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Part 1

Contexts







Changing Perspectives
on Social Policy and
Social Work

The idea that policy is an organised, coherent, worked out strategy
which leads to a readily applied, straightforward plan for practice is
attractive but mistaken. As an experienced social policy researcher says:

itis a view born of a rational, logical approach to the process of planning and pol-
icy formulation. Appealing as this view may be, the reality, especially in the field
of social policy, is that it tends to be complex, messy and created within a
dynamic environment of competing forces and tensions. (Spurgeon, 2000, p. 191)

It is in this context of arguments, differences of perspective, compro-
mises, decisions made at the last minute, plans needing implementing
yesterday, that policymakers and politicians construct the laws which
empower social services and probation departments, for implementing
by overworked managers and practitioners.

The resulting legislation gives practitioners their statutory duties,
powers, responsibilities and functions. The Local Authority Social
Services Act 1970 establishes the framework for social workers by req-
uiring the local authority to set up and operate a social services depart-
ment. Within this, particular legislation generates specific duties. The
Probation Services Act 1993 requires probation committees in the area
covered by each magistrates’ court to appoint probation officers who
are responsible for carrying out specified functions in the criminal
justice system (see Chapter 7). Not surprisingly, given the context
of conflict and negotiation in which the laws are framed, the resulting
brief for practitioners is often full of dilemmas, uncertainties and
contradictions.
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Social work consists of more than merely implementing the law

Louis Blom-Cooper wrote in the introduction to the report of the inquiry
he chaired into the death of Jasmine Beckford:

We are strongly of the view that social work can, in fact, be defined only (his
italics) in terms of the functions required of its practitioners by their employing
agency operating within a statutory framework. (Blom-Cooper, 1985, p. 12)

This is tantamount to asserting that practitioners implement the law.
That is all they need to know, where to find the law. Why bother with
social policy? This legalistic model of social work (revisited near the
end of this chapter)

emphasises the need to work within the statutory framework, in contrast to a view
that what really matters is social workers using their expertise to help clients.
(Brayne and Martin, 1999, p. 15)

But, as we discuss at the end of this chapter, the relationship between
social work and the law is more complex and problematic than this.
Social policy, like psychology and sociology, offers even wider contexts
on people’s circumstances, sometimes contributing research which
raises vital questions, at other times offering theoretical debates. All
these elements make possible critical reflection on our part as practi-
tioners, contribute to our expertise and engage our personal and profes-
sional values, activating a moral dimension on our work, a judgement
about what sort of society we want and what contribution we believe
social policy and social workers should make to it.

As if this is not complicated enough, outside the statutory duties of
social workers lies the range of therapeutic, community-based and
community work tasks in which some social workers get involved, which
are not underpinned directly by legislation. These activities include some
of the aspirations of critical practitioners — to encourage advocacy and
empower clients, for instance.

So, the law is necessary to social workers; they have to abide by it and
carry it out where necessary. But there is more to social work than
implementing the law. Social workers are not simply lawyers, working
on people’s problems. Social workers draw on a range of social science
perspectives and research in their practice. As part of this process, social
policy contributes to the critical practitioner’s grasp of the context
of practice. Many years ago, Paul Halmos wrote about the need for
the professional to encompass the tensions, conflicts, paradoxes and
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contradictions embodied in the ‘personal’ and the ‘political’ dimensions
of people’s circumstances (Halmos, 1978). Social policy and social
work share these tensions and dilemmas.

Using this book

This chapter forms Part I of this book. It contains general maps of ideas
about the links between social policy and social work. You, as a student
or practising social worker, may prefer not to start here, but may go to one
of the chapters in Part II. You can think of these as larger scale maps of
particular aspects of policy. Or, you may consult Part III, pursuing an
issue which slices through the other chapters. It will be helpful, though,
at some stage to return to the questions dealt with in this chapter under
the three main headings below: what changing contexts affect social
policy and social work?; what are social policy, social work, social secu-
rity and the other disciplines with ‘social’ in them?; how does social
policy relate to social work? Before tackling these, we justify the need
for all practitioners to have an up-to-date knowledge and critical under-
standing of social policy by posing a prior question: how do social
workers use social policy in their practice?

How do social workers use social policy in their practice?

EXAMPLE

Mrs K is a divorced Asian lone parent who has restricted movement through
an arthritic condition made worse by the cold. She lives in rented accom-
modation with her 16-year-old son who has a learning disability. Mrs K is
entitled to housing benefit. She rings social services to complain that her
application has been put into the pending tray because she is still living with
her former husband.

The social worker who picks up the case visits Mrs K and soon realises
that there is no food and no heating in the house and Mrs K’s son is too
scared to go out. It emerges that he has been cautioned by the police for
allegedly throwing a stone through a shop window, an offence he denies,
saying a gang of boys keep harassing him, shouting ‘Paki’ at him, so he
prefers to stay indoors. The social worker asks whether Mrs K’s former hus-
band pays maintenance. Mrs K does not answer but her son interjects that
his father, who is white, owns three shops, drives a Mercedes, calls his son
an idle scrounger and gives them nothing.
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The social worker realises that this case touches on the policies of the
housing department, social security and youth justice. Mrs K may need
health and community care services and her lack of everyday means
of living adequately needs attending to. There are issues of racism, dis-
crimination, poverty and family and child support. So, it is vital that the
social worker feels confident about drawing on up-to-date knowledge
and understandings in these areas, including critical research, to inform
practice with Mrs K and her son. Social policy does not provide an
answer, but may give us a sense of perspective, a context, which helps
us to appreciate and interpret what is going on.

Not every case is as complex. But, as Anne Brechin argues in her
important chapter which introduces critical practice, it is vital for prac-
titioners to grasp the policy context of the cases they deal with and
thereby improve their responses to the constraints and uncertainties
which contribute to the complexities of many people’s lives (Brechin,
2000, p. 25). This book is devoted to this task.

How can we keep up to date?

e As social workers, we need to keep up to date on the changing con-
texts of policy and policy changes. These often affect what happens
to clients, for example, when they go into offices to seek benefits or
services and there has been a change of policy. The social worker
needs to be abreast of this and be proactive in work with the client,
anticipating rather than responding.

e Books, articles in social policy and social work journals are a good
up-to-date source. Another source are organisations offering infor-
mation, some which are detailed in Appendix Three at the end of
this book.

e It helps to take an informed daily newspaper, or a good Sunday
paper and maintain files of recent press cuttings. In a period of rapid
change, it helps to subscribe to key social work journals and weekly
magazines such as Community Care.

What changing contexts affect social policy and social work?

Social policy and social work both show signs of the disruption to the
welfare state and welfare services which has occurred since the 1970s.



Changing Perspectives on Social Policy and Social Work 7

This has eroded, if not actually destroyed, the policies and those health,
social work and social care practices derived from them, which were
established in the 1940s, and which evolved through the significant
social, economic and political changes of the 1950s and 60s.

At the same time, debates about what welfare is, who should have it,
whether some services should be free and if so on what basis should this
be decided, have broadened, as the language and concepts informing
welfare policies and professions have been subject to critical scrutiny.
While politicians from the New Right from the late 1970s have questi-
oned the assumptions justifying state provision of health and social
services as a right for all, on the basis of need, those receiving services
have organised to express collective preferences and challenge estab-
lished concepts, policies and services. The traditional power relation-
ships between the state and the citizen, people and their welfare,
professionals and ‘clients’ or ‘service users’, managers and practitioners
have been challenged successfully. Children and parents now attend
case reviews, service users represent their own views at policy and
management levels in the work of the Care Commissioners.

