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Introduction

Social workers in organisations

When talking to students about social work as organisational practice, we
frequently get responses like: ‘Is that about filing and administration?’ or
‘Paperwork is so boring’. Well, we can’t honestly say that organisational prac-
tice is not about administration, filing or paperwork – because it is – but we can
say that there are ways of doing administration, filing and paperwork that are
in line with social work’s values and that promote clients’ and communities’
interests. 

We can also say that social work organisational practice is more than these
three things. It is also about teamwork and developing organisational skills,
such as mediation and negotiation. It is about knowing how to plan, implement,
manage and evaluate projects that meet community needs. It is about leader-
ship, accountability and professional supervision. Organisational practice also
involves understanding and working with managerial concepts and processes,
such as strategic planning and risk management. Social work organisational
practice involves understanding and participating in decision-making processes
and taking action to improve service users’ experiences of our own and other
organisations. 

This book examines the detail of these different organisational practices. It
also examines a wide range of social work practices within their organisational
contexts – ranging from micro-level individual work to macro-level community
development. Without organisational activities those social work practices that
may be stereotypically seen as more ‘real’ or more exciting social work – perhaps
an assessment of a child’s needs or a counselling session or a meeting with a
community group – simply could not occur. 

When we hear accounts of social work in practice the organisational dimen-
sions of that practice are not always apparent. But if we work to uncover the
‘behind the scenes’ activity, organisational and management functions become
explicit and appear essential to any action that was taken. In the following real
practice example a voluntary sector worker talks about her practice supporting
a family in crisis, beginning with a family interview jointly conducted with the
local statutory social workers. 
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Practice Example 0.1 Supporting a family in crisis

Her father proceeds to say basically [his daughter] was pathetic, useless, there
was no point, he’d tried everything, who the hell do we think we were giving her a
service when it was a waste of time. It was extremely abusive. Anyway I started
challenging him about his framing of her in the meeting, gently saying things like,
‘Well, I guess you know she’s your daughter so if you’re here you must have some
concerns about her safety and wellbeing.’ [He responded] ‘Nope, I think she’s
pathetic and I don’t know why you’re wasting your time.’

Really what it got down to was me saying to him, ‘How might you be feeling if
you were sitting in a room with your family and other people saying to you that you
were pathetic?’ I repeated everything back to him. This made an enormous shift in
the room because all these people who were being abused by him had never spo-
ken up to him. They would never lift their eyes off the table when he spoke. [The
statutory social workers] … were having the same perception of what was happen-
ing in the room. So they were exploring this, and challenging his behaviour too, say-
ing ‘Well you know, I think there is some hope’, and ‘this girl has particular skills
and strengths, that is why we’re working with her’. We couldn’t participate or col-
lude with the abuse [of] this girl in the room, nor would we do it at any other time.
Anyway, the most remarkable thing happened where the mother said, ‘I can’t go
home with you. This is too abusive and I’ve been hostage in this house for x num-
ber of years.’

So we took her into another room. She started disclosing the sexual abuse and
violent behaviour in the house with everybody in the family. We had to take the girl
into another room, obviously distressed and affected by what was happening. We
tried to extricate her from him. He was hanging on to her arm saying, ‘She wants
to stay with me’. We called the police. Basically a [protection order] was applied
for on that day. [The statutory social workers] set the woman up in a hotel because
the girl couldn’t return to her house once this disclosure had happened. 

There’s a whole range of things that happened around that, but the outcomes,
in terms of protection for this family, were that we then built on the strengths of
her mum and generally went through what they were going through and their expe-
riences and disclosures. We got housing for them in a week. We got [a protection
order] taken out on the whole family. We set them up in counselling. (Cited in
Wearing and Edwards, 2003: 1–3).

This is a powerful account of social workers in practice, promoting the rights
and welfare of members of society and achieving change. To effect change such as
this is why we are employed in human service organisations and why social work
is valued as a professional endeavour. And this change could not occur were it not
for the organisational and management systems supporting the practice. 

In this case critical factors included the professional supervision and on-
going training that enabled the social workers to confront the father’s abusive
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behaviour and model appropriate behaviour. Organisational procedures
provided guidance on how to respond to the situation, including strategies to
promote the safety of family members and workers. Organisational resources
were made available by managers to provide the necessary staffing to respond
to the situation and provide appropriate levels of follow-up work. The alloca-
tion of resources to this work would have been balanced with other competing
priorities. Effective inter-agency teamwork enabled the joint interview to occur
and provided a basis for liaising with the police and local services. Information
management systems both within and across the organisations enabled accu-
rate record keeping and completion of documentation (such as legal docu-
ments) to facilitate the assessment and intervention in the family’s situation. 

These are just a few of the organisational and management systems and
processes needed to engage with the complex family situation that confronted
the social workers. Without a good knowledge of these organisational dimen-
sions and without an ability to work effectively with them then the outcomes
for the family may have been quite different.

So to be an effective social worker it is necessary to be an effective organi-
sational operator. At times this is an uncomfortable reality. How often do
we feel constrained by the organisation in our professional endeavours?
How frequently do we need to stand up to managerialist practices and advocate
on behalf of clients or communities? Sometimes it is tempting to see social
work as an alternative to the oppressive practices of human service organisa-
tions and to see social workers as pitted against managers, administrators and
bureaucrats. Yet to position social work – as ethical professional practice –
against organisations – as monolithic impersonal structures – is simplistic and
undermines our usefulness to those who seek our services. Moreover it denies
the human and relational qualities of the organisations that employ us and that
we help construct. 

In this book we see human service organisations – such as social service
departments and community organisations – as essential vehicles for social
work practice. What social workers do on a day-to-day basis is bounded by the
organisation that employs them. It is often our position and authority within
an organisation that determines our usefulness to service users; for example,
by facilitating access to needed resources. However, human service organisa-
tions are not just containers for social work activity; they are also necessary
for putting into effect social work’s professional enterprise. By working within
organisations social work’s commitment to its core values – such as self-
determination, care and safety, and social justice – can become real in the rela-
tionships formed with service users and communities and in the outcomes
achieved. Organisations are essential to achieving – or at least to pursuing –
social work’s virtues and ideals as a profession. 

This doesn’t mean that social workers should become driven by organisa-
tional or managerial agendas. For social workers to be effective organisational
operators, they not only need to be able to work competently within existing
arrangements, but they also need to be able to critique these arrangements, and
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be able – and willing – to work strategically and tactically to change them.
Developing a detailed analysis of such things as organisational systems, struc-
tures, processes and cultures provides a basis from which to work strategically
to effect change. In our book we hope to assist you in developing this capacity
to critique organisations. We also want you to develop your understanding of
how to work competently within existing organisational arrangements to the
benefit of clients and communities and in line with social work values. This
involves thinking and acting strategically and ethically.

What can organisational theory and analysis
offer social work?

In this book we bring social work practice literature and organisational theory
literature together to highlight the potential of organisational analysis in social
work and to support the development of social workers as competent, strategic
and ethical organisational operators.

Payne (1997) claims that theory is a social construction and for social work-
ers is ‘defined by what they do’ in the reflexive awareness that develops from
interaction with clients, agencies and the social context. Social work ‘theory’ –
sometimes known as practice theory or a kind of practical meta-knowledge –
also reflects ‘the histories of theoretical, occupational and service contexts’
(Payne, 1997: 25). Payne is careful not to confuse this theory with general social
theory, of which the sociology of organisations is one dimension. It is impor-
tant to acknowledge the diversity of theory and practice across countries and
particularly when the western-centric English-speaking and European countries
are compared with the rest of the world, especially developing countries. Social
work needs to be particularly aware of non-white approaches to the analysis of
organisations if it is to take political struggle against racism, discrimination and
violence seriously.

Reed (1999) argues that since the nineteenth century we have lived in an
‘organisation society’ that has seen the triumph of the rational, including planned
management and change, over the irrational in the social world. Organisations
mediate real human conflicts between collective needs and individual wants.
Some theories legitimate the social order by de-politicising – via scientific and
rational means – social conflicts. However, there are other theories, some of
which we examine in this book, that draw attention to the wider political and
social context of organisational practices and how they might support prevail-
ing ideology or discourse.

There are three propositions we want to make about organisational analysis
for social work and for management in the social services. First, organisational
analysis is best understood as an activity of ‘politics from below’ that enables
fine-grained interpretations of various cultures as they interact with the struc-
ture of organisations. Consequently a central component of organisational
analysis is an analysis of change, both within the organisation itself and within
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society. Studying organisational change as a front-line practitioner or manager
will be assisted by use of different perspectives on how organisations work and
change in the wider social and political context. Thus, our book is broader than
a discussion of the managerial or organisational processes that lead to outcomes
as determined by managers or organisational elites. It is not a book about the
technicalities of such a narrowly defined organisational practice. From our per-
spective, a concept such as organisational change is not singularly about ‘top
down’ decisions from senior management. Change in organisations is influ-
enced by the internal activities of front-line staff and clients, as well as by line
managers and senior management. It is influenced by volunteer management
boards and by internal actors acting as advocates and whistleblowers. It is influ-
enced by external actors, such as community activists, government officials,
politicians and others who allocate funds to human service organisations. It
is also influenced by the media, political ideology and the effects of policy
change. 

A second proposition is the need to guard against the de-politicisation that
organisational analysis can potentially encourage. There is a strong theme in
the political science literature, following Reed (1999) and Wolin (2004), that
organisational theory has distracted attention away from mainstream politics,
critical policy analysis and policy change. This is an issue that social work needs
to address if it is not to be captured by the technical and de-politicised language
of business-oriented organisational analysis. Part of the explanation for the rise
of organisational analysis, especially in American social science, relates to dis-
illusionment with the political arena and the public sphere. One consequence
of this in the last two decades is the managerial efforts to try to solve social
problems and deliver social welfare through technical, managerial and market-
driven means (Wolin, 2004). We are very conscious in this book of the need to
be sensitive to social work in organisations as political action.

The final proposition is that there is a pervasive political amnesia in social
work and social work education in liberal Anglo democracies about the politics
and sociology of organisations. Social workers find much of their work in large
organisations or bureaucracies, such as social services departments. Similarly
social workers in voluntary sector agencies rely heavily on large government
organisations because much of their agency’s funds are tied to government pro-
grammes. So the practice of social work is attuned to the nuances of these
bureaucracies, but this does not mean the rules or formality of such organisa-
tions should be accepted and remain unchallenged by professional identity,
values and knowledge. From our position it is important for social workers to
make use of the literature on the sociology of organisations in their work, not
to be constrained by organisational structures simply because ‘that’s how
they’ve always been’, and to seek alternative organisational forms in line with
social work values. 

Social workers are located in many different kinds of organisational contexts
and an understanding of the theory, purpose, goals, culture and structure of
these organisations is central, among other understandings, to practice in
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human service areas. Social work also intervenes at various levels of society and
social interaction – from the micro practice of counselling and family work to
the macro practice of community development. This requires a sophisticated
knowledge of processes and structures in human service organisations. In par-
ticular, understanding the effect on staff, clients and communities of organisa-
tional power and authority should be central to the daily work activities of
social workers, managers, health and social care professionals, community
workers, case managers and clinicians alike. 

Overview of chapters

In this book we examine some of the tensions social workers experience as
organisational operators and as skilled, thoughtful and professional practition-
ers. In addition to providing a grounding in important organisational theories
and concepts and in developing capacity in organisational analysis, we aim
to offer strategies for ethical and reflexive organisational practice. Thus we
see social workers as more than bystanders in human service organisations. We
see them as having the ability to engage and work strategically with different
aspects of organisations to produce change in line with social work values and
in many instances to provide leadership on change. Another theme within
the book is around service user participation, although we recognise the con-
straints on this given social workers’ organisational contexts and, in particular,
their statutory responsibilities with involuntary clients. We introduce practice
examples – some real and some hypothetical – to illustrate issues and strategies
in organisational work. 

The focus in Chapter 1 is on the relationship between social work and
organisations, and the tensions social workers experience in their organisa-
tional roles. Part of the challenge for social work is how the profession is recon-
figuring itself in light of labour market changes, such as increased casualisation
of the workforce, and increased ‘outsourcing’ of work to the private sector. A
critique of managerialism is a theme in various sections of the book. In this
chapter we address managerialism as a dominant theme and as sets of discourse
in human service organisations in the early twenty-first century. We conclude
with a discussion of knowledge and learning in social work for organisational
practice. This includes but is not restricted to strategies such as evidence-based
and best practice.

