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A C H I E V I N G A S O C I A L W O R K D E G R E E

This chapter will help you to meet the following National Occupational Standards.

Key Role 1: Prepare for, and work with individuals, families, carers, groups and communities to

assess their needs and circumstances.
. Assess needs, risks and options taking into account legal and other requirements.

Key Role 2: Plan, carry out, review and evaluate social work practice, with individuals, families,

carers, groups, communities and other professionals.
. Apply and justify social work methods and models used to achieve change and development, and

improve life opportunities.

Key Role 6: Demonstrate professional competence in social work practice.
. Review and update your own knowledge of legal, policy and procedural frameworks.
. Implement knowledge based social work models and methods to develop and improve your own

practice.

. Manage complex ethical issues, dilemmas and conflicts.

. Identify and assess issues, dilemmas and conflicts that might affect your practice.

The chapter will also introduce you to the following academic standards which are set out in the 2008

QAA social work benchmark statements:

4.3 Defining principles.

4.4 Defining principles.

4.6 Defining principles.

4.7 Defining principles.

5.1.1 Social work services, service users and carers.

5.1.2 The service delivery context.

5.1.3 Values and ethics.

5.1.4 Social work theory.

5.1.5 The nature of social work practice.

5.5.3 Analysis and synthesis.

5.7 Skills in working with others.

5.8 Skills in personal and professional development.

6.2 Teaching learning and assessment.

7.3 Knowledge and understanding.

7.4 Subject-specific and other skills.

Chapter 1
Social policy and social work
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Introduction
The discipline of social policy has a long been seen as a crucial element of social work
education. Its links with social work training can be traced back to the early twentieth
century, when concerns were raised about the overly moralistic training provided to
social workers by the Charity Organisation Society (COS), which located the blame for
poverty, squalor and other social ills in the ‘inadequate’ social habits of the poor.
Attempts to promote the development of a broader social policy-based social work
curriculum, which sought to acknowledge the wider structural causes of disadvan-
tage, were, we will show, prompted by a desire to provide social workers with a more
critical awareness of the causes of economic and social ills. The historical perspective
we provide in this chapter will help you understand the development of the links
between social policy and social work. However, we also want to stress the contem-
porary resonance of social policy to your social work studies. Hence, towards the end
of the chapter we examine some recent, important social policy developments; in
particular the cuts in welfare spending that are being introduced by David Cameron’s
coalition government. As well as assessing the impact of these upon service users, we
will examine their implications for social work practice.

The origins of social policy
The origins of social policy as an academic discipline can be traced back to the early
twentieth century, when a Department of Social Science and Administration (DSSA)
was established at the London School of Economics (LSE) in 1912. The initial aims of
this embryonic version of the subject were narrowly vocational and its syllabus was
geared mainly towards meeting the perceived training needs of untrained voluntary
social workers. It is intended, stated its syllabus for 1912, for those who wish to
prepare themselves to engage in the many forms of social and charitable effort
(Titmuss, 1966, p15).

Before this, social work training had been undertaken by the COS at the LSE’s School
of Sociology. We will look in more detail at the work of the COS in Chapter 2; how-
ever, for now it is just worth noting that its ‘social policy’ courses had contained an
overtly moral undertone. In keeping with the prevailing philosophies of the day, as
well as the COS’s own moralistic philosophy, students were taught that poverty,
squalor and other social and economic evils were a result of the ignorance or inap-
propriate behaviour of the poor. As Jones (1983) argues, at the core of the COS’s
provision was the notion that poverty and destitution were a consequence of a lack of
morality or foresight rather than a lack of material resources. Accordingly, its courses
focused upon the benefits of self-help and thrift, while bemoaning the idleness, pro-
fligacy and drinking habits of the ‘lower orders’.

Those involved in creating the new DSSA, including the Fabian socialist Sydney Webb,
were at least partly motivated by recognition of the failings of the COS’s methods
(Attlee, 1920). They felt that governments could and should intervene to promote
citizens’ welfare. In the context of the times, this was understandable. This was, after
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all, a period when the pioneering poverty surveys of Charles Booth and Seebohm
Rowntree were laying bare the depths of urban squalor and poverty, provoking the
consciences of politicians and social reformers. The failure of the COS’s provision to
acknowledge, as these exhaustive poverty surveys had done, the structural determi-
nants of social problems was seen as a fundamental weakness and one which the new
DSSA would seek to address. As Clement Attlee (1920, pp144–5), an early appointee
to the Department’s teaching staff put it, The days are, it is to be hoped, past when
people without any qualifications other than a good heart and the means of obtain-
ing money plunged straight into social work without any consideration of ... what the
effect of their actions were going to have, with the result that they only increased the
evils they tried to prevent. Or as Richard Titmuss (1973, p48), a leading post-war
social policy scholar frankly stated, there was a general sense of dissatisfaction with
the existing methods of training upper-middle class girls in the technique of instruct-
ing the poor how to manage their poverty.