Academics, researchers and practitioners express concern that the
centre of gravity of social policy has shifted to the political Right since
the 1970s and identify threats to the identity and survival of social work.
Undeniably, changes are occurring, but there is little consensus about
which are the most significant of these and it is almost impossible to
predict how likely they are to persist.

Ideas context: no consensus about values and goals

There is little doubt that welfare services have changed massively dur-
ing the twentieth century, but it is a more open question as to how far
the ideas and values informing the shaping and delivering of these serv-
ices have been affected by these changes. Debates about this draw on a
vast and rapidly growing body of research evidence, as well as the more
subjective sources of personal opinion, experience and beliefs. The sub-
ject matter of welfare — people’s lives — may be subject to independent
critical analysis but is prone to value judgements and assumptions based
on opinion. To make this more complicated, no simple dichotomy bet-
ween research and personal experience and prejudice can be drawn.
Critical perspectives on social research attest to the inherently problem-
atic nature of traditional, so-called scientific research, often mimicked
by social scientists, while qualitative research methodologies are prone
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to attack by adherents to experimental research for not meeting the basic
conditions for the carrying out of respectable research.

A welfare revolution: illusion or a reality?

Another way of posing this question is to ask how revolutionary the
massive changes which have occurred in the social services during
the twentieth century have been, in terms of their impact on people.
Before the First World War, social services were embryonic. In the
decade following the outbreak of the Second World War, the welfare
state was conceived and set up. The National Assistance Act 1948
replaced the nineteenth-century Poor Laws and instituted the basis on
which social services for adults are still provided. The Children Act
1948 represented the first recognition of the duty of local authorities to
provide comprehensive services for caring for children who lacked a
normal home life. In the 40 years after the Second World War, all
aspects of social services were the targets of an unprecedented mass of
legislation, much of it creating new powers, duties and responsibilities
for social services agencies.

During the last decades of the twentieth century, a second revolution
in social policy could be said to have taken place, as many welfare serv-
ices were reconstituted and privatised and markets were created for the
purchase and delivery of services. Local government was subjected to
transformation, not just through the creation of unitary local authorities,
but also involving the shift from local government to local governance
by complex arrangements involving the public, private and voluntary
sectors.

Have these changes significantly improved the quality of life of
specific groups of people? On the whole, those who already have wealth
and are higher earners have fared well. Welfare policies during the twen-
tieth century have left the living conditions of many worse-off people
largely unchanged. Chapters 2 to 7 of this book provide evidence that
unemployment, inadequate housing, deficient health and community
care, low incomes and problems associated with poverty still
particularly affect people experiencing physical or learning disabilities,
older people, people with mental health problems, lone parents, those
with less earning capacity, children in poor families and families living
in resource-starved urban and rural districts where access to welfare
services is far from adequate. Poor people are still likely to be viewed
with a mixture of sympathy and suspicion, depending on the extent to
which they are regarded as trying to help themselves. Stereotypes of the
beggar, the orphan, the ‘morally careless’ pregnant young girl, the ‘mad’
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person, the disabled person deemed less capable, or the older person
regarded as ‘past it’ are still dominated by prejudices rather than
informed by the realities of their circumstances and the experiences
of people themselves. The focus on the undeniable changes in welfare
services, and how they are organised, managed and delivered, diverts
attention from the unchanging realities of being poor, being a lone
parent, experiencing mental health problems, becoming older or living in
a society which discriminates against people who are different, whether
through class, age, gender, ethnicity, disability or other social divisions.

Up to a third of people in Britain still live in poverty. Many children,
especially those living with lone parents, experience poor housing,
long-term poverty and inadequate education, health and childcare
provision. The gap between rich and poor people at the beginning of
2000 was as great as in 1900.

Demographic context

There are some changes which are less matters of judgement and per-
sonal value and more subject to objective measurement. The population
of Britain, for instance, has increased overall, but some areas, notably
inner cities and some rural regions, have experienced decreases in pop-
ulation, particularly of economically active, better-off people. In 1901,
just over 38 million people lived in the UK. By 1961, there were nearly
53 million and by 1997 this figure had increased by a further 12 per cent
to 59 million. However, in this latter period, whereas the population of
Northern Ireland increased by 17 per cent, that of England increased by
13 per cent, Wales by 11 per cent, whereas the population of Scotland
actually fell by 1 per cent (Office for National Statistics, 1999, p. 30).

During the twentieth century, the burden of caring has shifted consid-
erably within families and households. More people are dependent and a
smaller proportion are in the workforce. Whereas in 1961, about 12 per
cent of the UK population were aged 65 and over and 4 per cent were
over 75, in 1997, these figures had risen to 16 and 7 per cent respectively
(Office for National Statistics, 1999, p. 31).

Even in the demographic context, there are myths. For instance, it is
often said that only since the waves of immigration from the Caribbean
and Asian countries from the 1960s onwards, Britain has become a mul-
tiracial society. But the reality is that immigrants have figured largely
throughout the history of this country. In the mid-nineteenth century,
more than a million Irish people were driven by potato famines and
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poverty to seek a home elsewhere, while almost as many died at home.
In the late nineteenth century, Jews and others from Central and Eastern
Europe settled in towns such as Manchester, Hull and Leeds. Britain
again provided a refuge for Jewish people in the 1930s and 40s.
Ugandan Asian people and the so-called ‘boat people’ from Vietnam
settled in smaller numbers from the 1970s. From the 1990s, refugees
and people seeking asylum arrived from Central, Southern and Eastern
Europe and the Middle East.

International context: globalisation and post-devolution welfare

During the social and political upheavals in Romania and former
Yugoslavia in the 1980s and 90s, there were cases of British people
travelling to those countries, obtaining orphaned or abandoned children
and bringing them back as adopted. Concepts, policies and practices
regarding adoption, children’s rights and parental responsibility differ
widely in different countries. In January 2001, controversy followed the
purchase from an Internet adoption agency by Alan and Judith Kilshaw
of six-month-old twin girls in Arkansas, USA, taken into care when they
arrived at the couple’s home in northern England. While it is illegal in
the USA to purchase children directly for a fee, adoption procedures
often are more abbreviated than in England and a private adoption for a
fee paid to the agency can be obtained in Arkansas, provided the
relevant authorities and courts are satisfied with the arrangements and
the adoptive parents have been resident in that state for a minimum of
30 days.

Devolution

These cases show that social policy and social work in post-devolution
England, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales cannot be isolated from
welfare policies and legislation in other European countries forming
the European Union (EU) (Cannan et al., 1992) and the wider social,
political, economic and policy contexts provided by the USA as a major
world power and other more and less developed countries. Influences
on British social policy occupy concentric spaces: macro (global),
mezzo (European) and micro (local). At the macro, global level, there
may be a growing tendency towards international standards being set
and sustained. At the other extreme of the micro level, the impact of
devolution in the UK may mean that local conditions are in the process
of fragmentation as the four countries of the United Kingdom — England,
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Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales — gather momentum in expressing
their separate identities through policy and practice.

Europe

Between global and national entities, at the mezzo level, the EU plays
an increasingly influential role in British social policy. European gov-
ernment and legislation superimpose a further layer of duties, powers,
responsibilities and roles on central and local governments in Britain.
These include a huge mass of laws and regulations relating to the Single
European Market and the Social Chapter of the Maastricht Treaty,
covering many areas of employment protection and the promotion of
equality.