In Chapter 2 we continue our discussion of knowledge for organisational
work. Specifically we introduce and discuss some of the key schools of organi-
sational theory in relation to metaphors. These metaphors reflect different
ways of knowing and studying organisations and are derived from different para-
digms, traditions and histories in organisational theory. We argue that while
these metaphors and theories often provide competing ways of understanding
organisations, they can be seen to be coexisting in organisational life and analy-
sis. In particular, we present four ‘downstream’ metaphors that represent
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conventional or traditional theories as offering useful albeit limited understandings
of human service organisations. We also highlight metaphors that challenge
conventional ways of viewing organisations and that highlight their complexities
and contingencies. Following Chia’s (1996) lead, we frame these as ‘upstream’
metaphors.

Social workers often feel they are subject to constant change in their organi-
sations. Whether it’s a new set of guidelines, an internal restructure or a new
strategic plan, everything always seems to be changing. So in Chapter 3 we
turn our attention to organisational change and social workers’ experience of
such change. We highlight the impact of environmental change and examine
two key responses: planned change and emergent change. We also highlight the
emotional and psychological dimensions of organisational change and the chal-
lenges social workers face in maintaining a sense of integrity in the face of large-
scale organisational change, such as managerialist reform.

Taking risks and initiating organisational change are two characteristics
commonly ascribed to leaders. In Chapter 4 we examine some different
approaches to leadership in the organisations and management literature, par-
ticularly highlighting the potential of new leadership approaches. The chapter
also examines issues of risk and decision making within human service organ-
isations. We critique the individualisation of risk (e.g. through cultures of blame
and personal liability) and the challenges facing social workers in assessing pos-
sible negative outcomes of risk decisions. While risks are often presented as
negative, risk-taking is fundamental to an expression of autonomy and human
agency and, we argue, is a necessary part of organisational life. Risk discourse,
including risk identification and assessment, is central to debates about social
work and social policy today (Kemshall, 2002; Webb, 2006).

There are a range of organisational practices that social workers are required
to be competent in and that need to be informed by social work values and
ethics. We discuss some of these in Chapter 5. Being effective organisational
communicators is essential for social workers; this includes managing conflict
and responding to emotions in organisational settings. An important part of
organisational communication is report writing, recording, preparing submis-
sions and producing other written documents as required by the worker’s
organisational role. Increasingly social workers are required to work across dis-
ciplinary and organisational boundaries. In this chapter we explore issues in
working effectively together through, for example, collaboration, partnership
and teamwork strategies. We also discuss supervision practices and their role in
maintaining professional identity within organisations.

In Chapter 6 we examine social work’s range of responsibilities and how
these can be affected by organisational roles. We argue that while social work
does have a responsibility to the organisation and to the profession, it also has
a commitment to society and to the people who are constructed as its clients or
service users. Two different forms of responsibility are examined in detail: pas-
sive responsibility or being held to account for past actions, and active respon-
sibility or being more responsible to ensure future behaviour is appropriate
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(Bovens, 1998). In order to be accountable to communities and service users,
we argue that participatory strategies are needed within human service organi-
sations. In particular, these are discussed in relation to anti-racist social work.

Chapter 7 explores various levels of experience in human service organisa-
tions. We offer ways in which staff can experience and deal with workplace
stressors, notably arising from managerial processes and the impact of change.
Strategies for enabling clients or service users to assert their humanity and
agency in organisations are considered. The chapter also includes an exposition
of various levels of experience in organisational work: client and individual
level, group and networking level, intra-organisational level, inter-organisational
level, and community and society level.

Chapter 8 brings together some of the themes of the book and looks, in par-
ticular, at the ethical context for organisational practice. A starting point for
addressing some of the dilemmas that face practitioners is to develop an under-
standing of oneself, learn about organisational practices and create a practical
ethic for working in organisations. We need to see beyond the mirage of
the organisation as impenetrable structure and recognise the organisation as
human, reflective of our own agency and thus changeable. The chapter consid-
ers strategies for reflexive learning and ethically based organisational change.

Conclusion

In bringing together some of the key themes, concepts and issues in organisa-
tional theory and from the practice literature on social work and organisations,
a rich and complex understanding of how to study organisations as real and
‘live’ relational entities emerges. We suggest that culture and structure interact
in determining organisational inputs, processes and outcomes. In particular,
social workers can learn the art of studying organisations on the ground and use
their knowledge and experience to make sense of change processes and the
positive or detrimental effects caused by such change. 

We hope that this book encourages students and practitioners to develop a
broader and more politically aware approach to understanding and working in
human service organisations. This involves developing an awareness of the
position of social work, as a profession, in both organisational contexts and the
labour market. This is the focus of our first chapter.

ORGANISATIONS AND MANAGEMENT IN SOCIAL WORK8
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1 Social Work in Organisations

Introduction

Social work is a profession that is practised within the confines of an organisa-
tion and the tasks that social workers carry out are defined by the nature of this
organisation. Thus, a social worker employed in a voluntary sector family cen-
tre may be engaged in more individual and family counselling work than a
social worker in a hospital setting. Similarly, the knowledge that social workers
use in their daily work may also vary: the family centre social worker may have
specialist knowledge of particular therapeutic techniques while the hospital
social worker may have specialist knowledge of particular illnesses and their
impact on individuals’ capacity to live independently. Some social workers may
feel that they have little wider professional identity outside of their particular
job role or simply that the nature of their job results in more identification with
the organisation than with the profession. 

Nonetheless social work does have something unique to offer human service
organisations. We have an accumulated body of knowledge that helps us under-
stand individuals and communities within their wider social and political contexts.
We promote certain values and take political stances in order to defend these val-
ues. We apply our knowledge and values through our skills in critical thinking,
research, policy development, counselling and networking. In this sense, social
workers bring a unique awareness and capacity to organisational practice.

In this chapter we overview:

• the role of social work in organisations;
• the tensions social work experiences as a professional occupation;
• key players in human service organisations;
• challenges posed by labour market reform and managerialism; and
• issues for social work knowledge in organisational practice. 

Negotiating the ideals and realities

If we conceptualise social work as incorporating knowledge, values and skills
generated through professional education, socialisation and experience it is
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possible to see that social work extends beyond the confines of a particular job
or organisation. The challenge for social workers is negotiating the slippage
between the potential or the ideals of social work as a professional activity and
the reality of social work as organisational work (Lymbery and Butler, 2004). 

The work environment will always limit the potential of social work. There
is no one job that can facilitate the meeting of all the profession’s aims and aspi-
rations. With social work skills the potential of ‘I can do this’ can easily slip into
‘I do this’ as the capacity to exercise a wide range of skills is undermined by the
lack of opportunities to practise these in daily work. Similarly the confidence of
‘I know this’ can be reduced to ‘I know this to do this job’. Even more challeng-
ing is the slip from ‘I believe this’ to ‘I believe this to do this job’. This results
in social work losing its distinctiveness and its purpose and may result in exter-
nal political and economic agendas – such as neo-liberalism and managerialism –
determining a social worker’s role. 

It is social work’s values and, in particular, its commitment to social justice
which sets it apart from other occupations. According to Bisman (2004: 115):

Without this emphasis on social justice, there is little if any need for social
work or social workers. … [I]n practice, social workers draw from the same
knowledge base in human behaviour and social systems as do psychia-
trists and city planners. It is the application of knowledge and skills
towards moral ends that imbues the profession with meaning and defines
the role of the social worker in society. 

It is understandable, then, that social workers may experience tension and
uncertainty in the gap between what they know and believe and what they do
in their day-to-day work. Similarly, they may fear the reduction of what they
know and believe to only what they need to know and believe in order to do
the job. Later in this chapter, we explore this tension in relation to debates
about evidence-based and best practice.

For many social workers this sense that their professional identity is limited
by their organisational role comes as a surprise. Their social work education
had been about not just instilling in them the skills, knowledge and values of
social work, but also in socialising them into the profession. That they are not
able to fulfil all of the potential of their professional identity in the organisation
that now employs them challenges many people and may lead them to ques-
tion the adequacy of their education to prepare them for organisational life.
The newly qualified worker is confronted with the following questions:

• How is what I do different from what other employees do?
• What contribution does social work make to the organisation and to its serv-

ice users?
• How do I apply my social work knowledge, values and skills to the work of

the organisation?
• What happens when organisational practices conflict with my social work

values?
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• Should I seek to influence the organisation in line with social work values
and, if so, how should I go about this?

• How can I survive, maintain competency and integrity, and flourish, as a
social worker and as a person, in this organisation?

‘Learning to survive organisational demands is … important if social work-
ers are to sustain satisfying careers in the personal social services’ (Eadie and
Lymbery, 2002: 516). For many social workers the challenges of organisational
practice are managed by engaging (and re-engaging) with the profession, its
knowledge, values and skills. Importantly this should not be an abstract enter-
prise or one that solely helps manage the stress of social work, but rather it
should facilitate the reformulation of the self in relation to an unfolding profes-
sional identity. 

The social worker identity is based on a relationship of reflexivity through
which the construction of identity is made present through working on
the self. Self-care is not an isolated, individual or narcissistic process
but one in which the social worker must be open to the influence of
the other in the creation of enhanced practice. (Miehls and Moffat,
2000: 346)

There may be organisational systems and supports to enable you to do this.
For example, newly qualified social workers may be directly responsible to a
social work educated supervisor who, in addition to providing advice on the
handling of specific cases, may also assist in integrating professional learning
and personal practice, spending time helping workers to acknowledge the
dilemmas of practice. While other supports, such as mentoring schemes and
seminar groups, may be found within the organisation, it is likely that many
social workers will need to look for these beyond the organisation so that
they can continue to explore their emerging identity as a social worker. Many
social workers engage in ongoing professional development activities run by
the professional associations, post-qualifying consortia and universities.
While for some these activities are the first to go when things get really busy,
their benefits in facilitating reflexivity and an integrated social work identity
should not be underestimated. 

Recently social work authors have advocated a reprofessionalization of social
work. This could be achieved by reconfiguring professional associations so that
they are more politically engaged (Lymbery, 2001) or by developing coalitions
across professional associations and new political unions (Healy and Meagher,
2004). However, according to Hugman (2001: 329), while social work needs to
develop a ‘collective voice’ that stands outside the interests of the state and, we
would argue, any particular organisation, it also needs to stay engaged with
organisations to promote change within them. For individual social workers the
challenge is to ‘work critically within the world as it is while seeking change,
and to work within agencies as they are while being able to promote positive
change’ (Hugman, 2001: 329; our emphasis). 
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This for us is fundamental to critical, ethical and reflective practice within
human service organisations: to be able to stand both inside and outside the
organisation and, using this knowledge, to work strategically to change the
organisation. We must recognise and engage with management and profes-
sional agendas in organisations, but we must also be critical of them, consider
their impact on service users and their social and political situations, and seek
to alleviate this impact. In the following hypothetical practice example a social
worker seeks to engage with and extend his professional identity.

Practice Example 1.1 Extending a professional
social work identity

Harvey is employed as the sole social worker in a community organisation provid-
ing retraining and support to older unemployed men. This is his first job following
graduation. For the first year in the job he received intermittent supervision, which
was primarily focused on meeting administrative targets. There was little opportu-
nity to critique his social work practice and gain support for his efforts to extend
his professional skills and knowledge. 

In an attempt to ward off an increasing sense of job dissatisfaction, Harvey
sought the advice of a more experienced social worker who he had met at a local
inter-agency meeting. This worker agreed to become Harvey’s mentor and they
have met a few times over the past year. Some of the strategies she suggested for
Harvey to maintain and extend his professional social work identity included join-
ing the professional association and becoming involved in an interest group on
mental health policy (an area he is particularly committed to). 

Since taking up this advice, Harvey has been more motivated about keeping up
his professional reading and has attended some of the association’s workshops.
His work on the mental health policy group has also increased his awareness of
service user involvement issues and he has been able to introduce some partici-
pation strategies into his employing organisation. It is still early days, but Harvey
is feeling more positive about his role as a social worker in his organisation, espe-
cially since his manager recently agreed to pay for him to be regularly supervised
by an experienced social work practitioner.

The nature of social work organisations

We speak and hear of them so often that it seems strange to ask: what are organ-
isations? They feel like a real and solid presence in many aspects of our lives,
from sporting to educational organisations, from retail to government organisa-
tions. However, if we strip away the bricks and mortar – which really are sim-
ply containers for organisations – then we can begin to uncover the complex
web of human relationships and interactions that comprise them. How we
come to understand these relationships and interactions has been shaped by a
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wide range of theoretical ideas. Thus different conceptualisations or definitions
of organisations emerge from different theoretical perspectives and traditions.
We overview some of these theories in Chapter 2 and discuss their implications
for understanding and analysing organisations. However, at this point it is use-
ful to identify two alternative ways of defining organisations. 

