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for different members. There is a real danger of helping our client 
~t the expense of some other member of his family, or at least of 
Ignoring the fact that his illness is disturbing relatives or children 
who may not get the help they need unless we do something about it. 

These are onJy some of the directions in which we need to 
advance. There are also va rious kinds of group work described by 
B. Lloyd-Davies l, Munro 2, M. MacNamara 3• Perhaps I can sum 
up the situation by saying that we need to develop more appropriate 
and effect!ve techniques for. aU type~ of cli~nt in all types of agency ­
for the clients of the Family ServIce UUlts, of the special problem 
family caseworkers in Public Health, of the N.S.P.C.c. and tbe 
Salvation Army. as well as for those of the child care and probation 
services, local authority mental health services, the child guidance 
clinic and the Family Discussion Bureau. 

THE CHALLENGE OF FAMILY SOCIAL WORK TODAY 
OLIVE STEVENSON 

All social workers must have in common four areas of concern; 
their clients, their colleagues, the society in which they live and 
themselves in relation to each of these. It is my intention to look at 
various issues arising from these areas of concern. We may indulge 
of course in lofty generalisations about the state of society and of 
social work as a way of avoiding the painful consideration of 
day-to-day casework practice. On the other hand, it is easy to 
concentrate on the detail of our work with individuals because the 
broad issues of social work in our society, its objectives and its 
methods, are too large to grapple with. This is particularly under­
standable when the everyday pressures of immediate need weigh 
so heavily on social wor~ers. A study course of this kind, however, 
offers a . good opportumty to put day-to-day practice in a wider 
perspectlve. 

Let us begin by thinking about the relation of the social worker 
to the society in which he lives. This is a matter upon which there 
have been profound changes of outlook in the last 50 years. Social 
work was seen as the expression of the concern of the fortunate for 

I Lloyd Davies, A. B. Some experiences with two small groups of mothers in 
a Child Guidance Clinic. D.J. Psy~hiatrjc Social Work 116-22 1947. 

2 Munro, S. M. G. "An experiment in the use of group methods with parents 
in a Child Guidance Clinic" D.J. P$y~hiatri~ Social Work VI, 16-20 1952. 

3 Macnamara, M. "Helping Children through their Mothers" Journal of Child 
Psychology and Psychiatry IV I, April, 1963. 
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the unfortunate in our society, and the implications of the words 
"fortunate" and "unfortunate" were at firs t largely social · and 
economic. Then we e"tended the idea of "the unfortunate" to 
include those who were seen to be psychologically unfortunate. 
But the assumption was still made, broadly spea king, tha t "the 
unfortunate" were a minority group for whom society took re­
sponsibility, through its social workers amongst others; behind this 
of course lay aU sorts of presumptions - of the value of each 
individual and the right of the weaker brethren to be protected by 
the strong, for example. Recent writings in the U.S.A., in Aus­
tralia, and over here, are tending to a rather different conception of 
the function of social work in an industrh.lised society. Though it 
is still concerned with assistance to individuals, social work is seen 
as an inevitable, indispensable part of a complex, rapid changing 
society, in which a very large number of individuals and families 
will need help at some time or another in order to makc the difficult 
adjustments requ ired of them. It is suggested that social work will 
be an ordinary service for ordinary people - like going to a doctor 
or to a solicitor, - whereas at present it is still - though possibly 
to a decreasing extent - related to social or psychological inade­
quacy and therefore attracts to itself some measure of stigma. 
Granted there is always one sense, an admission of inadequacy in 
seeking any kind of help, but, the argument runs, just as "going to 
the doctor" is not seen as physica l inadequacy in our society, so 
going to the social worker will not be seen as social inadequacy. 
Such a development will ta ke place from a recognition of the 
inevitability of strain for many families and individuals at certain 
points because of the nature of our society and the demands it 
makes on them. 

Rennison I argues this strongly : she wriles: 
.. ... It is sometimes supposed that as social organisalion becomes a 
mo~ efficient means of providing fo r the social welfan: o f the community 
as a whole, social work's main concern is to care fo r the small residue of 
people whose individual needs a re still not me( through the various socia I . .. servIces ... 

She suggests that the social worker is sometimes seeo : 
"as a fitter in a dress shop who alters ready-made garments to fit the figun:s 
of customers whose measurements deviate excessively from the ready-made 
range ... " But "social work is not a stop-gap ... As man is freed from 
the limitations which poverty, ignorance and debilitating disease impose 
upon him, self determination may become more possible but at the same 
time the possibility of getting into many kinds of difficulties increases ... 
We can expect opportunities for professional social workers to increase 
particularly with a rise in the standard of living and of the social welfare of 
any given community". 

