
CONTENTS 

? Soc ia l Services and 
Local Government 

Reform 
• 

TOM W HITE 

• 
Working with 

Handicapped Families 
BETTY GOU LD 

• 
Specialisation Within 

a Unified Service 
OLIVE STEVENSON 

• 
Courts and Adoption 

Practice 
JOHN TRI$ ELlOTIS 

• 
Management and 

Volunteers in 
Social Work 
DOUGLAS JONES 

• 
Parliamentary News 

Conferences, etc. :: Correspondence 
Book Reviews :: Posts Vacant 



r 
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Specialisation Within a Unified 
Social Work Service 

OLIVE STEVENSON 

THIS IS AN anempt to clarify one of the issues 
involved in the consideration of a unified struc­
ture in local government personal social scrvice~. 
Reference has been made to the conflict between 
factors which lead to a demand for greater co­
ordination and those which point to a need for 
continued specialisation. The first question is, 
therefore, is there really such a conflict? At first 
glance this may be how it looks. A smdy of 
trends in organisations generally, however, leads 
to twO conclusions. Firstly, that specialisation is 
an inescapable aspect of progress in sophisticated 
organisations and, indeed, in all advanced 
societies. Secondiy, the very fact of specialisation 
increases the need for co·ordination by the 
organisation. Wilbert M oore wriles: I 

"Certain proc;esses of dUinge may be found 10 
have a reliable and enduring direction. lI,.to~t 

notable . . . is the presumably universal tendency 
to specialisat ion or ~truc!U re differentiation". 

He adds: 
"Specialisation is not o! course an absolutely 

sovereign and irreversible dynamic process as its 
dangers to systematic cohesion may occa~ionally 
lead to renewed emphasis on unity . ... But the 
prob;lbility of continuing speciali~ation lIT 

enduring social systems is high " . 

Thus it is reasonable to conclude that social 
work will prove no exception and that specialisa­
tions of some kind will be found even if unified 
personal social services arise within local 
authorities. Furthermore, evidence from other 
organisations stresses that this specialj~tion 
demands more of management, in order to ensure 
that communications run smoothly and that the 
various sections of the organisation combine 

spread himself over too diverse a field of know­
ledge and practice. This has been called a 
together effectively. In particular, it has been 
pointed out that "specialisation increases the 
relative imporrance of lateral relationships as 
distinct from hierarchical". This implies that 
social workers in senior positions will have to 
become increasingly expert in what we are now 
coming to call management; for, as has often 
been poimed out, structura l unification is no 
guarantee of organisarional effectiveness. 

The next general point is that there are said 
to be twO kinds of specialisation described as " by 
task" and" by people ". :? The first, "by task" 
is usually illustrated by references to industrial 
organisations and factory workshops, where the 
job is broken down into its component parts and 
this in fact made simpler for the operators. T he 
second" by people" applies in particular 10 the 
professions where it requires special expertise 
and a high level of training in a special field of 
activity. At first glance, it might seem that only 
the second kind of specialisation is relevant to 
social WOrk. On further consideration, however, 
it is clear that both kinds can be applied to social 
work; in fact it is the distinction between these 
two kinds of specialisation which is so often 
blurred in our discussions and leads to confusion . 

W'hat then is the equivalent for our purposes 
of the factory workshop type of specialisations? 
This would be the limitation of task at fie ld work 
ievel, on the assumption that a "ground fl oor " 
social worker cannot be expected to perform a 
range of duties across the bO<l rd with equal skill 
and that efficiency will suffer if he is required to 

.. Based on paper gh'en 10 an A.C.C.O. Conference in November, 1967. T he ali/hOT queried whethflT it should 
be p"blilhcd now that the Seebohm Report wa.r out but it seemed to the Edi/OT that this made it more 
inuTenillg, cOlllidn-ing whol the paper lIlas given. 
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" sub·division of perfo rmance roles ". This I 
shall refe r to as "organisational specialisation" 
and contrast it with" professional specialisation" 
which would arise at senior levels. as a product 
of acknowledged skill and expen ise. 