That said, pathological, behavioural interpretations for social problems continued to
find expression in the new DSSA’s early social policy provision, which, like that of its
predecessor, had a tendency towards the adoption of an overtly moralistic tone.
Academically speaking, Titmuss acknowledged, it was not perhaps a very respectable
affair in those days. Students continued to be seen as ‘moral entrepreneurs’, who
would utilise their missionary zeal to put the ‘lower orders’ back onto the ‘straight and
narrow’. As Titmuss explains, If poverty was a matter of ignorance then it was the
moral duty of one class in society to teach another class how to live, and to lead them,
through sanitation, soap and thrift to a better station in life (pp18–19). Hence, for the
princely sum of ten shillings and six pence, students enrolling in the DSSA could
undertake a six lecture course on The Household Economics of the Handworking
Poor, whereupon they be would taught how the working population bought their
food, stored and cooked it. There was no recognition here of the fact that large
sections of the labouring poor were simply unable to afford a healthy diet, and
that it was this, and not ‘ignorance’ as to ‘correct’ eating habits, that lay at the
heart of the nutritional problems they faced. Another course, taught by the renowned
eugenicist Karl Pearson, focused upon the links between drink, alcoholism and infant
mortality, while remaining silent on the impact that poverty, squalor and poor sanita-
tion had upon premature infant death. As director of an influential national eugenicist
organisation which viewed health, ability, crime and much else besides as ‘inborn
traits’, immune to the influence of social reform, Pearson was perhaps hardly the
best choice lecturer for a social policy course. Thus, provision at the DSSA, initially
at least, continued to be shaped by more than the ‘faint whiff’ of individualistic,
behavioural interpretations of social problems.

The quality of teaching did improve, though. Under the tutelage of a more radical
generation of lecturers, such as RH Tawney, TH Marshall and Clement Attlee, a more
progressive curriculum emerged; one which encouraged those intending to work with
poor, marginalised individuals and families to understand the social and economic
constraints that shaped their lives. Titmuss (1966, p18), an LSE student at the time,
recalls being mesmerised by an inaugural lecture given by Tawney, a new appointee to
the Department in 1913:
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The problem of poverty, he said, is not a problem of individual character and
waywardness, but a problem of economic and industrial organisation. It had
to be studied at its sources and only secondly in its manifestations.

The appointment of Clement Attlee to the Department in 1915 represented another
significant milestone. His views of social work training, expressed in his 1920 book,
The social worker, could not be further removed from those of the COS. Attlee used
his book to condemn the COS’s approach to social work education, accusing it of
encouraging the adoption of harsh and tactless methods:

... a general assumption is made that all applicants are frauds unless they
prove themselves otherwise, and this induces an attitude in the COS workers
that is profoundly galling to the ordinary applicant, and is apt to bias those
who receive their training from the Society.

(Attlee, 1920, p65)

COS workers, Attlee argued, had a tendency to clothe themselves in the filthy rags of
their own righteousness, and their lack of sympathy makes their charity a hard and
unlovely thing. Attlee emphasised the need for social work students to be provided
with a much broader, political education, which, when taught alongside their prac-
tical vocational studies, would better equip them to assist the people they would be
working with. Rather than ‘blaming’ individuals for their predicaments, social workers
should, he insisted, empower service users, and indeed even campaign for progressive
social and economic change. Attlee argued that the social worker should be a social
investigator, a pioneer, and indeed an agitator, who has some clear conception of
what society he wishes to see produced. Those of you with a rudimentary grasp of
political and social history may be aware of the future role Clement Attlee would play
in transforming Britain’s economic and social landscape, as the leader of the most
radical, reforming, progressive government Britain has ever seen. For as the Labour
Prime Minister between 1945 and 1951, Attlee presided over the introduction of the
array of welfare services and programmes which we now know as the welfare state.