There is in fact ample evidence in our midst to support this. 
Without entering into controversial statistics, it is clear that there is 
plenty of juvenile delinquency (let us not say more - or less - than in 

I Rennison. Man on His Own. 
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the past) to keep the probation 'officers going; plenty of admissions 
to care to keep child care officers busy and so on. Indeed this is 
ammunition for the Mr. Grousers' of Toy town fame who can be 
heard saying:- " this is disgracefu'" - the implication being . , . 
"after all we've done for them" .. . What Rennison and others are 
su,ggesting is therefore of importance to all social workers since they 
will not need to defend the Welfare State and themselves against 
the Mr. Grousers' if they study more closely the role ..... hich in­
dustrial society may be requiring its social workers to play. Social 
and geographical mobility, rapid change. and what Wilson has 
described as an "absolute snowstorm of choice" may increase 
loneliness, breakdowns in communication, anxiety, and so on. 
and impose severe strain on the individual and family whose inner 
strengths a~d abilitY ,to cope with this vary ,enormously. 

In saymg a}1 thIS, we are not contrastmg our modern society 
unfavourably WIth the past. Arguments of this kind are so often 
linked with the"good old days" theme. Woodruffe I remarks: 

, . , "Socia( work , . . should regard itself as an essential element of 
modem society, !itrving the nonnal a$ well as the distressed and helping to 
plan the better life as well as treating personal and social ills" , , ,(P,ll7) 

In these formulations of the function of social work in modern 
society. one can detect two different ideas. 

One, which is comparatively easy for everyone to accept, is 
that the problems which industrialised society presents offer to 
!><>Cial work new spheres of operation and new functions. 

The second, which is far more difficult to accept is that such a 
society may increasingly expect to seek help from social workers. 
that the family which may be termed stable or well-integrated . 
will turn to social workers as readily as to a doctor. 

This raises questions about the merits of self-reliance, , 
Supposing, however, we accept this formulation. what then are 

the implicatiOns for social work in this country? . 
, First of all, we must recognise that we are faced in this country 

With a desperate shortage of social workers. This is well known 
though eac~ brymch of socia.1 work tends, understandably enough, 
to emphaSize Its own parhcular shortage, and the divided re­
spo,nsibility at the government level for training does little to help 
SOCial workers look at the broader situation. All these grand state­
ments about the role of the social worker in modern society are 
meaningless unless the government of the day sees the development 
~nd rapid expansion of social work in all fields as a priority. There 
IS a grave danger that the swing towards "community" care - in its 
widest sense - as opposed to "institutional care", and the current 
e~phasis. on ~e prese~atio,n of the family unit wherever possible. 
WIll be dIscredIted unfairly If there are not the workers in the field 
to offer support to family unity under different kinds of stress. I 

I Woodruffe. From Charity to Social Work. 
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fear that we may look back in 20 or 30 years time and see a great 
opportunity missed; good and important ideas that were never 
translated into effective practice. This is, of course, part of a wider 
educational problem, witness the Robbins' Report, of the need for 
rapidly increasing vocational and technical education. We must 
make sure, however. that social work is not a Cinderella. Pro­
ressional organisations of social workers have a vital pari to play in 
this and it may well be that a unified ministry concerned with these 
matters at government level will become essential. These thiogs 
must be said at the outset of any useful discussion about social 
work trends. But it is not only shortages of personnel that might 
make us hesitate to cover larger and larger sections of the popu-
lation with the social work umbrella . . 

I have heard the view expressed that this idea of " social work 
for the many" might lead to the neglect of the few; that just as the 
introduction of the Welfare State led to a ,kind of indifference and 
reluctance to admit the pockets of poverty and hardship that still 
existed, so we mighl find that energy and enthusiasm were devoted 
to the more readily "heJpable" and the hard core of really inadequate 
families might take second place, in public concern. It is argued that 
the Welfare State has in some ways given more to the 'haves' than to 
the 'have nots'; that maternity and chil9 welfare clinics are clubs 
for the 'respectable' mothers. outvying each other with beautiful 
prams; that education services have benefitted the intellectual elite 
rather than the 'D stream' child and so on . I am not sure how just 
these accusations are; I suspect only partially. That this kind of 
thing happened in social work, however, is clearly demonstrated 
in the U.S.A. where in some areas up to fairly recently the skills of 
the best social caseworkers haveb cen concentrated upon those 
clients who were able to use help offered. in a fairl y responsible, 
matun;, fashion - keeping appointments and so on. The~ were 
and still are I think geographical areas in the Stales in which large 
numbers of the chronic "problem members" of society congregated 
together, to whom the social caseworker was relatively unknown. 
This is breaking down and American social work literature is 
currently much pre-occupied with the task of learning how to relate 
to and help such people. Could it happen in Great Britain that 
social work began to neglect the group in greatest need ? 1 think 
not. for two main reasons. 

Firstly, the comprehensive system of statutory provision for 
various needs has drawn into itself professional social workers who 
have to function within a framework of statutory obligation and 
cannot choose clients according to who looks most helpable. One 
exception to this - the Child Guidance CUnics - have of late been 
made increasingly aware of the need to help the hard to help by their 
contact with other social ~orkers in statutory agencies, who had, 
willy nilly, to do something about families and children in their care. 
It must be remembered that voluntary social work agencies have 
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played and still playa much larger part on the American scene. 
This is not, o~ course, ~o imply that the voluntary organisation wili 
have less socIal conscIence that the statutory --..:.. that would be 
nonsense. Indeed we must acknowledge the influence in this 
c~:lUntry of one voluntary organisation which dedicated itself spe­
clfic~lly to t~e nee~s of this gr?u~ of under privileged people - the 
Fanuly Service Umts. The POlOt IS that the greater flexibility of the 
voluntary organisation makes possible greater or lesser concern for 
such a group; the statutory organisation in our society however 
has a basic obligation which can never be ignored. 

