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are being made. Media concentration upon tragedies tends to 
distort appreciation of the fact that we now have a large group 
of highly experienced , well qualified practitioners in child 
protection who daily confront the ambiguities of their role with 
efficiency and determination. 

An unfortunate effect, however, of resource constraints and 
of a minimalist view by politicians of state intervention, is that 
resources to help families - critical in the process of 
empowerment - are only unlocked when a 'diagnosis' of child 
abuse is made. Thus, many families in need go un helped and 
'partnership ' is not mobilised ; or families are placed in an 
unequal relationship by virtue of the assessment of their children 
as needing 'protective services '. Whilst there are obvious cases 
when child protection procedures are inescapably brought into 
play, there are others, notably concerning neglect, when the 
decision to register (the beginning of 'labelling') is influenced by 
the wish to make available help and support - for example a 
nursery place. Thus, possibilities of genuine partnership are 
made more difficult. 

Thus far , we have addressed the extent and nature of 
empowerment practice within adult and child welfare services, in 
relation to the current legislative framework. If the difficulties in 
this area are readily apparent, how much more so in relation to 
contemporary practice in the Probation Service. The Chief 
Inspector of Probation at the Home office recently stated that 
the 'service still clung to its welfare ethic ' and 'had not yet fully 
incorporated the notion of punishment into its repertoire '(The 
Independent 2.2 .94). 

Thus, the tension is not formulated as between 'care and 
control ', which has long been the focus of discussion in the 
service, but between 'care and punishment' . To some, of whom 
I am one, this tension is irreconcilable . As with a prison 
sentence, the making of a probation order may be regarded as a 
form of punishment, in the sense that most people would prefer 
not to have it imposed on them. But once that 'sentence ' is 
made, there can be no place forpunishment in the relationship 
between Probation Officer and offender. The aim must be to 
rehabilitate, which is , of course, empowering. At present, we 
also see difficulties in public and political perceptions of what are 
regarded as acceptable forms of rehabilitation . Projects for young 
offenders which are perceived as ' too enjoyable ', even if 
demanding, have been harshly criticised . The requirement that 
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punishment should be contained within the 'treatment', not just 
in the act of sentencing, makes the position of the social worker 
problematic. Whilst many officers will in fact pursue the ideal of 
rehabilitation, it is profoundly unsatisfactory for officers to be 
placed in a situation of such role conflict. It remains to be seen 
whether the political rhetoric will die down and how far it will be 
possible for probation officers to continue to see themselves as 
social workers. 

There is a further aspect of the contemporary scene which 
has a bearing upon the realisation of empowerment, namely the 
growing bureaucratisation of the professionals. As I have argued 
elsewhere (Stevenson and Parsloe , 1993), empowerment of 
users must be accompanied by empowerment of the workers 
with whom users engage face to face . Without a sense of 
freedom to relate constructively to users , the process is stalled. 
There is mounting evidence that systems which increasinly 
emphasise accountability and developing quality assurance are 
throwing great strain upon workers at field level. I have already 
referred to issues of accountability in child protection. This is 
linked to the emergence of 'procedures ' as a key element in child 
protection work . There is also an increase in precision in 
assessing standards of the work. There is nothing inherently 
objectionable in this - on the contrary , most workers regard 
'procedures ' and standards for quality assurance as necessary 
and helpful: however, there is suspicion amongst field level 
workers that part of the motivation for this is to facilitate 'passing 
the buck' on the part of senior management (see also the 
chapter by Jan Pahl in this volume) . Whatever the truth of that 
may be , the current research to which I have earlier referred 
reinforces the widespread impression that theweight of 
procedures and its associated 'paper work' is oppressing workers 
in child protection. Somewhat to our surprise , many of our 
respondents , asked what would make them leave the work, gave 
as one response 'more paperwork'. (The other was 'a tragedy in 
one of their cases '; they did not stress the sheer strain of the 
work with families) . 

This finding is not restricted to child protection. Our research 
in adult care (Stevenson and Parsloe , 1993) showed similar 
reactions in workers, especially in relation to the necessity for 
detailed assessment procedures. Some of those respondents saw 
elaborate forms as a barrier between them and service users , 
part of the process which depersonalised the interaction at the 
point of contact. 
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'Paper work' is , of course, shorthand for management 
systems and personal social services are no different from other 
public service agencies in seeing a proliferation of such activities. 
This sits curiously with the often repeated assertions by 
politicians that 'deregulation ' and the cutting of red tape is a 
priority. In fact quite the contrary is evident in many spheres. For 
social workers , the dilemma is how to retain spontaneity and 
flexibility which are often at the heart of empowering work with 
the increasing burden of bureaucratic accountability , however 
necessary and desirable that may be. It seems that we are 
reaching a crisis in this matter. 

The final strand in this analysis of empowerment in social 
work relates to the influence on social work eduction of the 'anti 
oppressive ' movement , promulgated by the CCETSW in its 
curriculum requirements for the Diploma in Social Work. As this 
is being written, we learn of yet another review by CCETSW of 
their training requirements , a surprising and disturbing turn of 
events for social work courses, many of which have not yet seen 
through the first round of the new Diploma. 

The 'anti oppressive' stance of the new Diploma has been 
attacked vigorously by thosewho see it as a manifestation of 'the 
loony left' (Pinker , 1993) and who sense obsessive political 
correctness in its application. This concern is not wholly without 
foundation and some educators, including myself , fear lest it 
create a climate of dogmatism and intolerance not only between 
teachers and taught but, more likely, between students. There is 
some anecdotal evidence that this is the case and that there can 
arise an unhealthy competition for the 'most oppressed' within 
the student group. 