The reforming impulses of those such as Attlee, RH Tawney and TH Marshall did
influence social work training at the LSE. By 1923, it was offering a two–three year
course to welfare workers, which, as well as providing practical welfare work experi-
ence, offered a theoretical grounding in economics, social history, local government,
social and political philosophy, industrial legislation and ‘current problems’ (Lloyd,
1923, p3). Similar social administration courses (social policy courses in all but
name) also emerged in other universities across the UK, including Bristol, Birmingham,
Leeds, Liverpool, Edinburgh and Glasgow (Attlee, 1920). This trend towards the incor-
poration of a greater ‘social policy’ element in social work training was prompted by a
desire to move beyond individualised, pathological explanations for human misery,
and to understand the wider structural causes of disadvantage that were largely
beyond the control of poverty-stricken families. As we shall see in Chapter 2, social
work ‘in practice’ prior to the Second World War (and indeed after 1945) may not
always have lived up to these laudable ideals, but this shift in thinking did nonetheless
represent an important change in attitudes to social work training.
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The development of social policy after 1945
The huge expansion of welfare services after the Second World War undoubtedly
contributed to the further development of social policy as an academic discipline.
As new publicly funded services grew and absorbed more workers, so too did the
demand for social policy courses and the discipline became established in higher
education institutions across the UK. Initially, with a few notable exceptions, it devel-
oped on a somewhat narrow, relatively vocational basis, sometimes doing little more
than providing welfare workers with descriptive information about the institutions
they were employed in, as well as the legislation – or policy – that shaped their
practice. However, as Brown (1983, p93) points out, social policy gradually developed
into a more lively and critical subject, which began to ask more penetrating questions
about the origins, values and shape of welfare provision:

A new generation ... looked at the services and asked: how far had they
succeeded – and how far had they failed? Who had benefitted from them?
Whose interests did they serve? What had influenced their operation and
determined their outcomes?

At the forefront of this shift were academics such as Peter Townsend and Richard
Titmuss, who, as Brown notes, ensured that the discipline developed an over-riding
interest in the actual impact of social policies on individuals (p94). The scope of the
discipline thus became much broader, theoretical and critical, analysing the extent to
which the post-war welfare state had succeeded in achieving its aims. Instead of
simply describing social service structures, policy and legislation, social policy courses
focused upon evaluating the ethos and principles that underpinned welfare, as well as
assessing its impact on the social and economic well-being of citizens. The notion that
social policies were motivated by altruistic, benevolent intentions – that they were, to
quote one academic, a good deed in a naughty world (Donnison, cited in Brown,
1983, p95) – began to be challenged, as evidence of the failure of the post-war
welfare state to respond to citizens needs emerged. Indeed, as we show in Chapter
4, by the late 1960s social policy academics were drawing attention to the disciplin-
ary, controlling functions that welfare policies, including those related to social work,
could perform. As Chris Jones (2011) points out, attempts to infuse this more radical
social science perspective into social work education were not always welcomed by a
social work profession that, in some cases, was still wedded to a conservative, voca-
tionally orientated form of training. However, in the context of the civil rights
campaigns and protest movements of the late 1960s, it was a perspective that
many social work students themselves welcomed. Many had become disillusioned
about the failure of their professional courses to tap into the critical and challenging
insights provided by social policy/social science literature. Jones recalls his experiences
of social work training around this time:

I remember all the professional lecturers promulgate views of poverty as
though they were manifestations of pathological personalities and inadequate
mothering; of how the well-functioning family with the mother at the hearth
was the ideal and how clients were both devious and childlike. It really was so
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much stuff and nonsense and a million light years away from what we were
discovering about class inequalities and the reproduction of poverty and
disadvantage under capitalism.

(p30)

Social policy today
So what does social policy as an academic subject focus upon today? As Brown (1969,
p12) states, whatever are generally accepted as social problems, together with the
complex human needs that underlie them, must be the first area of study for the
social policy student. Basically, at the core of social policy lies an evaluation of societal
responses to social problems such as poverty, social exclusion, unemployment, home-
lessness, crime, health and education inequalities. Hence, the subject seeks to develop
an understanding of the ‘very real’ policy issues and debates that affect people’s life
chances and opportunities. In this sense it is a dynamic and constantly moving dis-
cipline, at the cutting edge of policy debates which ultimately determine government
and non-governmental responses to issues like child poverty and neglect, pension
provision, asylum and immigration, as well as health, education and social service
reform. However, it is perhaps the subject’s dynamism, fluidity and breadth which
make it somewhat difficult to define precisely. Because social problems and societal
responses to them change and evolve, it is impossible to give a once and for all
definition of ‘social policy’, or to provide a definitive list of the issues that it covers.