Despite Britain’s proximity to the rest of Western Europe, historical,
cultural, political and economic factors contribute to the distinctive
differences between Britain and its neighbours (Adams et al., 2000).
There is evidence, however, of some convergence in welfare policies
and levels of welfare spending, ‘as lower spending Mediterranean
countries with left-wing governments increase provision and Northern
governments retrench’ (George and Taylor-Gooby, 1996, p. x).

The creation of the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) in
1951, the European Atomic Energy Community (Euratom) in 1957 and
the European Economic Community (EEC) (1957) began the process of
social, economic, financial and political convergence in Europe which
led in 1994 to the replacement of the European Community (EC) by
the EU. The EU is run by the Executive Commission, the European
Parliament, the Council of Ministers and the Court of Justice. The pow-
ers of the European Parliament, whose elected members consider issues
in a similar way to the parliament in Westminster, are considerably less
than those of Westminster. In contrast, the pronouncements of the Court
of Justice are binding on member states.

In some senses, the EU operates as a supranational entity, with its own
political structures able to make policy and law and impose them on
individual member states. In the main, though, member states pool their
sovereignty in most areas of policy, retaining the right to make their own
decisions about what they do (Kegley and Wittkopf, 1997, p. 163).

Britain and the rest of Western Europe are undergoing a period of
major adjustment in the wake of the collapse of the Union of Soviet
Socialist Republics (USSR) at the end of the 1980s and the expansion of
the EU as former communist states negotiate entry. Such expansion
heightens debates about whether greater monetary, economic and policy
integration is desirable. Despite the persistence in Britain of a significant
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cohort of conservative politicians who resist closer political and policy
integration on the grounds that it would undermine national sovereignty,
there are strong economic and business pressures towards Britain har-
monising more closely with Brussels and reformist pressures towards
interventionist economics and social policies, stronger protection of peo-
ple’s social rights and needs (through the Social Chapter of the
Maastricht Treaty 1991) and minimum wage and maximum working
week legislation (through the EC Working Time Directive). There is also
the ideological argument that isolationism and nationalism are inconsis-
tent with progressive democratic and social policies aiming to transcend
divisions, maximise equality and achieve monetary and financial union.

There are internationalist and nationalist pressures both pulling
European countries together and, in some senses, fragmenting their dis-
tinct, separate identities. Within some countries, as support for regional
government within England shows, there are campaigns for sub-national
identities, independence and government.

The USA

Historically, economic and social policy in Britain has been influenced
greatly by developments in the USA, in the early years of the Thatcher
government. Milton Friedman, a US economist committed to free-
market principles, was used in the 1980s by Conservative politicians to
justify the monetarist policies of the Thatcher government, one goal
being to reduce the role of the public sector in providing health and
social services and encourage private and voluntary providers to enlarge
their contributions. This political proximity between these two countries
was furthered by a convergence of views, the so-called ‘special relation-
ship’, between the Republican President Ronald Reagan and Prime
Minister Margaret Thatcher.

Globalisation

Globalisation is a recognised feature of economic and social systems, as
well as social policy and the delivery of welfare services (Mishra, 1999).
Bjorkman and Altenstetter observe that in health policies ‘the diffusion of
policy ideas is truly global’ and there is ‘considerable evidence of cross-
national borrowing of reforms — or at least (re)labelling of reform
proposals — in order to obtain beneficial results’ (Bjorkman and
Altenstetter, 1997, p. 1). They agree with Maynard, however, that

it is remarkable in all health care systems how policy formation reflects fashion
and beliefs rather than the knowledge base ... The reluctance of physicians to be
‘confused’ by facts in their everyday practice is paralleled by the reluctance of
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‘policy makers’ to be informed by evidence when ‘redisorganising’ health care
systems in pursuit of perfection ie. equity, efficiency and cost control. (Maynard,
1995, p. 49, quoted in Bjorkman and Altenstetter, 1997, p. 1)

These observations are applicable to the social care, social services and
social work fields, many of whose services are attached to, or form part
of, healthcare provision.

As important as the transnational nature of ideas about social policies,
the persistence of massive global inequalities of wealth, income, politi-
cal and economic power makes it ironic that no statutory body has been
set up charged specifically with the pursuit of global improvements in
associated services. The nearest approach to this is the United Nations
(UN), an intergovernmental organisation (IGO) whose members are
individual nations. In contrast, there are nongovernmental organisations
(NGOs) whose members include groups and private individuals. In
1909, there were 176 NGOs and 37 IGOs, these totals increasing to
4830 and 272 respectively (Kegley and Wittkopf, 1997, p. 146).

United Nations

The UN is the best known IGO, with the broadest range of economic and
social responsibilities, only a minority of countries, such as Switzerland,
not seeking membership. It grew from the somewhat pathetic initiative
of the League of Nations whose major purpose, collective security, was
intended to prevent a repetition of the catastrophe of the First World
War. The UN was formed in 1946, after the collapse of the League of
Nations. The UN’s purposes include maintaining international peace
and security; developing friendly relations between nations based on
principles of equal rights and self-determination of people; solving eco-
nomic, social, cultural and humanitarian problems; and promoting
respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms through interna-
tional cooperation and harmonising the actions of nations to achieve
these goals (Kegley and Wittkopf, 1997, pp. 148-9). Its enactments
include the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), European
Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental
Freedoms (1950), Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees
(1951), International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Racial Discrimination (1965), Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination Against Women (1967), Inter-American
Convention on Human Rights (1969), Declaration on the Elimination of
All Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or
Belief (1981), Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman,
or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (1984), Convention on the
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Rights of the Child (1989), Convention on the Elimination of Political,
Economic, Social, Cultural, and Civil Discrimination Against Women
(1991), Declaration on Principles of International Law on Compen-
sation to Refugees (1992). In addition, the UN has sponsored confer-
ences raising international awareness on many issues affecting social
policy, including ageing (1982), crime prevention and treatment of
offenders (1985), drug abuse (1987, 1992), child protection (1990),
housing (1996) and social development (1995) (Kegley and Wittkopf,
1997, p. 160).

Any international association of states is no stronger than the moti-
vation towards cooperation of its contributing members. The principal
weakness of the UN is the lack of legal power in its resolutions and the
lack of political and organisational structures to enable it to achieve
global governance in any meaningful sense. It is easy for members and
non-members to weaken it by turning their backs on it.

Complexity of international context

Whatever uncertainties exist about the political future in Europe and the
USA, it is likely that social policies in Britain will continue to be influ-
enced by those in other countries, particularly Europe and the USA, and
international associations such as the UN.

The area of children’s rights illustrates the extraordinary complexity
of legislation and policies at the micro, mezzo and macro levels. At the
micro level, the British government passed the Children Act in 1989 and
the Human Rights Act in 1998. At the mezzo level, there are decisions
in the European Court of Human Rights, for example in the case of
A. v. the United Kingdom, 1998, which found against the UK, that the
law failed to protect a child from inhuman or degrading treatment
and therefore violated Article 3 of the European Convention on the
Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, 1950. At the
macro level, there are the UN declarations of children’s rights, referred
to above. On occasions, the interpretation of these different enactments
may not harmonise, and may actually conflict.

Organisational context: tensions between
state and local government

The responsibilities of central and local government for the personal
social services changed considerably during the twentieth century, and
these changes accelerated in the second half of the century. Notably,
legislation governing services for adults, including those receiving
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community care, older people, disabled people, people with mental
health problems and children and families, has increased the powers,
duties and responsibilities of the state and local authorities for ensuring
the delivery of a vast and complex range of services.