The first and most common definition of organisations emphasises their
rationality and goal-directed nature. There is a sense that people come together
to pursue a common purpose and create structures and processes that are best
suited to achieving that purpose. According to Etzioni (1969: 3), ‘organisations
are social units (or human groupings) deliberately constructed and recon-
structed to seek specific goals’. Forming an organisation and working together
is thus seen as more efficient than working separately to achieve the agreed
goals. Working together as an organisation involves creating structures and
technologies that are suited to the pursuit of these goals. For many, the rise of
the modern organisation in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries embodies
the ‘inexorable advance of reason, liberation and justice and the eventual erad-
ication of ignorance, coercion and poverty’ (Reed, 1999: 25). 

An alternative to this modernist and functionalist definition of organisations
derives from a range of social constructionist, critical and postmodern ideas,
and emphasises not the rationality of organisations but their irrationality or, at
least, their frequent irrationality. While organisations are often intended to be
rational and goal directed, the people within them often act in contradictory
ways. At the centre lies the exercise of power through the creation of structures,
technologies and language that meet a wide range of human needs, which are
frequently unrelated to the formal or espoused goals of the organisation. Casey
(2004: 303), in summarising the trajectory of critical and postmodern views of
organisations, identifies organisations as ‘sites of action’ and as comprising ‘con-
tested and negotiated rationalities’. For Chia (1996: 150) organisations are
‘loosely emergent sets of organizing rules which orient interactional behavior in
particular ways’. Thus those operating from this position are actually not so
much interested in defining or theorizing organisations (as completed entities) as
they are in defining and theorising the processes of organizing. 

Increasingly the agencies social workers work in are referred to as ‘human
service organisations’. This term signifies their purpose to be the production of
services to meet human needs, rather than the production of material goods.
Hasenfeld (2000) goes further than this, however. He claims that human service
organisations ‘engage in moral work, upholding and reinforcing moral values
about “desirable” human behavior and the “good” society’ (p. 90). The legitimacy
human service organisations have in working with people is gained from their
wider institutional environment and social policy arrangements. However, their
outcomes and effectiveness are more determined by the everyday small-scale
interactions between service users and workers (Hasenfeld, 2000). 

There remains considerable variation amongst these organisations. Just
in terms of teamwork alone different forms of human service organisations
can be identified. For Payne (2000), field organisations, such as social service
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departments, involve professionals operating mainly as individuals, working
with people or ‘cases’ in the community. Teamwork, in this context, involves
collaboration between different professionals and different organisations work-
ing with the same service user. Multiprofessional organisations involve people
from different professions working together within the same organisation, such as
community mental health teams. Here the teamwork issues involve negotiating
the power and conflict involved in everyday organisational life. Community network
organisations refer to organisations that rely on community and informal networks
to deliver services to people (e.g. case management or care management).
Institutional organisations, such as hospitals and residential homes, involve workers
and service users working and living in close proximity every day. Just as there
is variation in organisational forms so too is there variation in the key players
in human service organisations.

Key players in social work organisations

Human service organisations employ many workers in a range of capacities
and job roles. Sveiby (1997) identifies four main players in complex organisa-
tions: the professional, the manager, the support staff and the leader. His cate-
gorisation is based upon an understanding of the power plays that occur in
those organisations that employ highly skilled people and that rely on the trans-
fer of information and knowledge. It classifies each of the players in terms
of professional and organisational competence. This categorisation produces
archetypal roles that are present within social work organisations at least in
people’s minds and within organisational culture, if not in actual practice. 

If we recognize the area of community competence, we can also incorporate
into the schema two additional players: the volunteer and the client or service
user. These players are not (usually) employees of the organisation, although
they may receive some benefits from being involved in the organisation, such
as receiving services or gaining skills. The important players in social work
organisations include both paid employees and those present and active in the
organisation in other ways.

It is also worth noting another common distinction made in the social work and
community services literature: that of being on the ‘front-line’. Front-line workers
are typically seen as being at the ‘coal face’ of human service delivery. These are
the people who have most contact with service users and who may consequently
have considerable community competence. For those working or managing on
the front-line there are dangers that, if they are not properly supervised and sup-
ported, they may easily become burnt out or may end up acting defensively. In
Chapters 4 and 7 we examine these dangers in more depth.

The professional

The professional is characterised as having access to specialised knowledge
that can be applied in understanding and responding to situations within the
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organisation’s remit. That is, professionals are concerned with delivering the
organisation’s services and providing expert advice. Stereotypically they are
seen to be highly committed to their job (to the extent that they frequently work
long hours), to have a high degree of professional pride and confidence, to
subdivide themselves into increasingly narrow ranges of specialisation, and to
dislike routine and bureaucracy (Sveiby, 1997). Further, Hodson and Sullivan
(1995) claim that the professions are characterised by:

• control over abstract and formal knowledge;
• considerable autonomy, especially in terms of task decisions;
• authority over others, including clients and other workers; and
• a commitment to altruism in professional behaviour, often embodied in

codes of ethics and monitored by professional bodies.

Each of these can be seen on a continuum, so that some professions – such as
medicine and law – may be identified as having more and a higher level of
these attributes than others – such as social work and nursing. Their commu-
nity competence may be seen as emerging mainly from their contact with
clients, to whom they provide professional services, and their subsequent
understanding of clients’ needs and concerns.

We discuss shortly issues for social work in the human services labour
market; however, it is important to note that social work has experienced some
conflict and ambivalence over its identity as a professional occupation. Some
have argued that social work is not fully professionalised and have charac-
terised it as a semi-profession (Etzioni, 1969). Others have seen its claim to
professional status as working against the interests of service users and commu-
nities who are themselves the real experts (Bamford, 1990). According to this
argument, the more professional the worker becomes the less likely they are to
have high levels of community competence. 

Despite these debates, social work has evolved in western nations as a pro-
fessional occupation, and it is possible to recognise to some degree the stereo-
typical professional attributes in social work roles. At the same time, social
workers strive towards greater community competence and working with and
understanding the issues of people within communities is not necessarily seen
as antithetical to professional practice. 

The manager

Sveiby (1997) argues that managers have high levels of organisational competence
and, because they have less contact with service users, we suggest that they can be
seen as having less community competence than professionals. Regardless of any
prior career or academic specialisation, managers are usually employed in that
capacity because of their organisational skills. In their managerial role, they focus on
maintaining organisational functioning in line with the organisation’s goals (Bryman,
1999). In human service agencies their role is not so much in delivering services, but
in ensuring an organisational context that enables others to provide services. 
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Managers are frequently involved in activities such as staff recruitment and
supervision, managing resources and finances, coordinating information systems,
and reporting to higher levels within an organisation (such as to a senior execu-
tive or to a management committee). Managers are often less involved in imme-
diate task decisions than they are in medium-term planning, which commonly
involves decisions about how resources will be allocated to particular organisa-
tional goals or programmes. The power of managers rests in their control over
financial resources (Hodson, 2001), as well as in their symbolic authority. 

The support staff

Support staff include a range of employees – such as secretaries, administrators,
office workers, clerks, receptionists – whose role is to support the work of the
manager and, often to a lesser extent, that of the professionals (Sveiby, 1997).
Their role is focused on the needs of the organisation and, although Sveiby clas-
sifies them relatively low in terms of organisational and professional compe-
tence, the longer they are employed in an organisation the more they are likely
to be valued for their organisational knowledge. Additionally, specialised skills,
such as note taking, word processing or spreadsheeting, can often be seen as an
important resource. Many support staff are also front-line organisational work-
ers in that they are often clients’ first point of contact with the organisation. 

The leader

According to Sveiby (1997), leaders display high levels of both professional and
organisational competence. We would argue that, at least in human service
organisations, they should also have high levels of community competence.
Thus leaders are characterised as having expert and in-depth knowledge across
the whole organisation. 

An organisation’s leader would most obviously be the person in the most
senior executive position within the organisation: the person who is seen to
exercise the most authority. However, sometimes others can emerge as leaders
within organisations, although it is likely that they too would be able to exer-
cise considerable authority and autonomy in their role. It is often noted that the
difference between managers and leaders is that while managers seek to pre-
serve the status quo – the healthy functioning of the organisation – leaders will
often seek change and innovation so that the organisation can grow and adapt
to changing community and societal needs (Kotter, 1990). Leaders are stereo-
typically seen as risk takers and as motivating others through their own
charisma. In Chapter 4 we examine some different approaches to leadership. 

The volunteer

In human service organisations the volunteer role may range from stuffing
envelopes during a fundraising initiative, to providing in-home respite to
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someone living with a terminal illness, to sitting on an organisation’s management
board. Volunteers are often drawn from the organisation’s ‘community’. They
may espouse a desire to redress the social problems or fulfil the community
needs that are within the organisation’s mandate. This may sometimes emerge
from personal experiences. For example, volunteers with the various Alzheimer’s
disease societies and associations are frequently carers, ex-carers, partners,
relatives and friends of people with dementia. Thus volunteers may often be
prized for their community competence: their connection to and knowledge of
the communities the organisation provides services to. 

Depending on their background volunteers may also have considerable profes-
sional and management knowledge. However, apart from those on management
committees, they may have less opportunity than they wish to implement this
knowledge in their volunteering role. Inevitably everyday organisational life
revolves around those in paid capacities, and volunteers can sometimes feel
unsupported and unacknowledged in their work. Thus volunteers frequently
experience tensions around their status, role and level of inclusion in the life and
culture of the organisation (Netting et al., 2004). This is often particularly acute
when community organisations grow from ‘grass-roots’ organisations (with volun-
teers often instrumental in setting up the organisation) to funded service providing
organisations (where volunteers may have a more marginal role). 

The service user

Another important organisational player – and perhaps the most important – is
the person or group constructed variously as the client, service user, patient,
consumer or customer. Without these people the organisation would not exist.
Service users can be seen as having high levels of community competence, at
least in their knowledge of their own experience within communities. Service
users may be typically seen as lacking professional and organisational compe-
tence in the organisation from which they are seeking services. This does not
mean that they necessarily lack professional or organisational knowledge and
skills generally or within other organisations (such as ones that employ them). 

In Chapter 7 we examine issues in service users’ experience of social work
organisations in some depth. It is, however, important to acknowledge here the
wide variation in people’s experiences and in the level of their involvement in
organisational life. Some clients may visit the organisation only once, others may
receive regular services and support over many years. Despite increased rhetoric
around increasing client involvement in both statutory and non-statutory settings,
the experience of user involvement strategies is not always positive, especially if
they are poorly resourced or seen as tokenistic. For non-voluntary clients, such as
those being investigated for child abuse or neglect, there is unlikely to be motiva-
tion for further involvement in the life of the organisation.

Inevitably the distinctions made here between organisational players are car-
icatures, albeit ones that remain persistent in organisational cultures. In addi-
tion to their inability to reflect the diversity of personalities and activities within
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organisations, these caricatures fail to account for the considerable overlap
between tasks regardless of the specific role designation. For instance, all mem-
bers of the organisation are likely to be involved in administrative or secretar-
ial work. This seems to have been particularly the case since the widespread
introduction of new technologies, such as computers and word processing soft-
ware. Most employees would do their own typing of letters and reports and
many would do their own photocopying. Similarly different employees may
participate in management functions, for example by taking responsibility to
lead a sub-committee of the staff meeting. 

In the following hypothetical practice example a social worker struggles
to understand the way in which role boundaries are demarcated within her
organisation.

Practice Example 1.2 Inclusion, exclusion and
organisational roles

Chris recently joined a social services team working with young people with disabilities
and their families. The team comprises social workers, welfare officers, adminis-
trative staff, an occupational therapist and a team manager. Also involved with the
team are volunteers who contribute to a visiting programme and representatives of
service users and parents/carers. 

The annual team planning day is held off site and involves team building and strate-
gic planning activities, such as discussing changes in community needs. One issue to
be addressed is the availability of administrative staff to carry out tasks (e.g. photo-
copying documents, taking phone messages) required by volunteers and service user
representatives. There has been debate within the team as to whether or not it is
appropriate for administrative staff to be doing this work, especially as resources are
currently stretched. Some administrative staff feel that the parent/carer representa-
tives are taking advantage of their generosity by asking them to photocopy articles.