In the history of the organisational develop­
ment of the socia l work services in this country 
we can detect three phases; first the undifIereD[­
iated care afforded by the workhouse to the 
destitute, whether young or old, mad or sub­
normal; secondly, the growth of services to cater 
for specific categories of human need; and now, 
thirdly, a trend to unification of these services 
aris ing from the belief that human need and in 
particular family p roblems cannot be administra­
tively dichotomised. We can all point to 

absurdities which have arisen because of such 
administrative divisions bur we can acknowledge 
at the same time that the impetus, which concen­
tration on certain social p roblems gave to the 
relevant social work services, has not been without 
benefit. (The setting up of Children's Depart­
ments in 1948 is a good example of this.) Given 
a unified structure the problem which now arises 
is the extent to which specialisation at fie ld level 
is desirable and necessary. 

It is very difficult to detach ourselves from our 
existing spedalisations and look at this ob jec­
tively. Inevitably, when we know a good deal 
abOut one pan of social work, there is a tendency 
to think that a "general purpose " social worker 
could only be superficial by comparison. If we 
look to the medical model-the general p racti­
tioner-the problem is distanced a little and 
becomes clearer. Is the g.p. becoming a Jack of 
all trades and master of none in this age of 
rapidly expanding knowledge or has he a vital 
integrating role in medicine which society needs? 
Is the comparison between a general social worker 
and a g.p. a valid one, in terms of the amount of 
knowledge and skill to be acquired, and the 
~nitudes and motivations to different types of 
patient or client? 

Are we prepared to say that a general social 
worker needs to know more than a g.p. ? Or that 
the underlying motivations enable him to work 
successfully with one group of clients rather than 
another- with the delinquent youth rather than 
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the aged, for example, whereas the underlying 
motivation of the g.p. to heal the sick takes him 
across such boundaries? I do not pretend to 
know the answer to such questions. By raising 
them, I point [Q the possibili ty of comparisons 
with other professions which could be fruitfully 
studied at much greater depth . Equally frui tful 
would be comparative studies with other countries 
and their social work services. When I was in 
the U.S.A. I visited two volwnary agencies which 
ran, apparently successfully, on completely 
different lines. In one, a fam ily agency in 
Washington, I learnt that there was no formal 
specialisation at field level in relation to fam ily 
problems-social workers had a varied cascload 
ranging from problems of illegitimacy to senility. 
H owever, in d iscussion, a certain degree of 
informal specialisation became apparent; by 
virtue of certain workers' inclinations and gifts, 
they tended to draw a larger proportion of one or 
another type of problem. This necessitates case 
allocation by seniors who identify and allow for 
these inclinations. In .:mother agency. however, 
field level specialisation was much more formally 
defined, with workers dealing fu ll time with 
problems of illegitimacy, for instance. 

If it is decided that neither of these extremes 
are dcsirab le--<ompJete dependence on infonna! 
specialisation or a ragid division by type of 
problem or person- but that nevertheless some 
kind of subdivision of task at field level is neces­
sary, there then arises the difficulty of agreeing 
on subdivisions with the organisation. Two such 
subdivisions which arc conceivable are; firstly, 
services to families (interpreting the word widely 
to include married couples without children, 
fatherless families, etc.) in the community; 
secondly, services to individuals to adults and 
children in long teno residential care (including 
hostels and foster homes) with or without fam ily 
ties . T here are cogent objections to such a 
division; the "boundary" problems which arise 
when people move to and from the community 
nnd the instituion; the danger of separating" the 
community" from "the institution" organisa­
ionally at a time when efforts are being made to 
bridge the gap.t The difficulry is, however, to 
find any more viable alternative . I t is clear that 

t I am indebted to the discussion at tbe A.c.e.D. Conference for these poinu. 
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the arguments which have led to a wish for 
administrative unity in respect of the services to 
families in their own homes are ovenvhclming. 
T hese are 100 familia r to be restated. One factor, 
however, is worth restating-the growing body of 
theory about family interaction from many 
different sources, all of which tends to emphasise 
the subtle interdependence of family members in 
ways not fully recognised in the past. 3 T his ht:s 
great relevance to the issue of specialisation, 
whether by problem (delinquency, mental illness), 
or by family member (child, grandmother) 
because it suggests that almost any kind of 
specialisation at general social worker level may 
reinforce identifications with probkms or 
individuals which arc unhelpful if the family is to 

be viewed as a dynamic system-anything that 
happens to onc member having repercussions on 
the whole. 