Secondl'y, the community will only tole~ate its problems if they 
are out of Sight. New towns and new housmg estates have broken 
up the areas in the middle of great cities which were in fact a kind 
of ghetto. into ~hich respectable people never went. Once yo~ spread 
your social nUIsances around, once people actually see the goings on 
of the Jones' family and their undisciplined children in the house 
down the road; once there is money enough for youth to bring 
trouble to Cl~ct?n i~ste~d of keeping it in the back alleys of Stepney; 
once the maJonty live m councIl houses where rents must be paid 
regularly to the ~ocal authority; then public outrage and public 
c0.nce~n are suffiCIently strong to ensure that this is not a forgotten 
mmonty. In among~t .the indignation and punitive reactions, 
there wIll also be the sttrnngs of enquiry and of conscience and social 
w~)fk will be calle.d for. A very interesting situation is in fact arising 
wtth rc.gard to thiS group whom Wilson has styled in his pamphlet 1 
"the dlfficults", as a result of the provisions of the new Children 
and Young Person's Act, which empowers local authorities to 
dispense material or financial aid to certain families. What becomes 
of social equity? The community as a whole has become accustomed 
to the idea that certain worthy, if odd, people called social workers 
have gi.ve!l time and energy to difficul~, socially unacceptable families 
and thIS IS formally encouraged by ItS more responsible members. 
Tn the locality however this often produces hostility and envy -
"We struggle along somehow, why should they down the road have 
all that h~lp?~' Th~se reactio.ns have always been heightened by 
any matenal aid which the socJaI worker by devious means obtained 
from W.V.S. and so on - the visible, tangible evidence of a social 
w.orker's concern. ~e .new Act gives much wider powers for this 
kmd of help, though It IS not easy to say yet how they will be used. 
::~ut why should the Jones' family have extra," say the neighbours, 
Just b~cause they don't look after their things? They had that 

three-piece 18 months ago and they let the children cut it up with 
penknive~." There is a real and inevitable clash between the social 
worker's understanding for the plight of individual families and her 
knowledge of the reasons for this and the ideal of fairness upon 
which so many of our social institutions are based. When individual 

1 Wilson. Difficult Housing Estates. (Pamphlet: Tavistock Pubs.) 
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social workers slipped along with a mattress or a paraffil),heater, 
they tended to ignore. the wider implications and local feeling. 
~ow we shall have to walk very warily where statutory powers to 
give money are concerned. On the whole society is more anxious to 
see its money fairly apportioned than its compassion. It is 
es~ential. that children's departments called upon to administer 
thiS sectIOn of the Act should devise policies which appear reason­
ably consistent and give security, at least to the social workers 
administering it, preferably also to their colleagues and their clients. 
It i~ no easy task however, to achieve consistency and avoid rigidity, 
whIch would contradict the spirit of the Act. 

I have spoken of the possibility of social work acquiring 
different and wider functions and of the continuing claims of the 
small but important groups of families with multiple problems; 
probably all social workers would wish to insist that their needs, 
their confusions their suffering is our ultimate responsibility. So 
this then is one priority. NeverLleless. it is worth remembering that 
when resources are scarce, some other priorities have to be decided 
upon. 1t will be many years before the supply of social workers 
meets the demand, even with well planned expansion. So how do 
we decide upon our priorities'? Wilson divided the families on 
housing estates into three groups - the Solids, the Brittles and the 
Difficults 1. Even for the purposes of discussion one is wary of such 
groupings for the lines of demarcation are so uncertain and there 
will of course be many times when "solids" become "brittle" 
because of some particular stress or "brittles" become "difficults". 
Any attempt at classification which put the groups in boxes rather 
than seeing them along a spectrum would instantly break down in 
practice, as you would know if you started thinking to yourselves: 
"Where should I put the Jones - or the Browns?" Some will of 
course instantly be dubbed "solids". some "difficults"; but there 
will be many others hovering uneasily between the groups. However, 
let ~s take the~e .r:oupings for a moment from the point of view of 
socJaI work pnontles, As I have already said, we cannot ignore the 
families whom Wilson has described as the "difficuits". Equally, 
there are the solid families who, while they might from time to time 
use the. social worker, can reasonably be expected to manage: 
though it should be remembered that in the new conception of social 
work just as "solids" will need to consult a doctor from time to 
time, it may one day not seem strange for the "solids" to ask advice 
or help in certain situations from social workers. What about the 
"brittles"? Wilson described them as follows:-

..... These are families which present the outward appearance and 
usually indeed, the reality of maintaining conventional standards but in 
which enormous effort goes into the apppearanoos, maintained only at the 
expense of internal anxiety, distortion of strong natural feeli ngs in order to 
conform ... " 