The last years of the twentieth century saw relations between central
and local government changing, as central government laid down
increasingly specific standards for the delivery of quality health and
welfare services, to be inspected and monitored through the Social
Services Inspectorate of the Department of Health.

Local government also experienced a shift from the tradition of the
local authority largely monopolising the organisation, management,
provision and delivery of services, to a style of governance involving
the public, voluntary, private and informal sectors. The local authority
became the enabler, as commissioner and purchaser, with other agen-
cies as providers of an increasing range of services, particularly for
adults and in significant areas of family and childcare.

Unitary local authorities were created under the local government reor-
ganisation of 1995-8 (see Chapter 9), amid some concerns about whether
the smaller unitaries would be disadvantaging those requiring social serv-
ices, by not being equipped to provide an equivalent range of choice of
services as the larger unitary authorities. Craig and Manthorpe (1999a,
1999b), in their evaluation of the reorganisation, pointed out that the then
Conservative government advocates of unitary authorities tended to
adopt the argument that ‘small is beautiful’, stressing the enhancement of
opportunities for citizen participation and involvement by elected local
councillors in decisions affecting planning, resourcing and service
delivery. Robin SeQueira, director of social services for Dorset until local
government reorgnisation in April 1997, noted that the smaller unitary
authorities could expect more involvement by elected councillors in the
day-to-day running of social services. From the viewpoint of profession-
als and clients, this might be a mixed blessing (SeQueira, 1997, p. 8).

Government control over what local authorities did was exercised not
only through the content of their work but also through the way it was
resourced from the purse of the state. Central government control over
local government was enhanced by tighter monetary regulation. Various
funding arrangements, such as those associated with economic regener-
ation, were subject to central government approval. Local provision was
restricted by capping arrangements which restricted choices available
at local level. Local government was financially vulnerable in the sense
that central government could withhold funding over and above local
rates and council taxes and thereby exercise sanctions over the nature
and level of appropriate provision.
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Historical context

The changing focus of debates about what welfare provision should be
made, how much should be provided by the state and how much in the
voluntary, private and informal sectors reflects broader shifts in norma-
tive values, rooted in political, economic and social trends. Between the
1940s and 2000, there have been three significant watersheds in politics
and welfare policy: the significant wave of legislation setting up the
welfare state in the 1940s, the partial dismantlement of the welfare state
under Thatcherism in the 1980s and the partial synthesis of these ideas
in the so-called third way of ‘New’ Labour from 1997 onwards.

While the first two periods represented turning points for politics and
social policy, it would be a mistake to regard them as revolutionary, or
as totally new departures, largely disengaged from preceding events.
Historians and social policy analysts may emphasise the rapid changes
which often separate one era from that which precedes it. However, they
often point to continuities which enable rapid change to take place.
These seemingly contradictory themes of change and continuity are both
necessary to an understanding of changes in politics and social policy.

Beveridge: the birth of the welfare state?
Social work and social services both lie at the heart of the most signifi-
cant and influential innovation in social policy in the twentieth century,
that of the welfare state. This term conveys the impression of a grand
plan or holistic set of welfare laws by a munificent state. In some ways,
though, the welfare state was never a homogeneous entity, but rather a
succession of legal provisions which arose from the complex processes
of policymaking, reflecting the range of beliefs of politicians and
others involved in bringing in legislation. It was never a prior agreed
plan, leading to a generally agreed body of prescriptions becoming law,
which met a set of goals with agreed criteria by which its success or
otherwise could be evaluated.

The term ‘welfare state’ was not widely used until the 1940s. The
most positive accounts of it present it as:

a system of social organisation which restricts free market operations in three prin-
cipal ways; by the designation of certain groups, such as children or factory work-
ers, whose rights are guaranteed and whose welfare is protected by the community;
by the delivery of services such as medical care or education, so that no citizen shall
be deprived of access to them; and by transfer payments which maintain income in
times of exceptional need, such as parenthood, or of interruption of earnings caused
by such things as sickness or unemployment. (Fraser, 1984, p. xxi)
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It refers to a disparate and at times somewhat confused group of legal
enactments, measures, policies, practices and their consequences for
individuals and groups of people. According to T H Marshall, for
instance, its social security provisions were aimed at providing every-
body with the guarantee of a minimum, while its setting up of the
National Health Service aimed to provide an optimum level of service
(Marshall, 1970, p. 92).

People born during the Second World War have lived through a half
century during which the idea of the welfare state has had currency. But
beyond that, there is no general agreement about its birth, maturity
and dissolution. The welfare state was not conjured from the morass
of hardship and disaster of the Second World War. The war certainly
contributed, shaping and highlighting certain societal inadequacies and
promoting the passing of certain laws. But many historical factors led
to its creation, some linked with traditions and forces whose origins
cannot be located entirely in the twentieth century.

The Beveridge Report (1942), despite the above comments, is unde-
niably one of the most influential social policy documents of the twen-
tieth century. Before the war ended, Sir William Beveridge had spelled
out his ideals for a full employment society (1944). Beveridge’s politi-
cal affiliations were left of Centre but with liberal rather than Marxist
inclinations. In many ways, Beveridge would have had an easy dialogue
with Tony Blair over the diagnosis of social ills. Beveridge was no
revolutionary. He synthesised many of the existing beliefs and trends
of liberals of his day. His ideas came at a period in Britain’s wartime
history when the mass of people wanted to build a new society.

Some social policies proceed by pragmatism and small, incremental
changes. In contrast, both the making of the welfare state in the 1940s,
and the unmaking of the welfare state in the 1980s and 90s, have
resulted from the coincidence of a huge swathe of social policy changes
across the health, social security and welfare services. The spirit of
radical reform which gathered impetus through the mass, dehumanising
experiences of millions of people during the war was partly the senti-
ment of ‘never again’. There was widespread regret that the First World
War had neither been the gateway to a social utopia nor the war to end
all wars. Partly also, some people had broader aspirations. Nowhere was
this idealism expressed more clearly than in the Hutton Press edition of
the magazine Picture Post for 4 January 1941, on sale not only in Britain
but also distributed to forces overseas. The list of chapter headings
is indicative of its scope: A Plan for Britain; This is the Problem; Work
for All; Social Security; The New Britain Must be Planned; Plan the
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Home; The Land for All; A Plan for Education; Health for All; A Real
Medical Service; When Work is Over; this last, incidentally, written by
the novelist and playwright J B Priestley. The editorial of this Picture
Post rooted the rationale for this in the war effort:

Our plan for a new Britain is not something outside the war, or something after
the war. It is an essential part of our war aims. It is, indeed, our most positive war
aim. The new Britain is the country we are fighting for. And the kind of land we
want, the kind of life we think the good life, will exercise an immense attraction
over the oppressed peoples of Europe and the friendly peoples of America. What
we have done in this number is simply to rough out a plan. We have tried to out-
line a fairer, pleasanter, happier, more beautiful Britain than our own — but one
based fairly and squarely on the Britain we have now. We have not imagined away
South Wales or Tyneside, or our confused system of education. We have tried to
show how they can be reconstructed — or at least to begin to show it. This new and
better Britain could, we believe, be realised — given goodwill — within ten years...
We believe that, after this war, certain things will be common ground among all
political parties. It will be common ground, for example, that every Briton — man,
woman or child — shall be assured of enough food of the right kinds to maintain
him in full bodily health and fitness. It will be common ground that we must
reform our system of education — so that every child is assured of the fullest edu-
cation he can profit by. It will be common ground that our state medical service
must be reorganised and developed so as to foster health, not merely battle with
disease. (Picture Post, 4.1.41, p. 4)

By and large, this optimism was realised in the legislation passed by the
Labour government (the Education Act 1944 was the precursor) which
swept into power in 1945 (National Health Service Act 1946; Welfare
Services Act 1947; Children Act 1948; Criminal Justice Act 1948;
National Assistance Act 1948), ousting the wartime leader Winston
Churchill.