Yet the most vociferous critics of the emphasis , notably 
Professor Pinker, fail to acknowledge the manifestly inadequate 
responses in the past of social work courses and social work 
practice to the rights and needs of ethnic minorities, to those of 
women to disabled and to gay and lesbian people . It is , 
therefore , constructive to see this as a necessary redressing of 
the balance of interest and preoccupation in social work. The 
very origins of social work lie in championing underprivileged 
and deprived groups in the population or, at least, in seeking to 
alleviate their predicament. It is not surprising that, from time to 
time, different groups command particular concern, especially as 
social structures and demographic characteristics change and 
particularly glaring examples of injustice to , and the inequality of, 
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certain groups in our society arise. However, concentration upon 
such groups may cause antagonism , especially if there are 
already scapegoating processes at work, typical of societies in 
recession. Recent social work emphasis on the oppression of 
ethnic minorities may be an example of this. 

'Anti oppressive practice ' is in fact about empowerment -
and might be better so called. There is an urgent need for a 
sophisticated approach to such practice , in which its 
complexities and subtleties are explored , as is happening now in 
some child protection work. For example, in relation to ethnic 
minorities, an understanding of the interaction between racism 
and cultural factors, rather than concentration solely upon the 
former , is overdue.There is also needed a willingness to examine 
'oppression' in a wider range of contexts. For example, some 
social work students are now (rightly) asking - 'whatever 
happened to social class as a dimension of oppression?' 

It remains salutary to note that the influence of the validating 
body has been so thoroughly pervasive . It reminds us of the 
extent to which social work is buffeted to and fro by the 
dominant social values of the time. In this case, there is a strange 
social policy case history waiting to be written . How did it 
happen that CCETSW 's anti oppressive requirements so 
dominated the agenda at a time of a right wing government 
which could be expected to be suspicious of such trends? One 
University Registrar, reading a submission for the Diploma in 
Social Work in 1990, remarked that it read more like a Marxist 
Manifesto of the 1960s, (but without the class analysis!) . Are we 
now seeing the retaliation? 

In conclusion: this chapter has attempted to show the ways 
in which a concept of empowerment and its associated themes 
of 'partnership' and 'anti oppressive practice' are influencing 
social work practice and to show how complex are its 
applications to the daily lives of people with whom social 
workers seek to engage. Furthermore, the relationship of these 
trends to wider social influences , political pressures and 
economic constraints are acknowledged. 

Social work is a child of its times. It is inevitable and 
appropriate that it will move in different directions according to 
changing social values. It is no part of this argument to suggest 
that it can insulate itself against such pressures. However, some 
aspects of the contemporary scene give grounds for concerns. 



186 Social Policy Review 6 

First, as in other spheres of public service, the Conservative 
government of the past fifteen years has sought radically to 
change the personal social services , in line with its market 
ideology and with a minimalist view of state intervention in 
family life . On this lastpoint, however, contradictions have to be 
noted. For in some ways both the Childrens' and Community 
Care legislation have increased and focused intervention by 
central government, for example, by systematising and 
elaborating procedures and guidance in both child and adult care 
and by greater insistence on monitoring arrangements. Social 
workers , therefore, hear double messages; economic constraints 
and political philosophy suggest a retreat from service but 
accountability in terms of day to day practice is substantially 
increased , with expectations of public servants raised, in child 
and adult care and in the probation service. This serves to hold 
individuals to account and deflects attention from the under 
resource issues which may underlie failures. However that may 
be, it is apparent that the clash between the social values of the 
present government and those of most social workers is 
profound and must raise questions, especially in the probation 
service, concerning the ability of the latter to function ethically in 
the context of increasing control by the centre. 

Secondly, as a consequence of social and economic trends, 
specifically the increasing poverty of many social work clients, 
the very nature of social work is under challenge. Quite simply, 
the post-war assumption that social work was to be practised 
within a framework of welfare state legislation , especially in 
relation to social security health and housing, is no longer valid. 
In many ways, the climate in social work practice is reverting to 
an earlier era before such protection to vulnerable people was 
received. For example, social workers are now driven to seek 
relief of poverty for their clients through applications for 
charitable funding. This is made necessary as the level of benefits 
proves increasingly inadequate to support families. How will 
social work respond to this? How can it assert itself effectively 
when so many workers derive job security from state agencies? 
(Even when these are in local government of different political 
colour, the problems remain acute for independent expression of 
opinion and dissent) . Will the voluntary sector , increasingly 
employing socialworkers as service providers, turn and bite the 
hands that feed it? Or does the 'contract culture ' effectively 
silence them? 
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Thirdly, as the discussion of the 'anti oppressive' movement 
if such it may be called, illustrates, social work is (and always ha~ 
been) very vulnerable to the 'trendy ' emphasis of the time. 
Probably because social work is a relatively new occupation and 
necessarily engaged more than most with the social issues of the 
day , social workers seem altogether too ready to adopt 
uncritically a prevailing orthodoxy which seems to fit reasonably 
well with its underlying ethos. This leads to fashions to 
searchlights on particular issues whilst others remain in shad'ow. 
It can also lead to intolerance of legitimate argument and links 
with an anti-intellectual tendency which harms social work. 
Fourthly, as this chapter has attempted to show, the translation 
of ideals such as empowerment into practice requires 
sophisticated rigour as one seeks to move at the pace and in the 
way which the user needs and to balance protection and 
autonomy. There is in fact evidence that many practitioners are 
attempting this with commitment and skill. Yet the public voice 
of social work has done little to demonstrate some of the 
excellent private, face to face , work which goes on - a situation 
which urgently needs rectification. 

So, will social work survive? I believe that it will but its quality 
and character will be determined by the way these four issues are 
tackled. 
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