1 Wilson. Op. cit. 
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Heoontin.ues:-' ' .. _ , 
-"These families arc hard to help in present conditions. For most· of tlltin 
probably do not show o.vert SIgnS .of distress. aI , any rate in a form that 
compels society to take action . . . :" (P. 17) c _. . • .. . - . ' . . . . . 
. Wilson iS ,writ ing as a sociologist 'of a group -on a new housing 

"-estate who experience considerable .strain .in :reconciling outward 
appearances y.oith inner needs. I would Like to extend this definition 
for our purposes in Ihis talk to include the. large group of people 
who present social problems tbat are not acute. '., 

For, if we are considering the allocation of scarce -resources, it 
is here that most of ou r difficulties arise. These are the families who 

.preseJ;lt themselves to the socia l worker, or are referred to him, for 
many different reasons. There may be matrimonial problems. 
.spasmodic rent arrears; isolated outbreaks of delinquency in one 
,member of the family and so on. 

There would seem. to be two criteria upon which to decide how 
ser]('lusly to take these families' problems and how hard to work 
with them. 80th bristle with difficulties. 

Firstly, the danger that left unhclped the situation will deterior­
ate into a more acute socia l problem , where intervention will be 
essential .-,;. fer example, child neglect or eviction. 

Secondly, the wiIJingness of the family to accept help. 
The potentiality for deterioration is obviously one of the most 

difficult. diagnostic tasks and one in which we at present have little 
certainty. Yet while social workers are in short supply it is of vital 
importance, for one cannot try to help all the " Brittles" as one 
might wish if the social services were properly manned. How then 
to decide? This is an area where a sensitive, soundly based research 
project over a number of years would be of value. to see if we could 
make any kind of predictions; we need to try and differentiate 
between those families which, given no help but no excessive ex­
ternal stress, will jog along without further deterioration, and those 
whose difficulties increase and settle into a vicious spiral. We need 
to decide the types of people who respond best to help, and the 
times when help is best received. Some current research into the 
field of criminology and probation may have suggestions to offer 
about this but the need is just as urgent in the field of family case­
work. I am fully aware of the difficulties which such a project would 
present. It would require a subtle mixture of scientific knowledge 
and the understandings of qualified field workers. The Children 
and Young Persons' Act. 1963. contains an important clause giving 
local authorities power to grant money for research. Such a project 
might offer social workers some tentative guide in what will be, I 
think. increasingly an extremely difficult decision about where to 
concentrate their energies. I will hazard one or two wild guesses 
as to where and when effort might best be concentrated on the basis 
of current knowledge and theory. 

Firstly, some of you may be aware of the formulations of 
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Gerald Caplan ~bout crisis theory - all the r.age at the.Tavistock 
clinic. Very bnefly, Caplan argues that at ttm~ of crises, . s.ome 
families are more accessible to help than at other tImes; by CrISIS he 
does not mean grossly abnormal events but the ordinary disruptions 
o f routine that are part and parcel of family life - such as the birth 
ofa new baby. Families have to reorganise themselves at such times; 
there is a shift in roles, feelings may be more openly expressed and 
so on. Caplan suggests that at such moments social work int~r­
vention may be both more usable by, and more usefuJ to the fanuly 
than at other times ; usable because they are in a vulnerable state, 
accessible to help; useful because a good outcome of the crisis period 
may strengthen a family 's unity pennanentiy whereas a bad outcome 
may weaken it. This then is one area which might prove useful to 
explore if we are thinking when and how and with whom inter­
vention might prove most effective. Another idea concerns the 
increasing number of very young couples who are getting married, 
often with a baby on the way. It would seem probably that such 
couples may sometimes have taken on the responsibilities of marriage 
and parenthood before they have had enough freedom and enjoy­
ment and this may lead to problems. This problem is bound up 
with society'S attitudes to adolescents and the confusions we foster 
in them by our ambivalence. Possibly the socia l worker may have 
a special part to play in offering support ~o a b.eginning family 
which may have many strengths but also IS subjected from the 
outset to very considerable strain. 

So one could go on; no doubt you will have your own ideas 
about the areas where you feel preventive action might be most 
useful. But they will of course only be ideas - as mine are - and 
we do need some soundly based evidence. 

Now to consider the second vital point in determining who 
can be helped - the willingness of the person to accept help. 
It is here that the lay persons just concern with Lhe right of the 
individual to privacy comes in and fears about interfering social 
workers rise up. No one seriously questions the inevitability of 
intervention with famili~ whose problem~ about. ~iving toge~er 
and in society are chromc and senous. With fam,hes whose diffi­
culties are less explicit anxieties about unwarrantable interference 
are frequently expressed. Every year the students. I teach raise the 
issue, and it is good that they should. But there IS genera~ly some 
confusion in lay discussions about this. All of you here Will know 
that where there is no statutory obligation to visit and it is made 
clear over a period of time that visits are unwelcome, no busy social 
worker in his senses would go on visiting. (Sometimes theoretical 
discussion of this issue makes it sound as if tbe social worker had 
time and inclination to force his attentions on reluctant clients -
this is nonsense). 