T he analogy of the family with the human 
body is sometimes made to point up the argu­
ment. Just as physical in jury or disease in onc 
pan of the body has fa r·reaching repercussions 
on the whole system, so the same may be said of 
the fami ly members in terms of social and 
emotional factors. T he analogy breaks down, 
however, in that human beings can and do exist 
separately from their family in a way that partS 
of rhe body do not. Adequate personal social 
work services must, therefore, also take account 
of the individual apart from his family. It may, 
therefore, be that this would be a possible basis 
for forma l fi eld level specialisation: general 
social workers working with families, and general 
social workers specialising in alternative com~ 
munity provisions for those who cannot be within 
their families. This latter group would be 
particularly knowledgeable and skilled in the 
various forms of residential and foster home 
provision. I suspect that the problems of place­
ment of mentally ill adults in hostels, children in 
foster homes or the aged in homes, for instance, 
would throw up many of the same problems of 
role relationships, fo r the social workers with 
residential staff or foste r parents; many of the 
same problems in ad justment for clients in new 
situations and so on. Wilhin such formal 
differentiations, there might still be room for 
ioforma l specia lisation according to inclination 
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and motivation. This is simply a suggestion in 
the hope it wil p rovoke better alternatives. H ow­
ever, if we set up any model in which fo rmal 
field level specialisation is reduced to a minimum. 
this carries with it the absolute necessity of 
specialisation at senior level so that the general 
social worker has access to ski lled consul tation 
when it is needed, in the same way as a g.p. 
T hus we come to the second kind of specialisation 
- p rofessional spedalisation in which unique skill 
and expertise is acknowledged. The history of 
the professions shows thal such spccialisms ar::: 
cunstantly evulving and changing as new know­
ledge and skill become available . One thing, in 
the midst uf much uncen ainty, is quite clear. 
Social work must have this kind of specialist. 
What is described as the " information 
explosion" in the socia! sciences, the rapid in­
crease of knowledge about social problems and 
~ocial work provisions, makes it essential that 
certain people funher the skill of the p rofession 
by concentrating their attentions on a certain 
aspect. Faced with the necessity of knowing 
about everything, the social worker retTeats 
confounded: given the possibi lity of exploring 
with increasing thoroughness a fa cet of social 
work (adoption, mental illness, delinquency, 
perhaps) this can act as a stimulus and exci te~ 
menl. T his does not contradict the ea rlier argu­
ment for general social workers and limiting 
specialisation at fit ld level. I t is an argument fo r 
initial breadth of field experience fo llowed by, 
either, the possibility of depth which specialisa­
tion offers or movement into" management "-a 
different kind of breadth, " organisational " 
breadth. Either would offer an advanced career 
structurt. 

I t is not fru itful at this stage to suggest any 
precise forms which such advanced specialisation 
may take. It is helpful to put this in a general 
perspective. In an article by Bucher and Strauss 
"Professional Association and Colleague Rela­
tions " ;1 the authors point out that sociologists, in 
writing about the professions, have tended to 
emphasise the "shared identity. values, defini­
tions of role and interests of members of a 
profession". "In shon" the sociology of the 
professions has largely been focused upon the 
mechanics of cohesiveness and upon detai ling the 
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social structure of the professions". T hey 
suggest that in so doing, the confiict of interests 
within professions have tended to be overlooked. 
"The asswnption of relntive homogenrity within 
the profession is not entirely useful; there are 
many identities, many values, many interests". 
T hese "tend to become panerned and shared; 
coalitions develop and flourish ... " . The 
authors call these grouping "segments" and 
suggest that spedalisms may be called major 
segments. One statement we can take to hean in 
our own deliberations at the present time- under 
the heading " the sense of mission " the 
authors write; 