Thatcherism and the New Right: end of the welfare state?

Derek Fraser’s authoritative historical study of the evolution of the
welfare state had a short postscript added in the second edition, headed
“The Decline of the Welfare State 1973—837" (Fraser, 1984, pp. 250-3).
It might seem obvious that it took more than a century for the principles
and policies embodied in the welfare state in Britain to be expressed in
the legislation of the late 1940s, but less than a quarter of that time for
it to be dismantled in the closing years of the twentieth century. But the
assumption that the welfare state was born in the 1940s and destroyed
by the Thatcher government should not be accepted uncritically. Has the
cluster of legislation from the 1940s been ‘reified’ (treated as a fact)
with hindsight into ‘the welfare state’? Should the Thatcher government
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take all the blame for dismantling this apparatus? Surely, the foundations
for its undermining were laid during the preceding Labour government
(1974-=79) and the task was completed by the Blair government (1997
onwards), in its rejection of much of the thinking of the New Left? The
‘New Left’, incidentally, is a term used by some to refer to Marxists,
black power and radical feminist theorists, adherents to anti-psychiatry
and critical social policy analysts (Page and Silburn, 1999, pp. 100-1).

Critics of the welfare state  Pressure to reduce the so-called monopoly
of services supplied by the welfare state, which apparently denied
people freedom of choice, came after the 1960s from ‘neo-liberal’ econ-
omists and the Institute of Economic Affairs, who attacked what they
described as the welfare consensus of the 1940s and 50s. There were
critics on the Left, too, such as Peter Townsend, who argued that the
welfare state had not yet achieved its goal of abolishing want, poverty
and the redistribution of wealth (Fraser, 1984, p. 251). Whereas the
New Right wanted to develop selective benefits as the way out of the
perceived welfare ‘crisis’, the Left wanted to strengthen universalistic
benefits.

The momentum of the Thatcher government from its accession to
power in 1979, in implementing monetarist policies and cutting public
expenditure, was increased by the policies of the preceding Labour gov-
ernment. Throughout the entire 1970s, there was a notable

sharp decline in capital expenditure in the major areas of education, housing and
health ... [a] police pay rise, the extension of police powers in strike-breaking and
the formation of para-military squads. Even in the citadel of Thatcherism —
monetarism — it is possible to suggest that current practice is simply a more
rhetorical version of a trend initiated under previous governments. (Taylor-Gooby,
1981, p. 19)

There is no doubt, though, that Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative
government gave these New Right policies an unprecedentedly high
profile.

Ironically, the emphasis of Thatcherite social policy on an expanded
role for the voluntary and informal sectors, as part of a conservative
re-emphasis on the mid-Victorian notion of self-help, benefited
the advocates of welfare pluralism. They were keen to explore the
viability of ‘participative alternatives to centralised social services’
(Hadley and Hatch, 1981, pp. 170-5) through voluntary and informal
activity. Ironically, too, the extensive privatisation of public services and
the civil service under the Conservatives, which gathered momentum
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during the 1980s, and the marketisation of local authority services and
key areas of the health and social services, such as community care,
were embraced by the Blair government of 1997 onwards. The centre of
gravity of the Labour Party had shifted a long way from the days when
Labour served the trade union cause first and foremost and regarded
itself as the enemy of ‘capital’ in the form of industrialists, entrepre-
neurs, business managers and professionals, as well as many middle-
class people.

New Labour and the ‘third way’

The size of the two landslide victories of New Labour in the 1997
and 2001 general elections took most commentators by surprise. They
reflected the success of Labour in detaching itself from its exclusive
roots in the interests of the working class, its unique links with certain
sectors of trade union movements, especially those in mass production
industries, and its expressed commitment to left-wing socialism. Tony
Blair and a group of New Labour colleagues reformulated policies with
the aim of winning support from a substantial body of what might
be described as ‘haves’ rather than simply the ‘have-nots’ among tradi-
tional Labour supporters. Thus Labour attracted many middle-class
voters who had not felt able to support a left-wing Labour agenda, and
yet who were disaffected with Tory politics.

New Labour claimed to offer a way between the ‘extremes’ of con-
servatism and socialism, beyond the traditional, ‘old’ Labour politics of
confrontation between the trade union sponsored working classes and
the ruling capitalists, industrial and business entrepreneurs, portrayed
by socialists and Marxists. The Blair government attempted a difficult
balancing act, trying not to alienate the traditional working-class
supporters of Labour while attempting to recruit support from what was
called ‘middle England’, those who constitute the middle classes, who
might otherwise have given their allegiance first to the Conservatives or
Liberal Democrats.

The ground had been prepared by John Smith, leader of the Labour
Party in opposition, when he set up the Commission on Social Justice in
1992 on the fiftieth anniversary of the publication of the Beveridge
Report (Beveridge, 1942). The Commission reported under its chairper-
son Gordon Borrie in 1994 (Commission on Social Justice, 1994).

Borrie Report
The report of the Commission on Social Justice was published in 1994
shortly after the death of John Smith, leader of the Labour Party, and,
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significantly, contained the following panegyric on its cover by
Tony Blair, who succeeded him and led Labour to victory in the elec-
tion of May 1997: ‘Essential reading for everyone who wants a new way
forward for our country’.

Borrie occupied the transitional period between what became known
as Old and New Labour. The Commission’s membership was a demon-
stration of the ability of New Labour to bring into the consultation
process theorists, pragmatists, radicals, researchers and activists in the
voluntary sector. Borrie focused on how to shift from a so-called
dependency culture to supporting people in need, while developing the
culture of self-reliance and partnership in provision between the state
and voluntary, private and informal sectors.

Social welfare reforms under New Labour

Blair’s third way contained sufficient former Labour policies to retain
the traditional Labour vote and sufficient also to attract people who
might otherwise have committed themselves in the ballot box to the
Liberal Democratic or Conservative parties. Far-reaching reforms of the
social services were in prospect, even though in the immediate wake of
the general election, the Queen’s Speech which opened the new parlia-
ment followed the Labour Party manifesto in not mentioning social
services. This contrasted, for instance, with the high profile given to
details of intended measures to combat youth crime (Douglas, 1997,
p.- 11). Yet the Green Paper of March 1998 provided a set of proposals
for the comprehensive overhaul of the welfare state (Secretary of State
for Social Security and Minister for Welfare Reform, 1998). This was
followed by the White Paper in November of the same year (Secretary
of State for Health, 1998). A Labour government consultation paper
published in 1998 (Ministerial Group on the Family, 1998) aimed to
complement these proposals on service provision, in what Jack Straw
claimed was the first ever consultation document on the family. This
affirmed the government’s commitment to the family as the foundation
of society (Ministerial Group on the Family, 1998). The consultation
document set out a commitment to better financial support for families,
better advice on parenting and the prevention of family breakdown, and
better services to families with problems. The rationale was partly that
a stronger family would promote greater independence from costly
state-provided services. At a deeper level, while the Blair government
took tight control of the work of civil servants in central government
departments, there were continuities with the contract-based market ide-
ology created by the Thatcher government in central government
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departments traditionally dominated by civil servants. Thus, the Social
Care Group of the Department of Health (DH) had the stated aim:

to improve the quality, reliability and efficiency of social services in England ...
[as] one of the three key business areas within the Department of Health, work-
ing alongside the NHS Executive and the Public Health Group. (DH/SSI, 1999,
The Work of the Social Care Group, DH at http://www.doh.gov.uk, 26.5.00)

The picture is more complex because that part of the DH concerned
with the personal social services was distinctive in having close links
with agencies and practice, and also in its research and grant-giving
functions, with social policy and social work departments in universi-
ties. This culture of formal partnership and informal interaction had
been built up since the days of the Social Work Service of the DHSS
in the early 1970s and interwove personnel who had moved around the
triangle linking practice, academic work and the DH in London, the
regions, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales.