However. it is not quite as simple as that. and for two reasons ; 
firstly, many of our clients would not be able to express openly their 
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wish to ~ left a lone - complicated fears of authority (which social 
workers represent even when they have none), reluctance to be rude 
- these, and other feelings, may well inhibit direct expression. 
~ndJYI. t~ere is a~other kind of intrusion which the more sophis· 
t1~ted cnt,lcs of social ,:"ork fear - that the social worker may use 
hi s entry mto the family to delve more deeply than is justified 
ethically, may use his superior skill to find out more than the 
original referring problem would sanction, more than the client 
really wants to disclose, only he doesn't know what is happening and 
so is "tricked" into revelations. 

Both. these points reveal a dichotomy between the approach 
of the social worker and tbat of some intelligent layman and frankly 
I do no t Irnow how you bridge this. The professional caseworker 
~as .some u~der lying confiden~e based o n training and experience 
ID his capaCIty to assess the attitudes of the people he visits towards 
hi!U and t?wards the ~e1p . ~e is offering .. He ~lieves that although 
mixed feelmgs about his VI Sits are almost lDeVltable, he will only be 
al:!le to help a person if a substantial part of that person wants what 
he ha~ to off~r, despite apparen! evidence to the contrary. This is 
what IS so drfficult for the outsIde person to understand and it is 
what may look like arrogan~e on the part of the caseworker. (Of 
course there are arrogant social workers - but not many and that is 
ano~~er story). Some of the best caseworkers I know have gone to 
famlhes where they were told at first to go away, usua lly in terms 
less polite than that. But they believed that beneath the aggression 
lay fear and beneath the fear lay need, so they did no t go away. 
Time p!'oved t~em .right. and they subsequently formed good, 
producuve relatIOnships With such people, with profound effects on 
the family situation. The difficulty here is that such caseworkers 
believe that people do not always mean what they say. Some would 
tell us this is an impertinent assumption and ask us for evidence. 
The caseworker believes her evidence lies in the development of the 
subsequent relationship. On the question of going into matters not, 
as it were, included in the brief, we come to another basic belief of 
the caseworker not necessarily shared by others - that of the inter­
relationship ?f fact~)fs . Thus the problem of rent arrears may be 
connected With attitudes to money generally, attitudes to money 
m.ay be related to the marita l relationship, the marital relationship 
wil.1 be .related to childhood experiences and so 0 I . Where you draw 
a !lOe In the use you ~ke of such theory is determined by many 
thmgs . . But your pomt of entry, your original referral cannot 
detennme your future work, for the problems of human beings 
~ann~t be put i~ b?xes. Ultimately of course the only safeguard 
m ~hls. matter lies m the compassion and professional sensitivity 
which mcludes self knowledge of one's own motivations. Only thus 
are clients protected. 

However, all this is based on the assumption - at the moment 
a false one - that suitable help is available for those who need it 
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and want it. This leads to the question of socia l provision in this 
country at the moment and this raises three major topics - firstly, 
the relationship between social workers in different fields and with 
workers in allied professions; secondly, supporting provisions to 
complement the work of individual social workers with families; 
thirdly, the development by caseworkers of techniques suitable to 
work with families. 

Undoubtedly the most useful thing that has happened here over 
the last JO or 15 years is the increasing emphasis on the family as the 
unit of concern rather than individual members of it. We still have 
a long way to go and as J implied in my article on Co-ordination 
in Case Conference, I personal identification with a member of a 
family as well as the necessary limits of agency function , inevitably 
cause frictions between social workers. However. despite tbis, the 
common famliy focus has brought social workers inlo a closer, 
more understanding, relationship with each other which is to every­
one's advantage, especially the family. It is a rarity now for a 
horde of officials from different departments to descend on a family 
one after the other - the kind of horror story that was common five 
or six years ago. This is not I think simply because co-ordinating 
machinery has improved but because of this increased awareness of 
the family as a whole and of the relevance not only of its members 
one to the other, bUI of its problems one to the other. Presumably 
now the next great decision is whether this country ca n and should 
continue to evolve increasingly elaborate machinery foc co-ordin­
ation, as family socia l work grows apace, or whether some degree 
of unification under one department is desirable. (Bea r in mind, 
h?~~ver, that the. l a r~er such a department the more delegation and 
diVISion of function IS necessary and this then involves a different 
kind of co-ordination.) Some of you will have read, or read about. 
the new Labour Party publication (not a policy statement, by the 
way): "Crime, a Challenge to us all", in which it is proposed to set 
up a new Family Service within the existing framework of local 
government, under a new department of the H ome Office. It is 
suggested that this family service would have wide functions, catering 
(o r homeless families, one parent families, unmarried mothers, 
deprived, handicapped a nd neglected children. This is of co urse not 
a ne'.Y idea, but its interesting when put forwa rd by a political party 
at thiS stage. The storm of controvel1lY which such a proposal would 
cause makes it unlikely I think that any government would be able 
to implement it as it stands in the near future. The imagination 
bog~les at the number of vested interests which would ri se up: the 
passIOnate advocates of the voluntary organisations, not to speak 
o~ the ma."y empire b~ilders within local government departments 
wtll be gomg purple WIth rage a t the very idea. No doubt, like true 
Britishers, we shall compromise but some measure of' unification 