Traditionally, the curricula of social policy courses in the post-1945 period were
geared towards analysing the way the ‘big’ publicly funded and publicly provided
forms of welfare provision, such as social security, health, education, housing and
social service, or social work provision, had responded to human need. In part, this
reflected the context within which social policy as an academic discipline ‘took off’ in
higher education after 1945. As we have already explained, this period was charac-
terised by a dramatic expansion of state welfare, and a growing demand from public
sector welfare agencies and workers for information about the problems that their
organisations dealt with. In addition, at that time the state was the ‘main’ provider of
welfare. Governments of all political complexions accepted responsibility for tackling
economic and social ills, and social policy academics inevitably focused their attention
on analysing the outcomes of public sector interventions.

However, from the late 1970s onwards governments have sought to reduce the
state’s role in the organisation and delivery of welfare provision, encouraging the
development of a voluntary and private sector of welfare. We will examine the ideo-
logical principles that influenced this shift in Chapter 5, but for our purposes here it is
sufficient to simply point out that today the state is no longer the sole, monopoly
provider of welfare services, and a whole range of non-statutory organisations, as well
as individuals and families themselves, are now involved in its delivery. Moreover,
within public welfare agencies – including social service departments – market-led
reforms have changed the nature of provision, profoundly altering its shape and
organisation. This drive to reform and reduce the scope of state welfare has acceler-
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ated recently, as the coalition government has imposed drastic cuts to public expen-
diture (see Chapter 5). Allied to this has been David Cameron’s much discussed (and
contested) ‘Big Society’ agenda, which envisages a much greater role for the private
and voluntary sectors in the welfare sphere. Hence, we are now faced with a much
more ‘plural’, diverse welfare landscape than we were thirty or so years ago, involving
a more fluid mix of state, private and voluntary sector interventions. In response to
these changes in the way social policies are funded, organised and delivered, the
academic discipline of social policy has inevitably had to adjust its focus, and its
gaze now spans over a much broader, plural, eclectic field of welfare provision. So
although the study of the ‘public sector’ still looms large in social policy courses, social
policy curricula also seek to impart an understanding of the role played by private and
voluntary sector organisations, as well as individuals and families, in meeting citizens’
needs. Again, the intention is not simply to describe the changes that have occurred.
Our aim is to critically analyse social policies and trends and assess their impact upon
citizens’ social and economic conditions.

In developing this critical analysis, new tools, methods and theoretical paradigms have
been embraced by social policy academics. ‘Traditional’ social policy research, epito-
mised by its focus on particular services and problems, retains a strong hold on the
discipline, though this has been accompanied by a more analytical approach, invol-
ving broader questions about the ‘functions’ of welfare and the role of the state. As
we have already hinted, from the 1960s onwards, the ‘social conscience thesis’ – the
notion that social policies are necessarily motivated by benevolent intentions – was
challenged, and the search for alternative interpretations has led social policy scholars
to focus upon the ideological influences that underpin welfare interventions. In doing
so, social policy has shown a much greater willingness to draw from other disciplines,
such as political science, sociology and economics. As Wilding (1983) argues, the
marrying of the ‘traditional’ social policy approach with this newer ‘theoretical’
approach is a positive development; it represents a maturing of the subject and is
in accordance with the aims and ideals of the subject’s early pioneers.

The relevance of social policy to social work
Hopefully, our brief summary of the development of social policy will have given you
an appreciation of the historical links between social policy and social work. In order
to help you understand its relevance further, we will consider the consequences of
some recent social policy developments; in particular the cuts in welfare spending
currently being introduced by David Cameron’s coalition government. As we will
show, these will undoubtedly impact upon the economic and social well-being of
vulnerable people, while at the same time constraining the options and resources
available to social workers. In this sense, our discussion here will help reinforce the
importance of including a social policy dimension in your social work training.