Tackling shortcomings in quality of social services: ‘Quality Protects’
Quality assurance procedures in the social services were enforced from
the early 1980s by central government, under the umbrella of the Audit
Commission and the Social Services Inspectorate (SSI), which grew
from the former Social Work Service of the DHSS. These arrangements
reflected public and political reactions to a succession of scandals in
social services, shown in demands for increased accountability and con-
trol of social services staff, including social workers, who by then had a
very poor public image (Franklin, 1999). In Wales, the Social Services
Inspectorate for Wales developed a performance management frame-
work for social services departments which incorporated performance
indicators, Joint Review inspections and regular monitoring (Social
Services Inspectorate, 2000a).

Quality Protects (QP), a three-year £375 m programme, was launched
in England by the Secretary of State for Health on 21 September 1998
with the aim of transforming social services for children. Local author-
ities were expected to demonstrate by 2002 their success in meeting
specified key performance targets, improving the wellbeing of children
in need and looked after children (that is, those for whom the local
authority is directly responsible). Management Actions Plans (MAPs)
had to be devised indicating how children’s services would be
modernised and progress reported to the DH. In October 1999, new sub-
objectives were published for children’s services, under the umbrella of
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Quality Protects. One target was to reduce repeated child abuse and
neglect by 10 per cent by 2002 (see Chapter 6). The intention to bring
in HM Inspectors of Schools to inspect daycare and childminding had
been announced in March 1998.

These measures for quality assurance meshed with the contract
culture established in the early 1990s with the implementation of the
NHS and Community Care Act 1990, under the banner of promoting
best practice at the ‘best value’. A new Best Value Inspectorate was
established to oversee and inspect all local services, with the govern-
ment intervening promptly to tackle any serious or persistent failures in
performance. The regime of compulsory competitive tendering was
abolished, and new national performance indicators were set in place,
against which the efficiency, cost and quality of services were to be
judged.

The White Paper (DH, 1998a) published in November 1998 set out
the government’s proposals for the reorganisation of the social services
in England and consultation documents were published in 1999 on
the regulation of private and voluntary healthcare in England and for
the regulation and inspection of healthcare and social care services
in Wales. A spate of further publications followed. The Local Gover-
nment Act 1999 introduced the principle of ‘best value’, increasing the
accountability of local authorities by requiring more clearly stated
objectives; specific criteria for measuring performance and outcomes;
the involvement of citizens in the community, including people receiv-
ing services, in assessing the quality of services; and efficiency in using
resources.

In April 1999, the Department of Health (1999¢) issued a consulta-
tion document, A New Approach to Social Services Performance. This
stated the intention to approach the performance of social services
departments more proactively than previously. Forty-six performance
indicators (PIs) were put forward as the means to achieve this. Here, as
elsewhere, the specification of PIs was regarded by critics as neglecting
the tension between purchasing the ‘best value’ service and maximising
the quality of services. Also, the focus on PIs associated directly with
practice emphasises the quantitative aspects of services rather than
qualitative dimensions, which are crucial, for example, when research,
monitoring and perceptions of users and carers need to be taken into
account. For example, typical PIs included the stability of placements of
looked after children and whether children are reregistered on the Child
Protection Register. They also neglect issues associated with educating,
training and supervising staff and resourcing services.
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Seventeen local authorities were named in November 1999 as ‘failing’
and, at the launch of new performance assessment tables by John
Hutton, Minister of Health, were made subject to special measures and
performance indicators.

The Care Standards Bill, introduced to parliament by the Labour gov-
ernment in 1999, heralded a major departure from arrangements dating
from the Registered Homes Act 1984 which would be repealed in its
entirety. The Bill proposed regulation of community homes, voluntary
adoption societies, local authority fostering and adoption services
and welfare aspects of all boarding schools and colleges of further edu-
cation taking children. The resultant Care Standards Act 2000 created
new, independent, regulatory bodies in England and Wales for social care
and private and voluntary healthcare services. The English body would be
known as the National Care Standards Commission. In Wales, this body
would be an arm of the National Assembly for Wales. At the same time,
new, independent councils were to be set up to register social workers, set
social care standards and regulate social workers’ education and training
in England and Wales, keep an up-to-date list of people judged unsuitable
to work with vulnerable adults and reform the regulation of residential,
domiciliary and daycare, fostering, adoption and childminder provision.

To some extent, welfare reforms after 1997 were the product of wider
concerns of the Labour government, beyond social services, about how
to reduce the huge, crisis-level volume of spending on state benefits for
people with chronic problems associated with ageing and disability.
There was also a crisis in social services. The term ‘crisis’ may refer to
the slow, insidious impact of chronic problems such as lack of resources
and financing (see Chapter 10). Or, as happened after the inquiry into the
abuse and death of Maria Colwell in the early 1970s and the wave of sub-
sequent scandals and inquiries, there could be said to be a growing crisis
of credibility of social work and in the provision of welfare services.
There is a crisis from the vantage point of those politicians disenchanted
with social workers, impatient with nurses and viewing doctors’ com-
plaints about working conditions as unreasonable. There is a crisis from
the standpoint of those professionals who feel undervalued, undertrained
and underpaid. Patients, clients and service users, who feel they often
receive less than adequate services, may also perceive a crisis.

The main achievements claimed by the prime minister by 2000 were
not in the personal social services, but in the areas of employment,
social security and education:

The New Deal has helped create nearly 100,000 new jobs in metropolitan areas.
The Working Families’ Tax Credit and Minimum Wage are making work pay for
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millions of people on low incomes. Schools have sharply improved standards in
literacy and numeracy particularly in deprived areas. (Social Exclusion Unit,
2000b, p. 5)

One of the linking themes was the initiative aimed at tackling social
exclusion, through the setting up of the Social Exclusion Unit (SEU)
(see Chapter 8). In September 1998, the SEU published a report pro-
posing the need for a national strategy for neighbourhood renewal,
based on policy development in 18 intersecting areas, with two goals:

to bridge the gap between the most deprived neighbourhoods and the rest of
England; and in all the worst neighbourhoods, to achieve lower long-term
worklessness; less crime; better health; and better educational qualifications.
(Social Exclusion Unit, 2000d, p. 5)

Eighteen Policy Action Teams (PATs) (Table 1.1) were set up, each hav-
ing a Ministerial Champion but bringing in a range of ‘outside experts and
people working in deprived areas to ensure the recommendations were
evidence-based and reality-tested’ (Social Exclusion Unit, 2000d, p. 5).
The reports of the PATs were summarised (Social Exclusion Unit, 2000d)
and fed into a consultation report (Social Exclusion Unit, 2000b) (see
Chapter 12) and summary (Social Exclusion Unit, 2000c) published early
in 2000, the responses to which would feed into the government’s
National Strategy intended to be published later in the year. Some areas
which cut across many PATS, notably minority ethnic issues (Social
Exclusion Unit, 2000a), were given particular attention during the con-
sultation process in 2000.