During her induction Chris met with some volunteers and representatives who
expressed concerns that they had not been invited to the team planning day. They
argued that they were best placed to advise on changes in community needs and
should be involved if they were to have a meaningful role in the organisation. 

Chris took the matter to the next staff meeting and was surprised at the level of
concern expressed about the idea of involving the volunteers and representatives
in the planning day. Some staff argued that they would not be able to discuss the
issue of the administrative staff’s workloads, because they would feel too uncom-
fortable raising this in front of volunteers and representatives. Others felt that it
was inappropriate because it would restrict their ability to discuss particular clients
and their families during the meeting. Underneath it all Chris suspected that the
staff may also have felt some resentment that a special day set aside for the team
could be taken over by ‘outsiders’. It left her wondering about the boundaries of
social services teams and the marginal status still experienced by volunteers,
service users and carers.
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Social work in the labour market

While in the past social work may have been seen mainly as a voluntary or
charitable activity, today social work is constructed as paid labour. The use of
a social work qualification to gain employment and the subsequent use of social
work knowledge, values and skills in that employment are central to how social
work is defined. This is the case even though social work as a professional iden-
tity extends beyond organisational and job boundaries. Social workers compete
in the labour market and assert themselves (not always very well) as best placed
to occupy a particular job.

The labour markets of western industrialized nations have undergone consid-
erable change over the last few decades. A shift that is often noted is that from
a Fordist to a post-Fordist labour market. Fordism emphasises a modernist pro-
duction-line approach with workers having specific job roles and little wider
organisational knowledge. The post-Fordist labour market is more delineated
by workers experiencing overlap between job roles, referred to as multiskilling,
and having to be more flexible in their career path. Other labour market
reforms include:

• shifts from industrial to service and information modes of production;
• increasing casualisation of the workforce and consequent effects on employee

benefits such as sick pay;
• more individuals having to change occupations with consequent periods of

unemployment and re-training;
• increasing demand for specialist qualifications to be competitive in the

labour market;
• more instability in the role of unions in setting the terms of employer/

employee relations; 
• greater reliance on ‘out-sourcing’ of public sector work to private- or voluntary-

sector workers; and
• more emphasis on demonstrated job competence for employment, educa-

tion and training. (Perrons, 2000; Shapiro, 2000)

An important implication of these labour market changes has been the prolifer-
ation of professional turf wars where professional groups compete in terms of sta-
tus and expertise to resolve human problems. The last century saw a five-fold
increase in professional occupations in advanced economies: from 4 per cent to
over 20 per cent (Hodson, 2001). Competition is fierce as to which professional
group will dominate in different service settings and in determining what the spe-
cific areas of its expertise are. ‘Professionalism and professionalization can only be
understood in relation to occupational power’ (Hugman, 1991: 201). According to
Shapiro (2000) while many of the professions articulate a public service ethos, as
this in part defines them as professions, professional activity is often about monop-
olising a service area and enhancing the status of its members. 
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One way to monopolise is through social issue construction, a strategy
medicine and law have been particularly good at. This involves the profession
identifying a social issue that needs redress and then setting about defining
the nature of the issue, framing the possible responses and then claiming the
expertise to deliver these responses ( Jamrozik and Nocella, 1998). A further
way in which a profession can promote itself as best equipped to frame and
respond to a social issue is through science and the language of science. As a
result the professions align themselves with research activities, and most
recently have adopted the assumptions and practices of evidence-based prac-
tice (McDonald, 2003) (to be discussed later in this chapter). 

Like other professional groups, social work has been profoundly affected by
these developments. It has asserted its professional status by claiming expertise
in particular service areas (e.g. child welfare), by demanding professional regis-
tration, by asserting the importance of a university qualification as the entry
into the profession, and by aligning the profession with scientific discourse and
evidence-based practice. 

In English-speaking countries the alignment of social work with the state and
the existing and potential turf wars between social work and other professions
are an important backdrop to understanding multiprofessional practice in
human service organisations. While emphasis is placed by governments on col-
laboration between professionals within and across organisational boundaries
(e.g. Farmakopoulou, 2002), the reality of the labour market is such that these
professionals are also competitors.

While the proportion of the labour market comprising professions is likely to
continue to increase overall (Hodson, 2001), there are particular factors within
the human service sector which are holding back the growth of social work, in
particular, as a professional occupation. We discuss in a moment the effects of
neo-liberal and managerialist policies and practices on social work. For now it
is important to note that these reforms have led to an opening up of a range
of social work-type positions that are not designated specifically for social
workers. Thus a further implication of labour market change is the loss of
a unique social work identity in and contribution to contemporary human
service organisations. 

This development is evident across the English-speaking world (Healy and
Meagher, 2004). In Britain, Jordan and Jordan (2000) claim that New Labour’s
antagonism to social work is evident in its failure to designate jobs such as
Connexions Personal Advisors as specifically suitable for social workers. Thus,
many social workers – those with a social work qualification and eligible for
membership of social work associations or registration as a social worker – do
not have jobs titled ‘social worker’. Some are called care managers, project
workers and child care officers. Increasingly jobs have been opened up to a
range of qualified and non-qualified staff who are able to demonstrate the
appropriate competence and experience to carry out the job tasks. The under-
employment of social workers in para-professional work, where ‘their qualifi-
cations are neither required nor fully utilized’, contributes in part to a
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deprofessionalisation of social work (Healy and Meagher, 2004: 245). Hence,
as discussed earlier, we have recently seen an increasing focus on reprofession-
alisation in social work.
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

1 Review some job advertisements in social work and social care. How are recent
labour-market reforms apparent in job titles, conditions, roles and duties?

2 Think of a social issue (e.g. youth crime) and identify the different professions
that have a stake in this issue. How might these professions construct the issue
differently, develop alternative or competing responses and stake their claim to
expertise on this issue?

Social work and managerialism

This picture of social work in the labour market is of a profession in change and
under threat. And there is no doubt that many social workers feel they have
been under threat for the last couple of decades, particularly since the introduc-
tion of neo-liberal reforms of the welfare state. In the UK this was marked
by the expansion of quasi-markets in health and social services by the
Thatcher/Major Conservative governments and the introduction of the ‘care
manager’ to facilitate the split between the purchasers and providers of services.
In Australia Labor governments restructured the way funds are provided to
community and for-profit organisations, relying heavily on competitive tender-
ing. In both countries the funding of community-based organisations, many of
which were initially formed as grass-roots advocacy organisations, to deliver
services in line with government policies and procedures, has undercut their
advocacy and activist potential. 

The aim of these reforms was to ensure that voluntary and for-profit organi-
sations would be the main deliverers of services, while governments would set
the direction for service development and regulate its delivery. The well-used
phrase in the mid-1990s was that governments should be ‘steering, not rowing’
(Osborne and Gaebler, 1992). 

Linked to the rise of neo-liberal thinking has been a rise in managerial dis-
course and practices. This is often presented in the government sector as ‘new
public management’ and more widely and pejoratively as ‘managerialism’. Just
as politicians and policy makers turned to the principles of the market to inform
welfare policy and practice, so too did they come to rely on the current devel-
opments in business management as a guide to steering human service organi-
sations. If the setting up of a competitive market was the answer at a macro
(policy) level, then surely the answer at a mezzo (organisational) level was the
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practices employed by those who are most competitive: big business and their
corporate leaders. This shift would, it was hoped, herald a departure from what
were seen as the failings of large welfare bureaucracies. The ideal organisations –
both government and non-government organisations – would be those directed
by management as being most efficient and competitive. 

In the 1990s the ideal organisation was the ‘flat’ organisation, stripped of its
supposedly wasteful and bureaucratic middle management. The organisation
would be led by a charismatic and transformational leader, guided by science and
its determination of what works best, and driven by teams that evaluate and adapt
their work in synch with the environment (market) and its demands. This image
of the flat, efficient, competitive organisation draws widely from management
and organisational theorising, often relying on what is most popular at the time. 

This is no better demonstrated than through the rise of Total Quality
Management (TQM) and its influence on managerialist practices within human
service organisations in the 1990s. The aim of TQM is to maintain the long-
term competitiveness of businesses by not succumbing to short-term efficien-
cies. Rather investment is made into different interdependent teams within the
organisation to improve the quality of the product or services and retain long-
term customers. However, human service organisations may be aiming to
do the exact opposite by helping clients become independent and self-reliant
or eradicating particular personal or social issues, such as domestic violence.
Additionally not all those who use social work services do so voluntarily: an
inevitable barrier to customer satisfaction. Nonetheless, the potential of TQM
for social work is that it can encourage team control over localised decision
making and can increase awareness of quality issues (Watson, 2002).

For social workers one of the challenges of managerialism and the ‘flattening’
of organisations is that they are increasingly managed by those who are not
social workers and who may have little affinity with the profession and its val-
ues. Even where social workers continue to report directly to a senior social
worker or practice manager, increasingly these work teams are called upon to
demonstrate their effectiveness to non-social work managers. Thus those who
are often employed in management positions are those with skills and qualifi-
cations in management, not the professions which profess a detailed and spe-
cialist knowledge of the work tasks. In this sense management is seen as
content-free: any good manager can manage any workplace, regardless of
whether it is a social services department or a supermarket. And the experience
of the rise of managerialism in social work organisations has been one of con-
stant change, most commonly through the practices of:

• downsizing: shrinking the organisation through redundancies, forced retire-
ments or increased casualisation;

• re-engineering: re-evaluating the purpose and goals of the organisation and re-
inventing the organisation (to varying degrees) in line with new goals, usu-
ally so the organisation is more responsive to the needs in its environment
(i.e. more competitive);
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• continuous improvement: continually engaging the organisation in small-scale
change through reliance on performance measuring and making adjust-
ments to improve quality and the responsiveness of the organisation to the
market-place (draws on TQM ideas); and

• limiting professional autonomy: regulating the activities of professionals through,
for example, performance monitoring, evaluation and financial control.
(Lymbery, 2004)

Many social workers have experienced organisational change as being done to
them, rather than as a process in which they were key players. This is exam-
ined further in Chapter 3.

Before moving on it is important to acknowledge that management literature
and practice have not been completely insensitive to the critique of manageri-
alism. This is particularly the case in the public sector, where debate has taken
place about the virtues and vices of ‘new public management’, at least partly
influenced by communitarian and ‘third way’ ideas that have emerged through
Britain’s New Labour government. Shifts toward a more inclusive management
agenda are apparent within the public, for-profit and voluntary sectors and are
often framed as issues of governance. For private sector organisations, corpo-
rate governance is not so much about running the business for the organisa-
tion’s sake, but about the overall direction of the business and its accountability
to its stake(share)-holders and its ability to meet social and political goals: being
a good corporate citizen (Ryan and Ng, 2000). 

Governments are also likely to be interested in what Edwards (2002) calls
participatory governance, which involves engaging private and voluntary sec-
tor organisations (providing services contracted out by the state) in government
planning and decision making. According to Edwards, the proliferation of vol-
untary and for-profit organisations in delivering services has led to a reduction
in government control over policy processes, at least at the implementation
level. Participatory governance would be about involving these organisations
in policy making, although new measures to ensure these organisations are
accountable for their roles would also need to be set up. While these concerns
about governance reflect a tempering of management practice, especially in the
public sector, they do not mark a significant shift away from the neo-liberal
style of managerialism which has tended to dominate.

A further development in the management literature that has been popu-
larised in management practice is the increasing use of the term ‘empowerment’
to describe strategies that give workers more control over their work practices.
Social workers may be forgiven for feeling a sense of déjà vu in the popularisa-
tion of this concept and perhaps a certain scepticism in the way it might
be conceptualised within a management framework, especially given its use
to describe consumer power by Conservative administrations in the UK
(Lymbery, 2004). As in social work, it may be that there are some in the
management literature who use the term in a progressive way to help refashion
a more democratic relationship between employees and employers, while there
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may be others who use it as a cloak for tokenistic gestures. Some authors claim
that empowerment is about giving workers ‘decision making authority in
respect of the execution of their primary work tasks’ with the primary aim
being to improve ‘work and organisational performance’ (Wall et al., 2002:
147). As this quote suggests, the framing of empowerment by management is
more in line with the TQM and human relations traditions – where contented
and empowered workers make productive workers – than with a fundamental
restructuring of the power relations between management and employees. For
Watson (2002: 878), who critiques the Blair government’s quality agenda, the
likelihood in many social work organisations is that both quality improvement
and empowerment strategies are implemented in a top-down way reducing
empowerment to ‘at best a marginal and at worst a tokenistic activity within a
controlling managerialist discourse’.

