce on proceduores and forms ~ which prevens
social waorkers from developing tie capacity for inde-
pendent thinking and intwitve reasoning

Sueial workers doing long-term work with families
should be familiar with the casework approuach
because It encourages o woy of working thar is less
confrontational. They need the skills to incorporate
elements of both cure and conorel tn their work and
use their judgement with confidence as they mowve
berween these two posiiions, 1 e helping and support-
ing the family and protecting the children Social work

nining courses should have a clearer focus on skills
training and professional judgement.

Cuasework practice is only possible in an organiza-
tonal culoure thar supports it. Managers therefore
have o responsibility o develop supportive tearns that
are fully staffed sad where morale is high. Supervision
should be supportve and encourage a broader case-
work approach. There should be a culture of openness
and a willingness to learn from experience.

CONCLUSION

There is a good deal of confusion about the narture of
casework This poper argues that casework is abour the
understanding of chene—worker relationships and the
process of psychological change, wgether with the iden-
tification of needs and the provision of hard services.
It shows thar casework offers imporomit insights into
the sociul work role und also provides o frnmework for
combining supportive services with child protection
Finally, in trying to make the case for socinl workers
to refiect upon and question whar they do a Hede more
I do not want to give the impression that socinl work-
ers cun aclieve everything on their own The effective-
ness of social workers is inevitably lnked with che
ability of agencies o meet the material needs of fam-
iltes who are struggling. There is plenty of evidence
that many deparoments have a very restricted defini-
tion of need, have very limited resources, and that
many children 1 need do not receive essential ser-
vices. Casework s oo substiture for essential services
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