As the Blair government began its second term of office in 2001, it did
not escape criticism in the light of evidence of the enduring problems of
poverty (see Chapter 2). The government claimed that the priority in the

Table 1.1 Policy action teams

1. Jobs 10. Arts and Sport

2. Skills 11.  Schools Plus

3. Business 12.  Young People

4. Neighbourhood Management 13.  Shops

5. Housing Management 14. Financial Services

6. Neighbourhood Wardens 15. Information Technology
7. Unpopular Housing 16. Learning Lessons

8. Antisocial Behaviour 17. Joining it up Locally

9. Community Self-help 18. Better Information
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second term would be improving the quality of public services, notably
education and health.

What are social policy, social administration, social security,
social services, social care and social work?

We have spent much of this chapter using terms with ‘social’ in them.
It is now time to specify what we mean by them. Perhaps the subject of
this book could be defined in a sentence: social work is politics and pol-
icy made local. This simplification contains some truth but ignores vital
distinctions. The terms ‘social policy’ and ‘social work’ seem simple yet
refer to disciplines, fields of study and practice of great complexity.
There is no consensus about what they are, no agreement about the
perspective from which they are best viewed and no single preferred
way to research, teach or practise them. People from a range of political
persuasions are engaged in them and it is not surprising, therefore, that
they are often the subject of strenuous debate, controversy and conflict.
Since the nineteenth century, there has been a growing vocabulary of
terms used to refer to the ‘social’ perspectives informing research, the-
orising, politicking, policy, provision and professional practice. There is
often confusion about their meanings.

Social policy

This is the term applied to the study of the development, implementation
and impact of policies which influence the social situations of people.
Social policy may be defined as a discipline in the social sciences, as a
field of study, or as ‘social action in the real world’” (Alcock et al., 1998,
p- 7). Social policy is not a static discipline. Its change since the 1970s
from the study of social administration to policy studies reflects grow-
ing independence from liberal perspectives, a developmental focus and
political affiliations with Fabianism and social democracy, rather than
the Right or the socialist Left.

Social administration

In the 1960s, Kathleen Slack of the London School of Economics (the
first director of the LSE was William Beveridge whose Beveridge Reports
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in the 1940s provided the foundations of the welfare state) acknowl-
edged the difficulties of defining the meaning of social administration,
as social policy was then called. She suggested two common uses for
the term ‘social administration’ — as a subject of study and as a process
‘directed to the solution of social problems, the promotion of social
welfare or the implementation of social policy’ (Slack, 1966, p. 9). This
process, she acknowledged, ‘is furthered by the use of different meth-
ods or techniques designed to reach a decision, promote some action or
establish a precedent’ (Slack, 1966, pp. 9-10).

Social security

This is the term used to describe those arrangements made for the
support of people in financial need, as examined in detail in Chapter 2.

Social services

Kathleen Slack commented on the confusion over the meaning of the
term ‘social services’, raising questions about whether they included
all services for the community, or only those for children and families,
mental health services and elderly people (Slack, 1966, p. 11). In the
process, she highlighted the work of Richard Titmuss as portraying the
widest view. Titmuss drew attention in 1955 to the tendency over
the previous 50 years for more and more areas to be drawn into the def-
inition of social services, as ‘collective provision for certain “needs”’
(Titmuss, 1976a, p. 40), in contrast with its former limited territory in
poor relief, sanitation and the control of public nuisances. Despite what
he perceived as the elasticity of the boundaries of the social services
(p. 40), Titmuss clearly specified three sectors as its constituents: social
welfare, fiscal welfare and occupational welfare (p. 42).

Kathleen Slack states that the social services include:

national insurance, assistance and family allowances, health services, physical
and mental, education, housing which must be linked with town and country
planning, maternity and child welfare, care of the deprived and the delinquent
child and of the adult offender, youth employment, youth work and community
welfare, welfare of the family, the disabled, aged and the homeless, legal aid,
advice and information services. (Slack, 1966, p. 13)

Slack indicates a further list of services — private pension or superannu-
ation schemes, industrial or employers’ welfare, and fiscal policy in the
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form of income tax rebates in respect of dependent children, aged
parents or education costs — for which Titmuss makes a strong case for
inclusion in the social services:

on the ground that it is the aim of a service, not the administrative method or the
institutional devices employed to achieve the aim, which justifies its being
regarded as ‘social’. (Slack, 1966, p. 13)

Finally, Slack asserts the need for the study of social administration to
include relationships between the content of the subject and cognate dis-
ciplines such as social history, psychology, economics and sociology
(Slack, 1966, p. 14). Her view is that researchers and students of social
administration and social services consider matters such as conceptions
of poverty and sentencing policies and practices in the light of different
theoretical perspectives (Slack, 1966, pp. 13-14).

Social care

This has come to mean the broad field of services offered to people
in need — often assumed to be people in residential and daycare, older
people and people with disabilities — by local authority social services
departments in England and Wales and social work departments in
Scotland, although the latter also are responsible for probation work.
As discussed in Chapter 9, in many parts of these countries these depart-
ments are being combined with other services. In Northern Ireland,
services are delivered through health and social services boards.

Social work

This is a prominent yet intrinsically contested profession. Social work-
ers carry out some of the most demanding tasks of individual and social
protection in the whole of society, yet, like the social welfare field in
general, are often subjected to vilification in the mass media, as though
they, and not the inherently uncertain and problematic situations in
which they work, are the problem (Franklin, 1999, 2000). Social work
is highly visible in the welfare systems of England, Northern Ireland,
Scotland and Wales. The reasons for this are many and complex.
Since the Seebohm Report (Seebohm, 1968) and the subsequent
Local Authority Social Services Act 1970 which set up social services
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departments in England and Wales, it has been situated in the personal
social services which themselves have been subjected to massive
changes in structure, function and organisation. Increasingly, since the
mid-1970s, specialist social work has been provided by voluntary agen-
cies, notably in childcare, such as National Children’s Homes (NCH),
Barnardo’s and the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to
Children (NSPCC). Social work is a troubled and, some would say,
troublesome profession. Social work is a political profession, if for no
other reason than its close association with the transformation of wel-
fare which has preoccupied politicians for more than half a century
since the Second World War.

Social work occupies an ambiguous position in the welfare system,
thoughtfully analysed by Geoffrey Pearson (1975). Is it a key agent of
social control, from a Marxist perspective, functioning as the iron fist in
the velvet glove of welfare? Or is it a potentially subversive empower-
ing agent on behalf of the individual citizen, or a vulnerable or excluded
group? Social work, like the welfare state, can be regarded as an activ-
ity in terminal decline as other professions encroach on its territory and
its practitioners are abused, deskilled and deprofessionalised. Or, it can
be regarded as an activity which is subject to transformation as the wel-
fare systems change which provide a major context for its practice,
research and theorisation.

How does social policy relate to social work?

The terms ‘social work’ and ‘social policy’ carry meanings to do with
the way they are approached and the theoretical vantage points or
perspectives of the people who study and use them. The study of social
policy, like the practice of social work, is inseparable from politics,
which means that critical thought and critical practice involve our per-
sonal and professional beliefs and values. They affect our ideas about
how to define social policy and social work.