The influence of management thinking and practice on human service
organisations remains considerable. While some approaches to management
may coalesce with progressive social work and progressive social workers bring
many qualities to management (Healy, 2002), the dominant expression of man-
agement in human service organisations is managerialist. That is, what is
valued by the most powerful stakeholders in human service organisations –
government and other funding bodies – is an ostensibly content-free manage-
ment that actually espouses neo-liberal organisational practices emphasising
efficiency and competitiveness in the human service ‘marketplace’. These neo-
liberal practices involve consumerism or notions that the customer has a choice
and that customer service is paramount. Thus much of the language within cur-
rent social work discourse is of consumerism and, increasingly, of risk and its
management (Gregory and Holloway, 2005). We return in detail to a discussion
of risk in social work organisations in Chapter 4.

Social work knowledge and organisational work

Social work draws broadly on a knowledge base grounded in sociological,
political, psychological and philosophical research and scholarship. In particu-
lar fields of research social workers have been leaders, for example in research-
ing children’s issues, domestic violence and mental health. Social work has also
developed and applied this wider knowledge base to the formation of practice
theories. There is also an enormous amount of social work knowledge, theory
and research which either directly relates or can be applied to organisational
practice. Social workers, for example, commonly have sophisticated under-
standings of communication processes, group and community development,
social and family systems, and policy making processes: all this knowledge can
be effectively applied to organisational work. 

It is important to note that social work has not engaged with its knowledge
base uncritically. We have actively questioned the construction of knowledge
through the scientific model and have engaged in debates about the nature of
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positivism (a particular theory of knowledge underpinning the scientific model)
and have promoted alternative ways of developing and synthesising knowledge
for practice. Social work has questioned the sources of knowledge and resisted
elevating particular knowledge to doctrinal status. This reflexive and critical
capacity makes social work vulnerable in the labour market because we may
appear uncertain and lacking a distinct and closely defended knowledge base.
However, we argue that it also provides social work with great strength as social
workers actively seek to engage with the complexity of knowledge and to look
honestly and openly at the problems involved in knowledge development and
application. This reflexivity surrounding knowledge for social work is no more
evident than in the current debates, both in academic and practice contexts,
about evidence-based practice and best practice. 

Evidence-based practice

We have already noted the co-opting of science, and its language, within pro-
fessionalising agendas. The incorporation of evidence-based practice (EBP)
within social work in part reflects this trend (McDonald, 2003) in an attempt
to position social work as an equal alongside other professions, especially in
health care. In Australia, for example, the directors of social work in hospitals
have been lead advocates for EBP. Importantly the definition of EBP in social
care promoted by the Centre for Evidence Based Social Services in the UK is
derived from Sackett et al.’s (1996) authoritative definition of evidence-based
medicine: ‘EBP in social care has been described as “the conscientious, explicit
and judicious use of current best evidence in making decisions regarding the welfare of
service users and carers” ’ (http://www.cebss.org/evidence_based_practice.html).
To implement EBP, social workers thus need to evaluate existing research and
knowledge and use this to inform their decision making. At least two compo-
nents of this definition are subject to debate. First, what comprises ‘current best
evidence’? Second, what are the implications of focusing on professionals’ deci-
sion making?

There is no more hotly contested question in EBP than ‘what is evidence?’
The word ‘evidence’ refers to what is plainly visible not just to one person but
to many; it implies the existence of an objective reality that is easily discernible.
In research terms, evidence is related to positivism: a valuing of research based
on scientific principles, probability theory and data that is observable to the
senses. It is unsurprising then that many proponents of EBP in health and social
care conceive ‘current best evidence’ in line with positivist principles. This is
particularly apparent in the promotion by some of a hierarchy of methodolo-
gies, with randomised controlled trials and outcome evaluations (which seek to
mirror the classic experiment) at the apex. These studies are particularly con-
cerned with determining the accuracy with which the treatment, intervention
or programme causes the desired outcome. For example, in evaluating the suc-
cess of a programme to support bereaved parents (with increased support being
the outcome), how confident are we that it was the programme that increased
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parents’ feelings of support and not other variables, such as the influence of
friends and family or the use of anti-depressant medication? However, while
some (e.g. Macdonald, 1999) promote these designs as a ‘gold standard’ for
social work and social care, others caution against over-generalising their use-
fulness. For Qureshi (2004) it is the nature of the research question that should
determine the appropriate methodology, and there are many methodologies
relevant to social work and social policy – including qualitative methods – that
are often more appropriate than experimental and quasi-experimental designs. 

Nonetheless, these designs continue to be promoted within social work.
Outcome evaluation studies are particularly favoured by managers and govern-
ments as they are seen as providing evidence of the effectiveness of professional
interventions and programmes. This in turn can help determine whether the
benefits gained from the interventions or programmes are worth the costs
(cost/benefit analysis). Outcome evaluation can also be used to evaluate the
extent to which policy or organisational objectives are achieved. Such an
approach rests upon the assumption of ‘top-down’ decision making processes
where knowledge is transferred from a macro (policy) level to a mezzo (organ-
isational) level and through to a micro (practice) level. However, according to
Webb (2002), EBP is an attempt by policy makers and managers to control the
production of risk and to instill trust in health and welfare delivery. Such
attempts are based on the assumption that those who incorporate this approach
into their work can directly influence and determine the outcome of decision-
making processes. As we discuss further in Chapter 4, it is argued that this is
not always possible given the irrational and contingent decision making that is
observed in many organisations (Webb, 2001). 

Social workers have expressed concerns that positivist, managerialist and
top-down approaches to EBP undermine professional autonomy (Webb, 2002)
and ignore the perspectives of service users. Beresford and Evans (1999) ques-
tion the capacity of evidence-based approaches to involve the so-called subjects
of research in research processes and to hear the views of consumers on the
way services are provided (Beresford and Evans, 1999). A further concern is
that, when relying on positivist principles, EBP strives towards increasing lev-
els of accuracy in measuring observable phenomena and thus tends to operate
at a surface (observable) level. It may miss the deeper and more complex real-
ities underpinning social issues, including the effects of social and cultural strat-
ification according to such dimensions as ‘race’, gender, sexual identity, age
and disability.

Best practice and practice guidelines

Two strategies for knowledge collection and dissemination, related to EBP, are
best practice modelling and the production of practice or clinical guidelines.
Best practice involves identifying high quality practice interventions and pro-
moting these as the ‘best’ or most appropriate responses in given situations in
a particular field of practice. Different bodies – such as funders, regulators and
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service user groups – are using the concept of best practice in an attempt to
influence the work of social workers and other professionals (Manela and
Moxley, 2002). As with EBP, best practice can be driven by managerialist
agendas and can be experienced by social workers as limiting their autonomy.
Demonstrating that an organisation conforms to best practice within a particu-
lar area or that it has established a best practice model is frequently used as a
strategy to gain funds from governments and other funding bodies. Such a strat-
egy may be seen to give a particular for-profit or community organisation
the ‘edge’ when involved in competitive tendering processes, which, as we
mentioned earlier, are increasingly common since the neo-liberal restructuring
of the welfare state. 

Determinations of what practices are considered ‘best’ are based variously on
the views of experts in the field, on outcomes from research and, sometimes,
on the effectiveness of the marketing of particular practices (Manela and
Moxley, 2002). A particular concern is that once best practices have been iden-
tified within an organisation these practices can then become overly standard-
ised. This may result in an inability to identify opportunities for further
improvement or adjustment to suit unique circumstances (Manela and Moxley,
2002). 

A similar concern can also be directed at practice or clinical guidelines.
These are statements that assist the practitioner to make appropriate decisions,
based on research evidence and expert consensus (Howard and Jensen, 1999).
They can be conceptualised as statements to guide the practitioner towards best
practice. According to Howard and Jensen, practice guidelines should be devel-
oped by an expert panel – which may be multi-disciplinary and may also
include service user representation – that weighs up the available evidence
and evaluates the costs and benefits of different intervention or treatment
approaches. In the United States, concerns have been raised about the way
practice guidelines may be used as the basis for determining poor practice in
malpractice litigation, although they are also promoted as a tool for protecting
practitioners against such action (Howard and Jensen, 1999). However, rigidly
applying practice guidelines may lead to defensive practice, as outlined by
Harris (1987) and as we discuss further in Chapter 4. 

A reflexive approach

Concerns about narrow and overly scientific approaches to evidence-based and
best practice have been well expressed within social work. Like Qureshi (2004)
we choose not to dismiss scientific approaches out of hand or because of a rigid
commitment to an alternative epistemology. Social science methods have
assisted the development of practice theories in social work and have enabled
the exposure of underlying inequalities within society. We also recognise
that concepts like EBP and best practice are ones that social workers need to
engage with because they are such important features of the health and human
services industries and, if engaged with in a certain way, can stimulate greater
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understanding of the complexities of practice and its potentials. We argue for a
critical, reflexive and inclusive approach to knowledge generation and sharing
within organisations. Such an approach would incorporate concepts like EBP
and best practice but would not be constrained by them. It would draw widely
on theory and research emerging from other disciplines, particularly from
organisations and management studies. It would also recognise the value of
social workers being involved in researching organisational practice and, in
particular, researching service users’ experiences and needs. 

An essential part of such an approach is the recognition that there are differ-
ent levels of experience within human service organisations (this is examined
further in Chapter 7). It is important to note that our discussion here focuses on
knowledge for organisational work, rather than on social work knowledge gen-
erally. In this section we have adopted the convention of identifying micro,
mezzo and macro levels and have focused on different organisational practices
(as outlined in Figure 1.1). The micro level of experience within organisations
relates to person-to-person relational encounters. Thus micro organisational
practices include the small-scale everyday interactions between the key players
within the organisation. How people experience organisations is in part defined
by these relational encounters. If conflict occurs, if personalities clash, if there
is a feeling of dislike or distrust, then the implications for the organisation and
the delivery of its services to particular individuals or communities can be
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FIGURE 1.1 A reflexive approach to knowledge in organisations
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considerable. From our perspective social workers need detailed knowledge of
these micro practices. 

Another level of experience that we need to develop an understanding of
involves mezzo organisational practices: these relate to the systems and processes
the organisation has established to ensure optimal organisational functioning.
For many employees, including social workers, mezzo organisational practices
often feel imposed on them by managers and they are usually written up as
organisational procedures. However, without these mezzo practices organisa-
tional work would almost certainly become chaotic. As outlined in Figure 1.1
such practices include the organisation’s information management systems,
such as its computer and records-keeping systems, as well as its systems for staff
supervision, training and recruitment. Social workers need an understanding of
how these systems guide and direct the micro organisational practices and, in
turn, how these micro practices might influence the development – including
the undermining – of the mezzo practices. For example, if social workers are
receiving limited supervision, how does this affect their micro encounters with
service users? Additionally, if in their everyday relations some staff prefer to
liaise and make decisions in informal settings, such as the tea room, in order to
avoid including those other staff who they find difficult, how does this affect the
effectiveness of weekly staff meetings?

In turning to the macro organisational practices, we identify a need to under-
stand those wider organisational practices, usually initiated by people in senior
management positions, which affect the overall direction and work of the
organisation. These practices are most clearly seen in formal organisational pol-
icy documents, including those released to the public, such as annual reports,
strategic plans and mission statements. However, macro organisational prac-
tices relate not just to internal organisational polices, but to the effects of wider
social policy and legislation on the organisation and its work. 

Social workers need knowledge of how these wider macro practices affect
both mezzo and micro practices and where there may be tensions and incon-
sistencies. For example, professional codes of ethics may directly influence the
micro practices of social workers employed in an organisation even though
these macro practices may not be recognised at the mezzo level. Additionally
what happens at a micro and mezzo level determines the effectiveness of macro
practices. If staff ignore a particular policy initiative, either of the organisation
or of government, then in that context the initiative exists only on paper. In the
model we outline in Figure 1.1, policy implementation is not conceptualised as
a ‘top-down’ process; rather we emphasise the interactions between micro,
mezzo and macro practices in shaping the ultimate effectiveness of policy.
Importantly, policy makers, both at organisational and societal levels, need
information back from the mezzo and micro levels on how policies are enacted
on the ground and how future policies might be better constructed.