9
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An analysis of the impact of the coalition’s public expenditure
cuts on service users and the social work role

In October 2010, George Osborne, the coalition’s Conservative Chancellor of the
Exchequer, announced £18 billion of cuts to welfare spending. He made it clear
that welfare benefits (social security) would be affected, as well as local authority
social care budgets. The coalition argued this was a necessary part of its deficit-
reduction strategy, but many politicians and commentators claimed that the speed
and intensity of the cuts were unnecessary and would create severe harm and hard-
ship. The Labour Party, for example, proposed a more phased, moderate strategy of
public expenditure cuts, while others argued that the deficit could be tackled through
other mechanisms, such as tax increases, or a clampdown on tax evasion by major
corporations and wealthy individuals. In short, political alternatives have been pro-
posed, which if pursued would lead to different social policy outcomes. However, the
coalition decided to press ahead with its rapid programme of cuts to welfare spending
and it is the potential ‘outcomes’ of these that we turn to now. Here, we focus our
attention solely upon cuts to local authority welfare budgets (we will examine the
potential implications of recent social security reforms in Chapter 5).

Cuts to local authority welfare budgets

A significant proportion of the £18 billion of welfare cuts imposed by the coalition will
come from reductions in the budgets given to local authorities by central government
to support service users’ needs. The government claims that efficiency savings can be
made and that crucial front-line services will not be affected by the funding reduc-
tions. However, senior welfare services managers have expressed serious concerns as
to the impact upon service users. The NHS Confederation, for example, has said that it
is deeply worried about the cuts, with its chief executive predicting that they would
lead to a severe restriction in social care availability:

It seems inevitable that we will see a significant withdrawal of support from
some of the most vulnerable people in our society – before long we could see
a majority of councils only supplying services to those with the most critical of
needs.

(cited in Samuel, 2010a)

ACTIVITY 1 .1
How might the Coalition’s cuts impact upon the social and economic well-being of
vulnerable individuals and groups? Here, it might be worth consulting:
. Local media reports in your area about how the cuts are affecting levels of provision,
especially ‘thresholds’ for care.

. National coverage of the coalition’s cuts in Community Care, or ‘broadsheet’ news-

papers, such as the Guardian, Observer and Independent.
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COMMENT

At the time of writing, the full impact of the coalition’s cuts has not yet materialised and

hence you may be in a better position than us to gauge their legacy. However, what is

clear, even at this early stage, is that predictions that the cuts would undermine key
social services have been proven accurate. Hundreds of thousands of service users are

finding that their access to local authority-funded social care services is either being
limited or entirely curtailed. Local authorities face an average 6 per cent cut in their

social care budgets in 2011/12, and for some the percentage reduction is considerably
higher. This has led many to:

1. tighten their eligibility thresholds for care;
2. Cut the funding they had previously provided to support crucial social care projects
and local services.

Thresholds for care

In 2006, 53 per cent of English councils funded the social care of service users with
‘moderate needs’; by 2011, however, this had reduced to only 20 per cent, the
remainder providing support only to those with ‘substantial’ or ‘critical’ needs (Dun-
ning, 2010). As Chapter 9 shows, many local authorities had already begun to ration
care in this way prior to the coalition’s cuts, but this process has greatly accelerated
since October 2010. Indeed, the Local Government Association found that one in
seven local authorities had responded to the coalition’s cuts by increasing thresholds
for care. Lancashire and West Sussex are two of many authorities to tighten eligibility.
In Lancashire this will lead to approximately 3,900 service users and carers losing
support they had previously been entitled to, while in West Sussex 4,500 will lose
access to provision (Moseley, 2011; Lumley, 2011). These are but two of many other
authorities that are increasing the thresholds for accessing social care, and it is likely
that hundreds of thousands of service users and carers will be affected across the
country. This has inevitably had an impact upon the ability of practitioners to meet
service users’ needs. One survey conducted by the British Association of Social Workers
(BASW) in April 2011 found that three-quarters of social workers had reported that
changes to qualifying criterion had resulted in their service users being denied provi-
sion that they previously had access to:

Services are being restricted to critical cases only, preventative services are
being shelved and, overnight, people are being expected to find alternative
ways of getting their needs met.