I Stevenson. Lo-or<li nat ion kevieweo.. Use COlllerence January 1962. 
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,is probably called for at this stage, We see this happening already 
in various ways - for example, several children's departments have 
taken over some responsibility for homeless families. What we need 
however, are some deta iled reports about the administrative and 
.professional re latio.nship~, bot~ , formal and inf?rmal, ~etween 
social workers worklOg With famJlles at the present time. Thmgs a re 
changing rapidly, particularly since the Children and Young Persons' 
Act, 1963, came into force, with the far reaching implications o f 
Section I. However, in any discussion about relationships between 
social workers, administrative schemes are only a part of the story; 
so, incidentaly, are personal likes and dislikes; the other part 
concerns a growing sense of professional identity amongst social 
workers as a whole. All forms of training and education will one 
hopes serve to emphasise the common base of social work, even 
though we think too about important differences of function. What 
is commonly referred to as the "generic" emphasis to social work 
training has played a most significant part in drawing social work 
together. 

So far I have been speaking of social workers and their relation· 
ships. Much more difficult, I think, yet absolutely crucial, i ~ the 
relationship of the social worker to the many other professIOnal 
people and institutions concerned with members of the family. ­
particularly of course the doctor and the teacher, but others too like 
the police a re important. In any discussions of the development and 
organisation of preventive service, the contributi~n of such people 
and institutions must be analysed. The trouble IS that there are 
so many vague utterances and too little in the way of concrete 
suggestions. .. 

It is always difficuh to weigh the claims of one Important section 
against a nother; but jf resources a re limited, I would say that 
preventive effort, for detection, for early treatment of problems, and 
for referral, could be most profitably developed within the Maternity 
and Child Welfa re services and within the schools. In the M. & C. w. 
services there is an importa nt established organisation a t work; 
there are Health Visitors with a sta tutory duty to visit young child· 
ren · there are clinics whicb in some areas are quite important centres of 
I~I life, and there is the current radical reorganisation of Health 
Visitors training, Added to this, is the certain knowledge that the 
early years of children's lives are vital for subseque~t em?t.ional and 
intellectual development. Furthermore, Caplan s CflSlS theory 
suggests the M. & C.W. services have contact with many motJ.1ers 
at most important, even crucial times.' It seems that even I,f a 
considerable degree of re-orientation is necessary in these services 
towards a deeper understanding of emotional factors - they are a 
good place to start. This does not of course preclude their closer 
links with general practitioners which is already happening in some 

I See chapter on prcanancy in Caplan's "Community Care &; Mental Health" 
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areas. . ... . 
Some of you"may have re,ad Kahn on pr~ventlve serYlce~ ~,n 

New York State.! ' The description of the education welfare servl~es 
within the schools suggests something much more comprehenSIve 
than anything we can offer . We ~~st givt: great th/:lUght to ' the 
school's role in relation to our speclahst services. It eXIsts for every 
child - it is an establi,shed, respected institut.!on, in our midst. 
Learning is bound up With every aspect o f a ch1ld ~ development, 
emotional and physical, as well as intellectual, and III ?rder t? free 
a child to learn, attention must be paid to the whole ofhlTo. This has 
implications for the t raining of teachers and ,:"e, kno~ tha~ lQ some 
teachers' training colleges, increasing emphaSIS IS ~mg laid on the 
child within the context of his family and the speCial problems ~f 
emotional disturbance. Yet there is I think a long way to go and It 
is a matter of considerable urgency - not simply for the school t,o 
develop its "referring" functions, )'ut, ~l.so fo r the therap,eutlc 
functions of the school to be seen as indIVI sIble from the educational 
function. 

We know perfectly well that teachers too are in short supply a,~d 
hard pressed. But staff shortages are n?t the whole story:. baSIC 
convictions about the purpose of educatIOn and understandmg of 
children's difficulties come in too. 

Another reason for saying "focus on the schools" is that we 
have already an education welfare service in existence; in some areas 
it functions well but it has not achieved at present the status of 
certain other branches of social work and the level of professional 
competence is comparatively low. ~ere, it seems t? me, is an area 
of great potentiality ,fo r the education welfa re ~~Ice o~ers a com­
parable opportunity to th~t of th~ Health Y1SItor With younger 
children for the early detection of children at Tlsk. 