In addition to understanding the interactions between the micro, mezzo and
macro levels of organisations we also acknowledge in Figure 1.1 that organisa-
tions operate within wider social and cultural contexts. In order to understand
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the interactions between different organisational practices social workers will
also need to understand them in relation to social and cultural norms, to wider
knowledge which includes but is not limited to professional and disciplinary
knowledge, and to wider power relations and inequalities. For example, despite
the fact that equal opportunity and anti-discrimination policies might exist at
macro and mezzo organisational levels, it is not until we locate micro practices
within the wider context of power inequalities within society that we can under-
stand the barriers women and black and ethnic minority workers experience
within human service organisations. Similarly in order to understand how
ethical principles, such as the right to privacy and confidentiality, might be
breached when faced with an alternative principle, such as a right to safety, it
is helpful to understand these principles within the context of wider social and
cultural norms and values. 

In developing our understanding of organisational practices we need to draw
on different sources of knowledge. These include: our knowledge of organisa-
tional and social work theories, knowledge gained from organisational systems
(e.g. information systems), shared experiences and knowledge of the organisa-
tion and its members, and our own ongoing critique of our practice. This might
involve some of the strategies employed by evidence-based practice, best prac-
tice modelling and practice guidelines but would not be limited to these. It
would also come from research on organisational dimensions of social work,
including research on the interactions between different levels of experience
within organisations.

For us, a focus for knowledge development should be the everyday organi-
sational practices and their impact on service users and communities.
Knowledge generation could be a reflexive process in that we would be con-
stantly critiquing our involvement and would be striving to learn and improve
our practice. 
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

1 What do you think are the strengths and weaknesses of evidence-based practice,
best practice and practice guidelines?

2 What are some alternative sources of knowledge which are essential for organi-
sational practice?

Conclusion

In this chapter we have provided a broad overview of issues for social work in
contemporary human service organisations. Social workers are one of a num-
ber of players in these organisations and they compete with other professions
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and occupations in the wider human services labour market. The changing
nature of this labour market and the impact of neo-liberalism and managerial-
ism have been perceived by some to be threats to social work’s status and
integrity as a profession. While this may be the case, these developments deter-
mine the contemporary organisational contexts in which many social workers
practice. Similarly, many social workers (and academics) are grappling with the
implications of evidence-based practice, best practice modelling and practice
guidelines. While we do not discount these ideas out of hand, we recommend
and seek to adopt in this book a wider, thorough and more critical analysis of
social work’s place in organisations. 

Later in the book we explore the implications of such a reflexive approach
to social work in organisations. First, though, it is important to turn to the
theory emerging from organisations and management studies, which variously
provide insights into the different levels of organisational experiences as high-
lighted earlier. This is the focus of our next chapter.
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2 Theorising Organisations

Introduction

Different theories have been influential in constructing and understanding organ-
isations. During the twentieth century, the theory and practice of organisations
have shifted from machine-like authority-laden constructions to nuanced and net-
worked approaches. Nonetheless the archetypal human service organisation
remains the bureaucracy. According to Weber (1971 [1922]), the public service
bureaucracy was both the most efficient state apparatus and, somewhat ambigu-
ously, a dehumanising instrument. This reveals the darker undertones of adminis-
tration, as reflected in the words of Franz Kafka’s character Joseph K in his book
The Trial: ‘behind my arrest and today’s interrogation there is great organisation at
work’ (Kafka, 1984 [1925]: 54). This is perhaps one of the great modern fears of
any client: that of being lost in and held hostage by a large uncaring organisation,
waiting for your number to be processed. However, while the notion of bureau-
cracy is still of consequence, the forms of organisations are now multiple. Shifts in
the shaping of organisations over the previous century mean that a range of organ-
isational theories and metaphors are necessary. 

In this chapter we focus on:

• themes from traditional, critical and postmodern approaches to organisa-
tional theory;

• metaphors as a way of understanding theoretical perspectives;
• recognising ‘upstream’ metaphors that challenge organisational practices and

‘downstream’ metaphors that reinforce existing practices;
• the importance of social work critiquing overly technical and apolitical

approaches to organisational theory; and
• encouraging a healthy scepticism of theory and relying on multiple theories

for holistic learning and understanding.

Metaphors and schools of thought

Metaphors are used in this chapter as a learning device for bringing organisa-
tional theorising into social work practice, theory and research. Metaphors
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give some life and reality to each school of organisational theory without going
into copious detail. They offer windows of understanding that help explore
‘the parallels between an object of interest and something that is better known
to you’ (Hatch, 1997: 51). The philosopher Paul Ricoeur (1978: 3) has argued
that metaphor is a unit of reference that displaces and extends ‘meaning’
largely by substitution. 

Our selection of metaphors and theories is based on our assessment of key pri-
orities in social work education and what is current in the field of organisation
studies. A wide spectrum is covered to capture the diversity of theory and meth-
ods of study in the area. The focus of the discussion is sociological and society-
centred, rather than individual-centred or about organisational psychology. 

We pay particular attention to the distinction made by Chia (1996) between
‘downstream’ and ‘upstream’ thinking in organisational analysis and theory.
This can be understood as posing a choice as to whether you, as an astute
practitioner, ‘go with the flow’ of conventional and cumulative theory build-
ing or challenge dominant assumptions by utilising more politically subver-
sive and creative components in theorising organisations. This might mean
making choices between drawing on theories that form a necessary part of
academic convention and are cast sometimes as discrete, static or fixed
knowledge, or using a more ‘upstream’ approach that is resistant to dominant
theories as ‘lived’ and ‘real’ in the everyday life of an organisation (see
Figure 2.1). 

This picture of organisations is a complex one. The various metaphors rep-
resent competing definitions of an organisation. And the various perspectives
and schools that construct these metaphors suggest different ways of under-
standing and working within organisations. While these may often be in

DOWNSTREAM

UPSTREAM 

Lenses

Organisms

Machines
Fluid &
hyper-real

Unpacking &
collaging

Constructions

Flux &
domination

Constructed
other

FIGURE 2.1 Upstream and downstream organisational metaphors

Hughes-ch-02.qxd  8/7/2007  4:39 PM  Page 33



 

ORGANISATIONS AND MANAGEMENT IN SOCIAL WORK34

conflict, they may sometimes coalesce in promoting a particular agenda. For
example, the development of a complaints system for service users might be
promoted by machine metaphors – improved customer relations – as well as
by flux and domination metaphors – increased user control – although at a later
stage there may well be conflict over how to respond to the complaints.
Organisations are influenced not just by one dominant metaphor but by many –
often competing – metaphors. Such an approach offers social work, as a profes-
sion, and social workers, as organisational operators, opportunities to work
strategically to change the organisation. While we may choose to operate in
line with the dominant downstream metaphors – through necessity, habit or
strategy – we may not have to do this all the time. 

In the following practice example, we outline the development of a hypothet-
ical non-profit human service organisation: from a small community organi-
sation to a major service provider. Following a discussion of each of the
metaphors and schools of thought, we highlight some reflective questions that
relate back to this practice example. Inevitably the details provided will be lim-
ited and you are encouraged to fill in some of the gaps given your own knowl-
edge of these kinds of organisations.

Practice Example 2.1 A restructured human
service organisation

Avalon Care is a large non-profit provider of services to people with mental health
needs, older people and homeless people. The values and philosophy of the organ-
isation have shifted over time. In a review of the history of the organisation for a
recent annual report, a long-standing board member identified four key stages in
the organisation’s development.

Grass roots community activism and support

Initially Avalon saw itself as a grass roots organisation run by and for survivors of
the mental health system. Social action was a core activity and was motivated in
part by the exposure of abuses in the large psychiatric institutions of the day. As
the number of support and advocacy groups grew, the organisation gained greater
legitimacy and began to be included in government planning and consultation
activities. 

Community-based service delivery and advocacy

In the early 1980s the organisation set up two activity centres for people with
schizophrenia. Later that decade the organisation grew rapidly, set up branches in
regional areas and developed a range of services, including in-home respite, meal
services, drop-in centres and a friendly visitors’ scheme. 
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Professional service delivery and research

In the 1990s the organisation adopted a professional outlook, developing links
with professional associations and university social work, medical and nursing
schools. During this period the organisation continued to grow and it added
research as a major area of activity. 

Corporate community services

Difficulties attracting funding led the Board to appoint a Chief Executive Officer
based primarily on management experience and offering a significantly bigger
salary package than had been offered to previous Coordinators. Under the new
CEO’s direction, Avalon Care has been successful in gaining further government
contracts and today it is a major non-government provider of community-based
services to people with mental health needs and a large supplier of semi-independent
accommodation services to older people and homeless people. 

The CEO recently initiated a strategic review. As part of this consultants have been
asked to examine the delivery of social work services. Since the 1980s social work-
ers have undertaken a range of roles including assessment of client circumstances,
individual and family counselling, support group facilitation and community develop-
ment. However, the CEO is concerned that this is unnecessarily restrictive and that
there may be other well-qualified and experienced people who may be just as well
placed to carry out these roles. Thus the review will consider developing generic case
manager positions, replacing social work positions and making them available to
appropriately qualified and non-qualified experienced staff. 

Organisations as machines (bureaucratic, managerial
and technocratic theories)

The machine metaphor describes the organisation as a working machine that has
complex parts and mechanical dynamics that are designed for efficiency and pro-
ductivity. Strati (2000: 52) refers to the metaphor of the ‘psychic prison’ for work-
ers in organisations which, like entering the machine, imprisons and alienates
them through unconscious, cognitive and ideological traps. These metaphors
invoke a market perspective or neo-classical economic view where organisations
are best understood as comprising individuals competitively pursuing their self-
interest in a market economy ( Jones and May, 1992). According to this perspec-
tive, rational economic ‘man’ will work hard in order to fit the moral and
economic imperatives of ‘the good life’ that capitalism can provide through the
profit making firm (i.e. the capitalist work ethic). Workers are willing, in this
sense, to literally become ‘cogs in the wheel’ of the machine to share in the moral
and financial profitability of the firm and the broader market economy.

One of the more salient and powerful theories of large organisations, that fits
within the machine metaphor, is that of bureaucracy as critiqued by Max
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Weber (1971 [1922]). In the early twentieth century, Weber framed bureaucracy
as an ideal-type: an analytical construct that synthesises related phenomena. He
saw bureaucracy as being characterised by efficient, streamlined administrative
structures. These structures were seen as facilitative of modern capitalism and
would thus sweep away ‘old world’ forms of organisation based on traditional
and charismatic leadership.

A key principle underpinning bureaucracy, as conceptualised by Weber
(1971 [1922]), was rational-legal authority. This form of authority is seen to
emerge from clearly defined and procedurally determined rules and regula-
tions that coordinate and control relationships between administrative units
within the organisation. There should be a clear division of labour between
each role and a clear indication of the corresponding responsibilities and spe-
cialisations. Central to this is a hierarchy of authority or chain of command in
which each level is accountable to the one higher up. Even senior management
has to follow the rules and regulations. Their authority comes from the office
they hold, not from themselves as individuals. Thus, bureaucracy legitimises
authority and domination over staff and clients of an organisation and ratio-
nalises world views to the codes, standards and values of the organisation. 

It is notable that while Weber’s conceptualisation of bureaucracy was as an effi-
cient machine, much of the critique of large bureaucratic organisations focuses on
their inefficiencies. As organisations grow bigger the rules and regulations take on
a symbolic significance beyond their functional value. This may result in ritualis-
tic and rigid behaviours and a resistance towards change even when this is
deemed necessary for efficient production. Bureaucrats with detailed knowledge
of the rules and regulations are accorded special status and thus they have
a vested interest in things staying as they are. Thus, the term bureaucracy nowa-
days is associated with unnecessary documentation or ‘red tape’ and bureaucrats
are widely seen as insensitive to the complexities of human situations. 

During the latter part of the twentieth century bureaucracy’s decline in pop-
ularity corresponded to a rise in popularity of other forms of organisations,
which were more directly controllable by management. Managerial and tech-
nocratic approaches tend to use the machine analysis to focus on the opera-
tions, ‘fine-tuning’ and outcomes of the organisation as part of a ‘change
culture’. In order to maximise their outcomes in quality and cost efficient serv-
ices, the organisational sub-units are conceived as ‘parts and bits’ of the organ-
isation that require fixing. The aim is usually to improve the productivity of the
workforce under the re-structured efficiency, effectiveness and economy. 