(BASW, 2011)

As well as introducing ‘formal’ mechanisms of restricting eligibility thresholds, it
seems that some local authorities have responded to the cuts by utilising other,
more dubious ‘informal’ methods of denying access to key services. Many social work-
ers, for example, have reported being placed under pressure by managers to reassess
service users and reduce their category of need in order to artificially restrict support.
A Community Care survey completed in May 2011 found that more than half of all
children’s social workers had been pressurised to downgrade children from ‘child
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protection plans’ to ‘child-in-need plans’, thus reducing entitlement to support. Dis-
turbingly, 40 per cent of respondents said they had also been pressured into
prematurely returning accommodated children to birth parents in order to save
money. The College of Social Work, BASW and the GSCC have all acknowledged
that such practices are ‘unethical’, and contravene the social work value base, as
well as well as the profession’s code of practice (Cooper, 2011).

Other cuts in funding for social care projects and local services

As well as tightening thresholds for care, local authorities have also cut funding for
certain key services. The discussion below illustrates how such cuts have impacted on
two particular groups of service users – older adults and disabled children – through
the reduction or withdrawal of funding from key services and benefits.

Older service users
Age UK (2011) estimate that services for older adults will be cut by £610 million (8.4
per cent) over 2011–12. In order to achieve these savings, councils have been forced
to increase the costs of services such as day care and meals on wheels and close day
care centres and residential care homes. Age UK’s survey of 139 councils identified the
following responses to the cuts.

. At least 61 councils (43 per cent of those surveyed) are increasing or imposing
new charges on provision, such as home help or day care centres. The fear is that
not all those who previously received these services will be able to afford to
continue to pay for them.

. At least 27 councils (almost 20 per cent) are reducing personal budgets and/or
domiciliary care packages, meaning fewer hours of help for those receiving sup-
port.

. At least 25 councils (18 per cent) are reducing the number of placements for older
adults in care homes.

. Some 76 councils (almost 55 per cent) have reduced or frozen the support they
provide for residential homes for older people, leaving many older people and
their families having to absorb any price increases.

It is important to emphasise that levels of need among older adults in these areas
remain the same as the previous year. The only changing variable is the level of
funding available to meet those same needs. Again, what this helps illustrate is the
extent to which national social policies have a very tangible impact both upon the life
chances of service users, as well as ability of social services to meet their needs. Like
other agencies that advocate on behalf of older people, Age UK has expressed real
concern at the impact of these cuts on the lives of older service users:

Funding for social care is already inadequate and the system today is failing
many older people at the time when they really need help. The consequences
of cutting expenditure further to 8.4 per cent, indicated by our research,
could be devastating. We are fearful that even more vulnerable older people
will be left to struggle alone and in some cases lives will be put at risk.
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Disabled children
A number of commentators have also drawn attention to the negative impact of the
coalition’s cuts agenda upon the welfare of disabled children and their families. One
estimate suggests that disabled children’s services are set to be cut by 15 per cent in
2011–12, leading to the closure of many support services (Every Disabled Child Mat-
ters, 2011). Already, the availability of funding for short-break services and day care
centres has been restricted in many areas, creating severe stress for parents with
disabled children. Indeed, there is evidence that disabled children may be taken into
care as a result of the cuts, partly as a result of the increased pressure faced by
parents, but also because accommodating children permanently is seen by some
local authorities as a cheaper, less administratively ‘burdensome’ option than organis-
ing short breaks and respite care (Cook, 2011). Meanwhile, benefit cuts will reduce
the income available to families with disabled children. If proposed changes to dis-
abled children’s benefits are made, it is estimated that they will cost 88,000 families
with disabled children up to £1,358 per year. According to the charity consortium
Every Disabled Child Matters (2011) this will further confound the issues that families
with disabled children on low income face and is likely to push many more families
into poverty.

Implications of the public expenditure cuts for the social work
profession

Research has consistently shown that many of those who have chosen to enter the
social work profession have done so out of a strong sense of social justice, or a more
general desire to support and empower vulnerable groups (Hackett et al., 2003). It
indicates a clear desire among social workers to help address social problems; they
want to ‘help people’; to ‘protect vulnerable groups’; to ‘combat discrimination’, and
to ‘enable people to reach their full potential’. Clearly, the policy developments we
have discussed will have an impact upon the ability of social workers (and indeed
yourselves) to fulfil these objectives and to perform their roles effectively. In the
activity below, we want you to consider the potential implications of the reductions
in funding we have outlined for the social work profession itself.

ACTIVITY 1 .2
. What impact might the current social policy environment have had upon morale within

the social work profession? If you are on placement, you might already have had a
‘hint’ as to what its impact has been.