" It is characteris tic of the growth of specialities 
that early in their development they carve out for 
themselves and prodaim unique mi5sions. They 
ilsuc a statement of the contribut ion that the 
speciality, and it alone, can make in a towl 
scheme of values and, frequently, with it an 
argument to ~how why it is peculiarly fitt ed {or 
the task. The ~ ta tement of mission tends to take 
a rhe torical toml, probably, therefore, it ari5eS in 
the context of a battie for recognition and 
institutional status". 

It seems that conflict between different 
segments or specialisms claiming pan icular know­
ledge and skills promotes growth; in social work 
these will arise as new social problems arise or 
are detected and appraised in different ways. (An 
example would be in relation to immigrants.) 

Bucher and Strauss continue : -
"Segments li re not fixed, perpetually defined 

pam of the body professional . .. they take fonn 
and develop, they are modified and they dis­
appear .... Each generation engages in spelling 
out, again, what it is about and where it is 
going .... O ut of this fluidity, new groupings 
m~y emerge " . 

The different types of professional specialism 
,vhich could arise would be concerned with areas 
of knowledge. These areas of knowledge might 
be related to specific social problems (such as 
physical handicap or delinquency); to the phases 
of human existence (childhood or old age); to 
social provision (residential care) or to method 
(casework or groupwork). 

T here could be much argument about all these; 
perhaps least familia r to British social workers is 
the COntroversy over" method " specialisation, so 
heated in the States. It is clear that however the 
controversy is resolved at field level-can we 
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have multi method social workcrs?-there will 
be room for specialists in the three methods we 
at present identify-casework, group work and 
community organisation. Certainly one can be 
assured that the unified social work organisation 
we envisage, combined with the likelihood of 
larger local government units generally, makes a 
career structure fo r a variety of senior specialists 
a real possibility. 

So far I have been outlining a hypothetical 
model; it is one in which a general social worker, 
undenaking a broad range of tasks but with 
certain formal sub-divisions of task within the 
organisation, and with the probability of informal 
specialisation according to inclination; this could 
only be contemplated given the existence of senior 
specialists available for consultation. One hopes 
that the medical parallel would not be exact ; that 
the general social worker, unlike the average g.p ., 
would be free to move up the hierarchy towards 
specialisation or management and that specialisa­
tion would usually arise aft er a period of general 
social work. 

I am bound to admit, however, that the ideas 
I have been putting forward may be quite 
unrealistic; for whatever structural alterations 
rake place, the fact is that large numbers of 
people who will enter such a structure at field 
level will come with pretty strongly defined 
identifications with a certain fie ld of practice. 
T he question is-how far existing social workers 
themselves can make the role adjustment, apan 
from acquisition of further knowledge and skill, 
which will be required to function as "general 
social workers". 

Change gets harder as we get older. It is likely 
that many young social workers could make such 
an adaptation; many of the older social workers 
would be equipped for specialist senior roles 
which would partly solve that problem. There 
would still be, however, large numbers of social 
workers for whom the strain of the adaptation 
would be considerable. 

The saddest aspect of all this relates to 
developments in social work education in the past 
ten or (weive years. In 1955, the first" generic" 
course at the London School of Economics burst 
upon the world and since that t ime there has been 
an increasing acceptance of generic principles; 
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firstly, that there is a common base of knowledge, 
atti tudes and skills which all social workers need; 
secondly, that these can be illustrated in different 
fields of practice-hence the customary practice 
of arranging fieldwork placements in different 
settings. This is a pretty firmly held belief now 
amongst social work teachers. Yet in many ways 
the pull against such generic trends has been very 
strong. F irstly, the fr agmentation of responsi­
bility for social work education at Government 
level has led to very rapid expansion of courses 
outside the universities with clear associations to 
certain fields of praclice. Even courses within 
universities are not free from this kind of 
conflict. Secondly, the fragmentation of the 
socia l work services in local government has 
meant that the identifications of students with 
fields of practice, which is implied from the out­
set by grants and labels, is strongly reinfo rced in 
their fir st POSts. It is my opinion that tbe 
importance of unconscious motivation in deter­
mining choice of fi eld or practice has beCll 
misunderstood. People's unconscious motivation 
has to go somewhere- if, suddenly, all Child 
Care or Probation Officers were abolished, appli­
cants for such posts would not be lost to social 
work. They would find an alternative outlet for 
their unconscious needs. More important in 
terms of social work at the present time is the 
role image of the "Chi ld Care Officer" or 
"Probation Officer" fostered in training and 
reinforced in practice. 