In 1911 Frederick W. Taylor published his Principles of Scientific Management
that would so greatly affect the managerial agendas for industry in the USA and
further afield over the forthcoming century. Scientific management was a
response by managers and owners of industrial production to control labour to
increase the productivity of profit based organisations. Thus, this theoretical
school developed a narrow focus on the needs and concerns of management in
industry. Taylorism involves a mechanistic view of organisations: through time
and motion studies and careful observation, specialised tasks could be set for

ORGANISATIONS AND MANAGEMENT IN SOCIAL WORK36

Hughes-ch-02.qxd  8/7/2007  4:39 PM  Page 36



 

workers to maximise productivity. Managers could better govern the organisation
by using their secretive knowledge of goals and process. Many private firms use
managers trained initially to think first of productivity and setting goals and,
second, other aspects of work culture such as the well-being of workers. The
theory assumes that the interests of managers and workers are the same and
that unions are unnecessary. 

Such a view matches the post-Fordist emphasis in the labour market (as dis-
cussed in Chapter 1) including the shift to ‘flexible specialisation’ (especially for
service sector and hi-tech industries), low levels of union membership and con-
sensus building between unions and managers. According to this view, social
conflicts are made invisible and the politics of wider capitalist society appear
not to affect the internal workings of organisations. The organisation, as techni-
cal and managerial apparatus, is used to achieve ‘outcomes’ and overrides or
denies the divisions of the social context such as those based on ‘race’, class or
gender. These organisations today conform to market principles for their
rationality and are commonly and pejoratively known as managerialist in ori-
entation (Zifcak, 1994; Clarke and Newman, 1997).

How useful is the machine metaphor in understanding a human service organ-
isation? There are several weaknesses with the approach. First, there is the con-
cern that the metaphor lacks sophistication and does not match organisational
realities. This mismatch reifies organisational complexities by making out that
they can be repaired or fixed when things go wrong or when workplace cultures
are ineffective or inefficient. For social work practitioners and managers, this
approach could significantly obscure or filter the real bases for decision-making
and sources of power in organisations. The critique of scientific management
raises issues of how and whose values, ideologies and discourse (as dominant con-
versations) around social division and social conflicts hold sway. Critical assess-
ment and evaluation of organisational roles, functions and goals may reveal
different processes to those described as a machine. After all, a machine merely
requires fine-tuning and a ‘set of tools’ for change to occur or identified problems
to be fixed. Or does it? Let us not forget that, in the post-industrial age, ‘machines’
such as computers can be complex and thus so too can organisations.

Second, the industrial ‘machine’ metaphor also fails to understand how organi-
sations capture and are captured by the specific values and ideologies involved in
social service and policy implementation. These processes can be illustrated by
critical sociological theories that better describe and explain organisational reali-
ties and hierarchies. The feminist critique of bureaucracy as hierarchical, patriar-
chal and male-centred is one such approach (Ferguson, 1984). This is most
obviously the case in human service organisations in Britain and Australia, which
are predominantly run, managed and organised by men in senior executive posi-
tions. However, beyond this, dominant masculinity helps rationalise and construe
organisational forms to suit men’s interests (see also Brewis, 2001).

Another key concern or criticism of the machine metaphor for organisational
analysis is that it does not allow for a content-rich, energy replenishing and
holistic view of the organisation. Other theories and associated metaphors offer
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such elements, most notably the systems, ecological and functionalist theories
of organisations.
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

1 In the Avalon Care example, the most recent development of this organisation
involved a shift towards a corporate structure. This was seen as necessary to
sustain service delivery and maximise outcomes for service users. What does a
machine metaphor have to offer an analysis of large organisations such as
Avalon Care? 

2 What are some elements of an organisation that are not explained by managerial
and technocratic thinking? For example, what about conflict between workers and
managers or managers and professionals or power dynamics? What about work-
ers’ rights in organisations?

Organisations as living organisms (systems and
functionalist theories)

Systems analysis has served social work well in terms of understanding organisa-
tional environments and sketching out the interrelatedness of various action sys-
tems involved in changes and continuities in organised behaviour. The systems,
ecological and functionalist perspectives on organisations emerged in the 1950s
and 1960s as dominant schools in American sociology. The organisation is
perceived in these schools as a ‘living organism’. They employ a biological model
of human behaviour: ‘open systems theory … emphasizes through the basic
assumption of entropy, the necessary dependence of any organization on its envi-
ronment’ (Katz and Kahn, 1966: 13). In systems analysis, workers are involved in
‘a dynamic and interactive way, exercising influence and expecting in turn to be
influenced by other organizational participants’ ( Jones and May, 1992: 45).
Hence the metaphor of an organisation as a living biological organism is an apt
one. A profession, such as social work, can be involved in managing or being part
of the rights, roles and relationships of staff in such systems, while still adherering
to autonomous professional roles and discretionary activity.

In the ecological perspective, organisations are viewed in ways analogous to
animal life observed by naturalists. The focus is upon: how organisations and
their members survive, thrive or die out; the ability of organisations to adapt;
and the (resource and people) service capacity of smaller to larger organisa-
tions. The emergence of new hybrid organisations and those most adaptable
to environmental change might be best suited to the privatising and contracted
basis of provision of human services management and organisations. An
additional point to remember is that systems can be open or closed given the
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transfer of physical and mental energy. A closed system is where energy is
contained within boundaries and an open system is where energy crosses per-
meable boundaries (Payne, 1997). 

According to Talcott Parsons, the founder of structural functionalism, there are
functional prerequisites for a social system to operate (Cuff and Payne, 1984). The
structural functionalist studies of organisations in the 1950s and 1960s were
particularly concerned with internal change and dysfunction. Structural function-
alism sees the social system as a whole with functional and dysfunctional
elements that maintain social order. A healthy organisational system, for exam-
ple, would ensure that all functional units within it, such as professional teams and
management, have defined roles and responsibilities that match their profes-
sional expertise. This would produce harmony and equilibrium in the system. In
an organisation dysfunctional activity, if it occurs, requires retraining (resocialisa-
tion) into the healthy functions of the system. By 1959 critics, such as C. Wright
Mills (1977 [1959]: 43), demonstrated some of the limitations of functionalism
calling it ‘unimaginative’ and ‘an arid game of concepts’.

Katz and Kahn’s (1966) work combined both functional and systems theory
and indicated the high tide of functionalist analysis in organisational theory.
While not always assuming equilibrium as found in a biological organism,
other evolutionary organisational phases are seen to parallel an organism’s
development from birth to death. This development includes the input of
energy to keep the organisational system alive, the possibilities of ill-health or
dysfunction if synergy and equilibrium are replenished, and the very real
prospect of the organisation dying without open system feedback and contin-
ual evaluation of its functions and purpose.

By the early 1970s structural functionalism was seen to have serious short-
comings in understanding organisational complexities and did not retain the
same continuity of significance as open systems theory (Hassard, 1995: 50).
Functionalist theory has often been criticised for its incremental view of organ-
isational change. It is, however, possible to theorise the movement of energy
between sub-systems in equilibrium and stable external environments.
Accordingly, organisational change may occur by internal adjustments to reach
equilibrium by adapting to external changes to the organisational system and
sub-systems: the organisation altering its goals and structure to fit changing
circumstances. In this way, certain organisations survive and others die out.
Usually organisations need to plan for change, set goals and then deliberately
change their structure to fit new processes or outcomes (Donaldson, 1986:
30–1). Some organisational change will come about by adaptation that is a ran-
dom process. In Chapter 3 we further explore how social work responds and
can contribute to organisational change.

There are ways of conceiving of organisations in systems theory beyond that
of the closed system offered by functionalism. Scott (2002: 25–30), for exam-
ple, gives three system theory definitions of organisations – rational, natural
and open – that perhaps overcome some of the problems of a closed system
model. Understanding adaptations to change might better explain how change
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cultures have occurred in the privatisation or contracting out of human service
organisations in recent public and social policy programmes.

Similar themes are present in the social work practice literature. Payne
(1997), drawing on Pincus and Minahan (1973), also identifies three kinds of
systems: informal or natural systems (e.g. neighbours), formal systems (e.g.
sporting clubs) and societal systems (e.g. child care centres). According to this
approach, the social worker is able to see where the interactions between clients
and their environment are causing problems. It is the interaction between client
and environment that is problematised not one or the other. The aim is to help
people perform life tasks, alleviate distress and set their own goals. An exten-
sion of this systems analysis is the ecological perspective or the life model of
social work that ‘sees people as constantly adapting in an interchange with
many different aspects of their environment’ (Payne, 1997: 145). These systems
both change the environment and are changed by their environment.

The main criticism of the ‘living organism’ metaphor and related schools is their
undue focus on survival and growth, rather than values, policy and political
dimensions of organisations. Ecological theory tends to reify internal dynamics of
organisations in arguing that they act as a unified whole rather than as multiple
forces that can be contradictory or ambivalent in effect. For example, the larger an
organisation becomes, such as in the Avalon Care scenario, the more complex and
differentiated it becomes. In such a circumstance it is possible that organisational
behaviour becomes more rule-governed as management tries to exert top-down
control over the various sub-systems. Ecological theory also neglects how organi-
sations themselves shape the environment and dominate social life. 

Systems and structural functionalist accounts are also limited in their appli-
cation to social work practice because of the lack of analysis of power relations
and dominance. This is especially so for explaining change and describing
organisational culture. Not only are issues of ‘who governs’ or rules organisa-
tions left unexplored by the theories and their biological metaphor, but also
‘when and where’ governance occurs in the whole system and to what effect.
These general criticisms highlight a lack of focus in these schools on the inter-
nal micro-cultures and external pressures governing an organisation. Other the-
ories of culture, communication and decision making in organisational theory
can offer a more complete understanding of the everyday and communicative
effects of organisational cultures, process and structures. 
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

1 How can a service organisation, such as Avalon Care, be understood as a sys-
tem? What might be some of its sub-systems?

2 What are some of the weaknesses of adopting a systems and functionalist
approach to human services?
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Organisations as lenses (culture, communication
and decision theories)

The lens metaphor is used here to mean how we see or view an organisational
culture with its ‘symbol systems’, ‘shared meanings’, cultures, micro-cultures,
countercultures and subcultures. These are all involved in setting the mood for
decision making and influencing communication processes and information
sharing, among other issues ( Jones and May, 1992). The metaphor also con-
notes the visual part of communication in organisational culture that ‘sees and
search, filter, distort and gate-keeps information’ to be processed by individu-
als, organisational units and the environment (Strati, 2000: 23). We also include
the decision-making perspective under the lens metaphor because this tradition
has primarily focused study on observable decisions rather than covert conflict
and decision making (see Clegg, 1989). 

We might ask from this perspective: when is an organisation not seen
through a lens of some kind? The main impact of the cultural perspective is
a challenge to the machine metaphor’s view of an assumed rationality and
efficiencies in planned organisations. Instead, cultural approaches look to the
subtle patterns, rituals, symbols and norms that make up the culture and sub-
cultures of an organisation. In these it is possible to find competing voices and
values about organisational process and strategy. 

The best known study of formal organisations in social science using an
anthropological/ethnography approach was the Hawthorn study of the 1920s
and 1930s conducted at the Western Electric Plant in Chicago, USA. This
spawned a range of studies that focused on organisations and work, including
in recent years hi-tech industries and communities. This style of field research
examined organisations from ‘the inside out’ and also established the school
known as ‘Human Relations’. 

Social work itself has moved away from the ‘cog in the machine’ analysis of
organisations to considering how all staff and clients make contributions to the
system. Change in organisational culture is required to achieve successful out-
comes ‘with greater emphasis on trust and participation, managed risk, corporate
loyalty, teamwork and good staff care’ (Coulshed and Mullender, 2001: 51). 

The cultural approach to organisations has led writers in social work to dis-
cuss different forms of culture depending on the size and type of the organisa-
tion, including:

• power culture: strong leadership from a small group at the top; 
• role culture: with a clinging to bureaucratic roles, rules and regulations; 
• task culture: that emphasises technical know how and project teams; and
• person culture: that matches tasks to people. (Coulshed and Mullender,

2001: 51) 

Cultures can intersect across and within organisations. Factors that join with the
cultural forms include power, staff avoidance and uncertainty, individualism
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and collectivism, and masculine or feminine as in the gendering of workplace
culture. Today management’s role is often focused on all parts of the culture
‘pulling together’ rather than dividing up loyalties through harsh top-down
practices.

Organisations, in particular managers, will often set norms to maintain con-
sensus and a common goal in efforts to stabilise possible dissatisfaction or dis-
sent among staff over various policies and programmes. Formal statements of
values and mission are often established in larger organisational environments,
such as in the Avalon Care practice example, where conflicting assumptions
and meaning over decisions may result in subcultures that compete for decision-
making space. This raises questions about ‘when, where and who’ makes
decisions and their significance say for organisational change.