. How would you personally feel about having to implement the cuts imposed by the
coalition government?

COMMENT

All the evidence suggests that the cuts to local authority welfare budgets have had a

direct impact upon the culture of social work teams, constraining and circumscribing the
Continued
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COMMENT continued

welfare-related decisions that they are able make. Social workers, it seems, are being

pressured into engaging in practices that they themselves know conflict with the needs

of their service users, as well as their professional social work value base. Not surpris-
ingly, a survey conducted by the BASW in April 2011 revealed deep concerns among

social workers about the impact of the cuts of service users:

More than 95 per cent of social workers surveyed ... said the cuts they are

witnessing would cause suffering and hardship, while over 90 per cent went as far

as to suggest that lives would potentially be placed in jeopardy. The findings cast

serious doubt over government claims that frontline services will be protected

from budget-tightening across the public sector.
(BASW, 2011)

Such concerns inevitably lead to higher levels of frustration and stress among social

workers. Almost three-quarters of respondents to a survey undertaken by the College
of Social Work said that they expected stress levels to increase over the next twelve

months, while over two-thirds predicted that already heavy caseloads and sickness rates
would rise. In addition, six out of ten felt that their workloads would be more difficult to
manage as a result of the cuts (cited in Children Now, 2011). Worryingly, the BASW

(2011) found that over a half of the practitioners responding to one of its surveys stated
that the cuts had been damaging enough to prompt them to consider leaving the

profession due to the impact upon their ability to do their jobs effectively.

What conclusions can we draw from this discussion of the coalition’s spending cuts
about the nature of social policy and its relevance to you as a future social worker?
What it does highlight is that the wider social policy environment has a profound
impact not only upon the welfare of services users, but also upon the ability of social
workers to perform their roles effectively. In this sense, it is crucial to understand that
social work does not operate in a ‘vacuum’; indeed, it is far more susceptible to the
ideological whims of politicians than most other professions. What our discussion of
the coalition’s cuts has also shown is that social policies are often motivated by
intentions that are often other than ‘progressive’. In this specific instance, the desire
to reduce public expenditure and reassure financial markets has been given primacy
over the welfare needs of service users. In this sense, you can hopefully now see the
importance of the need for you, as a future social worker, to have an understanding of
the dynamics of social policy. It will provide you with a crucial insight into the causes
of the difficulties that affect the service users you will be working with, and the
barriers you might face in supporting them. The QAA (2008, p7) Benchmarks for
Social Work require that students learn to understand the impact of injustice, social
inequalities and oppressive social relations, and we hope that our discussion here, and
more generally the book, will help you see how the social policy dimension of your
studies provides just that opportunity.
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CHAPTER SUMMARY

Throughout this chapter we have emphasised the relevance of social policy to social work education. As

we have shown, the two have a long-standing historical connection. Indeed, the origins of social policy

can be traced back to the pioneering work of those such as Attlee, Tawney and Marshall, who sought to

transform social work training by infusing within the curriculum an appreciation of the social, economic

and political constraints that shape the lives of service users. However, an appreciation of such con-

straints is no less important today than it was at the beginning of the twentieth century. As our discus-

sion of the coalition’s cuts to welfare spending illustrates, the wider political and social policy

environment frequently does constrain and impede the implementation of what can be broadly defined

as core social work values. As future social workers and welfare practitioners you will often face ob-

stacles in putting your motivations, aims and values into practice, and an appreciation of the dynamics

of social policy can help you understand the extent to which this is the case.

For those you who are interested in a ‘first hand’, historical account of attempts to promote a

social policy dimension in social work education, Clement Attlee’s The social worker is an

interesting and worthwhile read:

Attlee, CR (1920) The social worker. London: G Bell and Sons.

If you are interested in a more thorough, wide-ranging introduction to social policy than we can

provide in this short chapter, you may find the following texts useful. While not written with the

specific needs of social workers in mind, they contain an appropriate mix of theoretical and issue-

based social policy analysis:

Bochel, H, Bochel, C, Page, R and Sykes, R (2009) Social policy. Harlow: Pearson Education.

Lavalette, M and Pratt, A (2006) Social policy: Theories, concepts and issues. London: Sage.

Alcock, C, Daly, G and Briggs, E (eds) (2008) Introducing social policy. Harlow: Pearson Longman.
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