Now to the question of socia l provisions to complement the 
work of the caseworker. With caseworkers so sca rce, so harassed 
and uncertain how to allocate their time, it is scandalous that more 
effort has not gone in to the provision of serv~ces which, prope~ly 
administered and built into a scheme of helptng, would be of iD-

estimable value. To take one crucial example; schools or 
play centres for young children from f~milies i,n . . There is 
everything to be said for this and nothlOg agamst It. In Con-
ference of January 1963, tbere was an article by Pau~n.e ,Sc~pir0 2 
on children's play. In it, she showed how students vlsltmg l?r?b­
lem" families and " ordinary" families in the course of trammg 
found a marked difference between them in the provision of play 
opportunities and the children's ability to play constructively. 
There is a kind of inner emotional poverty in some of the parents 

I Kahn. Planning Community Services for Chil~ren in Trouble. 
2 Schapiro, Children's Playas Concern of Famliy Caseworkers, Case Confer­

ence, January 1963. 
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we try to help which makes them unable to fosler creative play in 
their children. By creative, I do not mean middle class "hobbies". 
I mean .the kind of vigorous, imaginative play where feelings and 
phantasies are expressed, the adult world mirrored social re­
lationships begun, and so on - the kind of thing you 'can see any 
day in a good ordinary nursery school, where such exist. In order 
to free and develop this in young children from families with problems. 
skilled help - not just good natured helpers - would be necessary. 
It ~s interes!ing in !his respect to note that in Spencer's report of the 
Bnstol SocIal Project I he comments that the "ordinary mothers" 
who offered to run the young children's play group, somehow did 
not find themselves able to draw in children from the more diffi.::ult 
families. Such a scheme would seem to have so much to commend it; 
- the relief to harassed mothers is obvious. but more important 
than that it is a way of offering to a child a warm, stimulating 
relationship and a chance of creative activity which may supply 
what the mother and father cannot give, without attempting to 
su~plant the parents. No doubt each of you from your own sphere 
of mterest will be able to produce other examples of such gaps in 
prOVISiOn. 

Now in discussions about these social provisions there is always 
a tendency for people to rush away with a kind of gimmik which is 
in time discredited because it was seen too much in isolation. These 
provisions can only be a part; the social worker is at the centre, 
helping individual families use what is available as well as offering 
her particular casework service. But it is unrealistic and uneco­
nomic to expect the family social worker to meet needs without 
these supporting provisions. They are an integral part of social 
services which seek to emphasise the preservation of the family. 
Shortage of money is no excuse when one considers the vast sums 
expended on institutional care of one kind and another. 

So far I have been commenting on our society, our clients, our 
colleagues in social work, our colleagues in related fields, the pro­
visions needed to back up the social worker. But none of this is 
useful if we do not examine equally criticaHy our own programme 
and the development of our own skills. I would like for the last 
part of my talk to suggest to you very briefly some achievements 
in British professional social work and the areas that need further 
consideration. The difficulties of generalisation here are immense 
because of the quite extraordinary differences in levels of professional 
competence throughout this small country. One must attribute this 
in part to our extraordinary system of local government which in 
the interests of local freedom permits everything from the highest 
to the lowest within certain very broad statutory limits, as well as to 
governmental ineffectiveness about training programmes. However, 
I am not going to talk about the worst. We know that appalling 

I Spencer. Stress and Release in an Urban Estate. 
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social work is being done all over the country. Let us draw a veil 
over that. What about the best in British casework? As a whole, its 
empirical, intuitive approach has resulted in a flexibility of method, a 
willingness to experiment which not even the most doctrinaire of 
American influences has succeeded in quelling. Thus good case­
workers seem to be developing a wide range of methods based on 
an assessment of what a particular client needs at a particular 
moment. With Mrs. Jones, they do go in and help her scrub the 
floor; with Mrs. Brown, they wouldn't dream of it; with Mrs. Smith 
they actually do it while she stands by. With Mrs. Jones they exert 
quite a firm authoritative influence; with Mrs. Brown they know it's 
pointless; with Mrs. Smith they know that she has to have a phase of 
extreme dependency. Sound diagnostic thinking - even if largely 
intuitive - is going on from which flexible techniques are being 
evolved. 

There are of course two sides to this coin. For our critics 
rightly point out that British social workers have been reluctant to 
theorise and generalise and that most discussion of casework practice 
is little better than saying: "J had a case once" ... On the other hand, 
this flexibility to which I have been referring, has preserved the 
British social worker from premature enthusiasms about the theories 
that come his way. Thus Woodruffe I shows how the "psychiatric 
deluge" in the States was never more than a "trickle" over here; ] 
expect few of you know the significance of the split between function­
al and diagnostic casework in the States which rocked a section of 
social work at its foundations - and if you did, you would not quite 
'see what the fuss was about. One could multiply examples. All this 
means that we are way behind in making theories and assumptions 
upon which we proceed explicit. But we do have a fairly open minded 
approach to the use of different systems to understand people and to 
the use of different methods to help them. 

An interesting current problem is that Caseworkers involved in 
the provisions of the new Children and Young Persons Act may find 
themselves concerned once again with the place of material and 
financial aid in their casework. This has played a comparatively 
small part since the wave of post·war legislation. 1 gather it has had 
an interesting effect on caseworkers to have once again to face the 
jury or withholding of tangible benefits. In this country the split 
has been particularly pronounced because our National Assistance 
Board broadly speaking, has disassociated itself from social work. 
People were to have what they needed as of right, and when there were 
social problems, referral was encouraged. This is in contrast to 
U.S.A. where some of the most progressive Public Assistance 
Boards are staffed by professional social workers. There are inter­
esting and arguable points here. My own view is that people's needs 
never do divide themselves up tidily and it is high time social workers 

1 Woodruffe. Op cit. 
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,reintegrated materi~l assistance into their pattern of helping, 
though one ho~s. wIth a deepe~ed understanding of what this may 
mean to the recIpient. 