We have to acknowledge, also, that other external factors contribute to
the social construction of the subjects called social policy and social
work. They are not simply a personal matter for the individual. In some
ways, while the current study of social policy does not differ significantly
from social administration in the 1960s, the world has changed greatly.
For instance, the centre of gravity of the study of social policy shifted
from the political middle ground of liberalism and Fabianism since the
1960s, to incorporate socialist, feminist and Marxist perspectives from
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the 1970s. Later, during the Conservative government of 1979 to 1997,
Thatcherism was born and the term ‘New Right’ came into the fore-
ground. Many people shifted towards an acceptance of ideas about the
strengths of the market philosophy and the free-market approach,
notably sponsored by the right-wing Adam Smith Institute, and away
from support for socialism, particularly the more explicitly Marxist and
communist forms of socialism.

Different perspectives on politics and welfare policies

It is difficult to create a simple division of something as complex
as people’s political beliefs and values, expressed in social policies. In
practical terms, there are as many sets of beliefs as there are people. Our
political beliefs are inseparable from our views about how far the state
should meet people’s welfare needs. The link between social policy and
party politics helps to remind us that the vast range of political affilia-
tions are reduced to two main political parties in England, Labour and
Conservative, with the Liberals somewhere between them. From the
many attempts by academics over the past 30 years to codify perspec-
tives on social policies, three are selected here, which to some extent
mirror what is going on in politics at the time of their publication:
George and Wilding, Anderson and Powell.

George and Wilding (1976) wrote before Thatcherism was born,
when Labour were in power and Marxism was a critical force. They
identify four ideological perspectives on social policies, from the indi-
vidualism (the state relies on people to look after their own welfare) of
the extreme political Right to the full-blooded collectivism (all people
can expect, as of right, that the state will meet their needs) of the
extreme Left.

Fourteen years later, when the Conservatives had been in power for
more than a decade, Communist USSR had collapsed and the Berlin
Wall was being dismantled, Anderson distinguished three perspectives
on social policies in the welfare field and the state: conservative, liberal
and social democratic (Anderson, 1990). The conservative approach
reinforces class and power divisions and inequalities and views inter-
vention by the state as a last resort. It supports traditional family forms
and advocates a benefits system buttressing the role of women as moth-
ers rather than as workers outside the home. The liberal approach relies
on the marketplace as the main bearer of welfare services, supports
means testing and private as well as state-funded social insurance.
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The social democratic, some would say socialist, approach supports the
principles of universalistic services and equality for citizens. It works
towards abolishing inequalities and achieving a high standard of living
for all, the total cost of welfare being borne by full employment.

Powell, writing in the year New Labour enters a second term of
government, distinguishes the third way of the Blair government from
the equality-focused ideals and emphasis on state provision and nation-
alisation of the Old Left and the preoccupation with free markets,
privatisation, competition and deregulation of the New Right (Powell,
2000, p. 42). He suggests the third way is not new, not coherent and
implies it is a pragmatic ‘pick-and-mix’ of political and policy ideas,
borrowing from both Old Left and New Right (Powell, 2000, p. 57) (see
Chapter 12).

Social policy provides perspectives on the context in which social
work is practised. But the relationship between social work and social
policy is far more intimate than the oft-quoted truism that policy pro-
vides the context for practice. The reality is that policy infuses practice
and practice affects policy in complex and diverse ways. Linked closely
with this is a simplistic perception that the major part of social workers’
responsibilities is simply the discharge of the law. In support of this,
it may be argued that five laws provide the main legal reference points
of social work in the new millenium: the Mental Health Act 1983,
the Children Act 1989, the National Health Service and Community
Care Act 1990, the Criminal Justice and Public Order Act 1994 and the
Crime and Disorder Act 1998. Yet the law sets the contours of practice
rather than specifying everything social workers do.

Shared territory of social policy and social work

We have seen that although social policy and social work cover distinct
territories, they have much in common. They share concepts, draw
on many common theories, perspectives and disciplines, use similar
language and terminology and occupy neighbouring and overlapping
positions in systems of social welfare. Social work is a closer neighbour
to social policy than most other disciplines, yet this very proximity
makes it more difficult to clarify the relationship between them.

The nature of society is reflected in its social problems and policy is
reflected in the nature of social work. Social work has been greatly
affected by policy changes, notably in the second half of the twentieth
century and the early years of the new millenium. In the 1940s, social
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work as a generic entity was not even foreshadowed in the children’s
services set up as part of the inauguration of the welfare state. Fifty
years later, although the theoretical and research reference points for
social services and social work provision have changed incrementally,
the language of policy reflected in service delivery has undergone a sea
change. This is exemplified in the key words in the statement that social
work demonstrates diversity of provision in a mixed market which is
contract-based, the slogan ‘quality protects’ informing the practice of
best value maintained through competitive tendering.

Social policy, legislation and social work

Social work is linked with social policy through the legislation which
implements policies. The relationship between the law and social work
is rightly the subject of debate, the main parameters of which became
particularly clear after the publication of The Law Report (Ball et al.,
1988) which recommended improvements in the teaching of law
in social work qualification programmes. Two models representing
the polar positions of this debate about the relationship between law
and social work are Louis Blom-Cooper’s advocacy of legalism and
Olive Stevenson’s support for the ethical nature of care. This dichotomy
highlights the intrinsically contested territory of the seemingly most
straightforward aspect of social work — how social workers should prac-
tise, in the light of their powers, duties and responsibilities as laid down
in legislation.

Legalistic model

The view quoted at the start of this chapter, that social work can be
defined purely in terms of the statutory duties of social work agencies,
has been criticised for encouraging local authorities to prioritise their
statutory work and cut back on other areas, focusing on intervention
rather than encouraging client participation and empowerment, leading
to procedure-following rather than a service user orientation. It gives the
impression that social workers are more powerful than in reality; it pro-
motes the false view that all practice proceeds from the law; it implies
that major social problems such as child abuse and delinquency can be
abolished simply by passing a law which social workers carry out; and
it conceals the constraints on practice and heightens the myth that
implementing procedures is good practice.
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Ethical duty of care model

Stevenson argues that debates about the quality of law teaching on
social work courses arise from more fundamental questions about the
nature of social work. She views law as only one component of the man-
date of social work to carry out an ethical duty of care, framed by key
values and skills deployed by professionals in encouraging client self-
determination and in working for change, not only in individuals but in
their circumstances (Stevenson, 1998). Braye and Preston-Shoot argue
that competence in practice requires a balance between values and the
law, as the basis for practice (see Braye and Preston-Shoot, 1990).
Carole Smith argues that social work should be more than simply
the operation of instrumental rationality. By this she means that there
should be space for more than following procedures, scope to achieve
what is morally desirable, through the exercise of values such as sensi-
tivity, concern, reassurance, compassion and warmth (Smith, 2001).
This corresponds with Ann Brechin’s comment that the critical practi-
tioner may be helped by two guiding principles: respecting other people
as equals and adopting an open and ‘not-knowing’ approach (Brechin,
2000, p. 31). These principles of respect for others and uncertainty
about knowledge provide a good vantage point from which to survey all
the material in the rest of this book.

Chapter summary

This chapter has identified demographic, political and ideological
factors affecting the context of social policy. It has examined the diffi-
culties of defining the major concepts affecting welfare policy and
provision, including the terms ‘social policy” and ‘social work’. It has
surveyed the main aspects of social policy change with a bearing on
social work.

It has justified the necessity for the critical social worker to maintain
an up-to-date, informed view of research and commentary in the differ-
ent areas of social policy which relate to practice.
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