While recognising the inevitability, given the 
present situation, of the emergency Child Care 
T raining scheme, which has JUSt been launched, 
this affords a particularly vivid example of the 
dilemma we face . This rapid expansion, so 
greatly needed, so desirable, has taken place 
before structural unification at central or local 
level and before-just before-a National Associ­
ation of Social \Votkers-comes into existence. 
T his will make a task of reorientation a massive 
one and it may mean that the kind of general 
social work r have envisaged is simply not a 
practical possibility in the foreseeable future. I 
hope this is unduly pessimistic. 

A further difficulty in relation to the" general 
social work idea" is concerned, not only with 
emotional identification with the fie lds of 
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practice, but also with the demands on intellectual 
capacity which a truly generic approach requires. 
The capacity to transfer knowledge from one field 
to another, to see general applications, is 
generally conceded to be related to intellectual 
capacity. How far can we assume that, at basic 
level, aU social workers can be trained to grasp 
the general applicability of certain concepts rather 
than their specific application to certain situa­
tions? An example might be in connection with 
residential care- .md raises a question about the 
recommendations of the Williams' O:lmmittee for 
generic training.s This is a subject, however, on 
which we have no evidence :md is purely specula­
tive. It would be gratifying if this point could 
be disproved. 

The implications of these ideas fo r social work 
education are threefold. 

Firstly, we should attempt to establish a truly 
.. generic" social work education at basic level. 
Despite agreement in general terms that this is 
desirable, we are a long way from the reality. 
The implications of this must be recognised by 
practitioners. It means abandoning concentration 
on detail and attempting to paint on a wider 
canvas . M.uch that is now uneasily included in 
basic training under the heading of " settings"­
child care law, detailed medical knowledge and so 
on- would be jenisoned. 

This leads to the second implication- the 
extensive development of in-service training as an 
ongoing indispensable part of professional educa­
tion. This would equip new social workers with 
the necessary detailed knowledge; and it would 
encourage mobility between whatever formal 
organisational specialisations do arise. 

Thirdly, universities and technical colleges 
should develop advanced trainings, of various 
lengths, in d ifferent specialisations and in 
management. 

D espite any efforts towards a unified policy 
and approach towards change our British 
traditions will ensure that in fact there will be 
much diversi ty (or confusion, according to your 
point of view). T here is, however, much to 
commend diversity on issues such as these, wh ich 
can only be resolved by experience. Nevertheless, 
may r in conclusion press home two points. 

Let us use whatever changes arc proposed for 
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some bold and adventurous reorganisation-not 
just a gathering together of existing fields of 
practice under one organisational umbrella. 

Let us build into any reorganisation an ongoing 
system of enquiry so that we examine some of 
the questions which arise from consideration of 
this topic: questions such as the extent and type 
of division of task necessary at field level; the use 
of info nnal specialisadon; the differing capacities 
of social workers to transfer knowledge and skill 
from one field to another, and so on. 
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If ten local authorities involved teo universities 
or technical colleges in planned appraisal of their 
reorganisation from the outset-not afterwards 
whcn the necessary data has not been recorded­
we would have a fascinating study of the inter­
action between organisational processes and 
personal and professional identifications. This 
could be a real advance in the theory and practice 
of social work. It would be a tragedy if we 
missed the chance. 
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