. Clearly si~ce ail social wo~kers are. increasingly aware of the 
fal1l.lly as an Important dynanuc orgamsm which has to be con· 
$i~ered as a whole, the attitude of all caseworkers to their clients 
wdl be affected by this, and ~amily influences., past or present, will 
be seen ~s of fundamental lmportance. But the particular skill 
of ~ family ca~eworker must lie in the way she can make herself 
avalla~le to different ~embers of the family at different times 
a~ordlng to need, and In the way she can cope with a variety of 
slm.u1taneous ~emand~ upon her and use them productively for the 
easmg of rarrul~ tensIOns and the development of insight in the 
mem~rs. Family casewor~ers are employed in many different 
agenCies and a lmost a ny social worker - P.S.W., c.C.O. , P.O. a nd 
so on, - mar take on this role at times. But it is a rather different 
~ar ?f workmg from the traditional idea of working through an 
mdlVldual- often the mother - even if for the benefit of the whole 
f~mily. It does n?t o f cou.rse replace t.his way of working - it is 
simply a~ alternat.lve and might be descnbed as "family group work" 
because It approxImates. rather c1o~ly t? the methods and objectives 
of the group worker III other situatIons. In reading Phillips'l 
book: "!he Essentials of Social Group Work Skill", I was struck by 
the ob~lous relevance of her statements to work with families. 
She wr~tes .that although the Social Group Worker shares many of 
her objectives and sJcills with the Social Caseworker "The one 
ch~racteri s tic of S?Cial group work still unique to it . . . is the stimu~ 
latlOn and conscIous use of group relations in process with the 
worker, to,",,:~rd s the goal of ~cial growth ?f the persons and groups 
sc!",ed . . . <?ne ot the skills of the Soctal group worker is "con· 
sclously ~ocussmg his effo rt on the developing of group relations 
and helpmg the members to use them . . . giving his attention to 
every member and to the group as a whole . • entrusting part of the 
process to the engagement of the members with each other". 

. It would be. ha rd to ~nd a more accurate description of what a 
SOCial worker With a family must attempt, using the family as the 
group. What we need to know more about however is how to 
decide when this is a useful method and when it is not. There was a 
tentative formulatio n about this in the American journal "Social 
Casework' : in . March 1962 - "Multiple Client Interviewing: 
treatment Implications" .by Scherz. This is an area of study which 
cannot be neglected. It IS a theory that wants clarification to enable 
~oundly based flexibility of method. When one considers the vital 
Importance of healthy communication between the members of a 
family, it does ~eel!l sensible to explore the possibility of improving 
these commumcatiOns by these kinds of techniques of multiple 

I Phillips. The Essenlials of Social Group Work Skill. 
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interviewing. 
This theme has led me inevitably to the question of group work 

a s a method of social work generally apart fro m work with families . 
I know of no better descirption of the a gonies and tensions of 
neighbourhood group work than that contained in Spencer's book 
about the Bristol Social Project. Here you have a detailed account of 
the work with children, adolescents and mothers. It ShOWi us 
beyond doubt the need for specialised training and careful planning. 
The dynamics of groups and the attitudes of the local communilY 
towards such group activities as the "adventure playgrounds" or 
the adolescents Expresso Club are exceedingly difficult to cope with. 
Nevertheless, this does not mean tha t those o f us who have trained 
as caseworkers should sit back a nd say : "I was not trained for 
group work: there is nothing I can do" . For there are ways of 
finding out and people who do know abo ut it. Not for the beginner, 
perhaps, the explosive adolescent gro up unless it is co ntained in 
some way within hostels or institutio ns; but I was extremely inter· 
ested in the description in Spencer's book of "the mothers' group" 
where mothers were chosen "who were unable to maintain warm 
and friendly relationships with neighbo urs or with social organ· 
isations in their neighbourhood". It is possible that with careful 
selection, there might be an economy here a s well as a positive gain; 
there might well be some mothers, perhaps ones who had been 
helped by individual casework first, who would gain from such an 
experience even more than from supportive visits from a caseworker. 

In short, what we need to work out is the children and adults 
who really need both kinds of help in order to benefit from both: 
the ones whose greatest need is for individual casework help and 
the ODes for whom the group work offers the most fruitful possi· 
bilities. We have very few criteria upon which to decide this as yet. 
There are huge questions unanswered ; fo r example, "What do we 
mean by mental health or social adjustment and is trus our goal r' 
But starting with the social worker and the client is like the first 
circle when you drop a pebble into water ; gradually the circles widen 
and interlock, as they do so, each becoming a part of the other. 
So it is in a discussion of a family'S need and social provision. As 
professional social workers we cannot igno re the wider issues and 
must play our part in shaping decisio n and policy. Social work in 
this country is in an exciting but crucial phase; the decisions and 
advances made in the next 20 years wilt determine the development 
of the profession and its contribution t o the wellbeing of the family. 
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