An important concern for social work here is how written policy values may
conflict and compete with personal or professional values in an organisation.
The reason for social work’s close study of these cultures is to develop cultural
and social competency for workers and professionals at the individual, group and
organisational levels. To this could also be added the need for management and
leadership competencies as significant resources for social work to participate
in a change culture. In Chapters 3 to 5 there are several examples of how social
work can intervene and enable these changes or work with other staff to
encourage such change.

In moving away from ‘top-down’ and imposed management styles, writers
on management in social work also suggest certain styles can be used to over-
come resistance to change. Models of the ‘learning organisation’ and ‘compe-
tent workplace’ views of change are, according to some writers, closest to social
work values and ethics, particularly in terms of using reflective organisation
techniques that evaluate and feed back issues to management for potential
change (e.g. Argyris and Schön, 1978; Gould and Baldwin, 2004). The current
aim of change in many human services is for the structure and culture of organ-
isations to serve the overall strategy often determined from the top. This
involves looking inwardly using reflective practice techniques but also develop-
ing leadership and organisational competence. A critique of this view is devel-
oped in Chapter 3.

Though not fully within the ‘lens’ cultural school, the decision perspectives
can be said to derive from both systems and cultural approaches to organisa-
tions. This was the key approach taken in mainstream North American politi-
cal science in such fields as public administration. Critical and Marxist theory
provided strong critiques of the approach, based on concerns about whose ‘real
interests’ are reflected in key decisions, and what then are the sources of real
power and latent conflict in the organisational system (see Lukes, 1974; Clegg,
1989). Nonetheless, the decision approach still provides a useful understanding
of overt and covert behaviour involved in decision making within organisa-
tions. In this approach, organisations are framed as decision-making systems.
This is a useful approach as part of social work’s focus is on understanding
micro-process issues and micro-management among staff and for clients of
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human services. See Chapter 4 for a fuller discussion of decision making in
organisational practice.

Open organisations that encourage competition between different groups or
views can be said to want change. Organisational thinking also needs to serve
the overall mission rather than always be inwardly focused on structure and
culture, and this requires energy, effort and good practice from staff and sen-
ior management. From the perspective of the living organism and lens
metaphors, these strategies might be said to be effective when staff morale and
achievements are high and in line with programme objectives. However, as
the rest of the book shows, effective organisational practice for social work can
involve complex and spontaneous endeavours that move well beyond such
a focus.
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

1 In Avalon Care, how might the cultures of this organisation have shifted with the
four different stages of development? What effect might these cultures have had
on the care of clients or patients by this organisation? 

2 What interpersonal and group skills and processes, such as mediation (see
Chapter 5), can lead to clearer communication in organisational cultures and
boost morale?

Organisations as constructions (interpretive and
interactionist theories)

Berger and Luckman (1966) developed a social constructionist view of knowl-
edge and everyday life that re-emphasised some tenets of earlier classical soci-
ology, such as symbolic interactionism. The focus of this is the experience of
organised life and how this is integrated into self-understanding as an abstract
symbol system: ‘language is capable not only of constructing symbols … (but
also of) … presenting them as objectively real elements of everyday life’ (1966:
55). The building metaphor of physical ‘constructions’ defines organisations as
a constructed site of personal assumptions and social interactions or as ‘accom-
plished’ from inter-subjective experiences (ethnomethodology). For example,
such a view would argue for the accomplishment and/or negotiated construc-
tion of masculinities in organisations (Telford, 1996). 

Interactionist theories arrive from what were originally the interpersonal and
quality of life studies of the Human Relations School discussed earlier. A behav-
ioural social psychology orientation is evident in that ‘what happened in organ-
isations was felt to be understandable only if one looked closely at interaction
and interpersonal communication’ (Gross and Etzioni, 1985: 44). According to
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critics, the ‘construction’ metaphor suffers from the problem that the rules and
realities of organisations are ‘real’. Thus no matter how much individuals or
groups try to bend these for their own or others’ purposes, the organisation
imposes constraints that are ‘real’ and objective, irrespective of subjective expe-
rience (Gross and Etzioni, 1985: 62). 

Despite the critics, interactionist and constructionist accounts of organi-
sations continue to challenge managerial and scientific views of organisa-
tional analysis. Strati (2000: 59) claims that the interpretive paradigm ‘views
social reality as ontologically precarious’ where social order results from inter-
subjective experiences. According to the philosophy of phenomenology, which
underpins the interpretive and interactionist approaches, organisations do not
exist as concrete or tangible entities but are ‘processual phenomena’. This is per-
haps the most radical insight of the constructionist metaphor. The intentional
actions of individuals and their collective interactions define and socially con-
struct meaning; that is, they are building social meaning in organisations. This
ensures that the organisation is made up of or performed by actions from a
variety of different points of view. This leads to say a dominant culture and
micro subcultures where specific meanings for individual and group actors are
created. 

The main focus of research in the interactionist school is on organisational
order as a ‘negotiated order’ leading to, for example, a workplace culture. In
this shared understanding of organisational structures and cultures, the goals
and overall strategy are tied to subtle and complex negotiations over order, sta-
bility, conflict, change and meaning. Negotiations are conducted on the courses
of action to be pursued (Strati, 2000: 94–8). Teamwork, for example, can be
seen as a person lodging parts of their self into the selves, memories and imag-
inations of relevant others. In this sense, teams or units form within organisa-
tions where selves lodge together to perform and negotiate activities that
support or resist the organisational goals and strategy.

There are several criticisms of interactionist theory that apply directly to
organisational analysis. First, it is a process theory of organisations that con-
cerns itself with form and not social content. Thus, the theory can lend itself to
mundane empirical concerns rather than content-based issues. Second, its prag-
matism can lend itself to a conservative politics unless linked to social structural
concerns. Interactionist theory is part of the American liberal sociological
tradition that focuses on the micro-social; that is, a negotiated social and organ-
isational order that involves emotions, attitudes, gestures, rituals, intimacy,
competition and so on. We define and see ourselves as others see us. We are
objects of the social environment including organisations. As such these forms
of constructionism are concerned with human agency rather than structure. As
we will see, these issues have also in recent years become part of the theorising
of newer schools such postmodern approaches to the emotions and inter-
subjectivity in organisations (see also Chapter 5 on emotions and Chapter 7 on
experience in organisations).

ORGANISATIONS AND MANAGEMENT IN SOCIAL WORK44

Hughes-ch-02.qxd  8/7/2007  4:39 PM  Page 44



 
Organisations as unpacking and collaging
(postmodern theories)

With the next four metaphors and associated schools of thought comes a
stronger emphasis on ‘upstream thinking’ rather than downstream. We see a
shift in the conceptualisation and focus of study: from the organisation as an
entity to organising as a process. 

The ‘unpacking’ metaphor connotes taking things out of a box and examin-
ing them carefully. This is the case with postmodern theorising of organisations.
The ‘collaging’ metaphor might mean jumbling things up to create the illusion
of an overall picture, but one that can be easily disassembled and constantly
changed into new understandings (Hatch, 1997: 52). These two metaphors help
sum up some of the philosophy of postmodernism in that this philosophy is not
concerned with fixed holistic thinking or providing foundational material upon
which to build. Such postmodern thinking can be applied to organisations.
Chia (1996) contends that concepts of organisation – such as the theories pre-
sented in this chapter – are used in particular ritualised, unthoughtful and often
de-contextualised ways to normalise organisational life: ‘theories and knowl-
edge … are better thought of as communal artifacts passed on in highly ritu-
alised settings’ (Chia, 1996: 215). 

The metaphor of ‘unpacking’ enables us to think critically about organisa-
tional theories. Postmodernists argue that these theories conceal as well as
reveal understanding of organisations. Some writers, such as Power (1990),
claim that postmodernism stands for ‘the death of reason’ since reason is itself
an invention of secular and rational science from seventeenth-century enlight-
enment onwards. Power also contends that postmodernism is an assault via
deconstruction analysis on unity. He argues that philosophers, such as Lyotard
(1984), envisage social organisation as irreducible language games that cannot
be essentialised to artificial structures, boundaries and order in anything other
than their spontaneous and continually changing sense.

This problematising of structures, order and boundaries makes an analysis
that focuses on their continuity and stability seem rigid and uni-dimensional.
Postmodern organisational theories emphasise indeterminacy and multiple
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

1 In the Avalon Care practice example, how might inter-personal conflicts arise
between management and professionals if there are significant differences in
work conditions and salaries between the two groups? 

2 Observe a human service organisation to see what work is done and who does
it. How is social meaning created within the organisation? For example, what are
some common rituals?
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ever-changing perspectives on organisations. Postmodern theorists would not
agree upon a single metaphor, such as a ‘collage’, as having a fixed meaning.
However, the metaphor can signify the bringing together of different parts of
theory traditions to capture some of the style of postmodernism (Hatch, 1997:
54–5). This enables old and new theories and experiences of organisation to be
brought together like an artist might create an object of beauty or wonder, as
well as offering some challenges and interpretation of social and organisational
reality. 

Postmodern approaches to organisations have challenged the basis of mod-
ern organisational theory, in particular the theory of the (rational) bureaucracy
as an effective instrument of social change and administration in society.
Hancock and Tyler (2001: 93) argue for a postmodern meta-theory whose core
propositions, when applied to organisational analysis, indicate that the modern
organisation is in decline. The idea that organisations have definable structures
and rules that govern or universalise all activities towards one common goal
does not reflect the complexities and multiple layers of organisations. If the
reality mirrors the theory, then human service organisations are becoming
more eclectic in purpose, more irrational and unstable, with many moving
parts that are alternately visible and invisible to staff and clients.

The postmodern view can be criticised not least for its failure to grasp other
micro-social schools, such as ethnomethodology, that also employ notions of
organisational ‘accomplishment’ or interactionist schools that also establish the
precariousness of one’s being in organisational change and process. Feminist
and other critical approaches to social work and organisations are addressed in
the next section. However, it is important to highlight the similarities between
postmodern approaches and feminism and other critical approaches. Fook
(2002: 40), for example, claims that there are distinct similarities between fem-
inism, postmodernism and her own arguments for a critical-reflective approach
to practice. 

The postmodern and related approaches also have their origins in the subver-
sion of existing political and organisational order. So postmodern approaches to
organisational theorising are ‘oppositional’; they ‘stand against’ or challenge
existing arrangements or order. This leads us into the next schools and related
metaphors of flux and domination.

Critics of postmodern approaches to organisations and to social work argue
that the effect of the approach is to create a conservative political agenda that
deals only with marginal issues rather than the power structures, inequalities or
institutional dynamics of modern day large organisations and of capitalism. In
this critique there is a sense that postmodernism has ‘come and gone’ and is
now incorporated into social and political theory. Most writers today include
some form of postmodern analysis in discussing organisational study or analy-
sis. However, this has involved the incorporation of postmodernism into the
modernist views of organisations rather than a distinctive research programme.
Those who might be regarded as postmodern in approach, such as Power
(1990), Hough (1999), Hancock and Tyler (2001) and Chia (2002), all give
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ground to the modernist school of critical theory. Power (1990), for example,
argues that theorists such as Habermas give a strong and profound understand-
ing of the role of reason in society, how organisations dominate people’s lives
and how the sources of management and control are exercised. In the next sec-
tion we address areas of critical theory particularly relevant to organisational
analysis in human services. 
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

1 How does the postmodern metaphor of ‘unpacking’ help us understand the
changing organisational conditions and practices in Avalon Care? Imagine, for
example, unpacking Avalon Care or an organisation you know and identifying the
dominant players within the organisation. Can you also indicate whose voices are
silent, for example clients, families, volunteer workers, and so on? 

2 What are some weaknesses of the postmodern approach? 

Organisations as flux and domination (critical theories)

When an organisation is said to be in a state of ‘flux’, as a metaphor, it is con-
stantly changing and in the uneasy tension of change. These dynamics depend
on the configuration of force and power being exercised within and externally
around the organisation. For some, as we have seen with functionalist theories
of organisations, stability is more highly valued than change. However, within
critical theories flux and domination are assumed on the basis of sources of
power and ensuing relations of domination. This school began, in part, with
Weber’s views on the administrative order as governed by the legitimate rule of
domination and power. However, a perpetual change metaphor may be a more
accurate depiction of social reality in organisations as it can enable social work
to question and challenge ‘official versions of the nature of organizations as well
as their own perceived beliefs’ ( Jones and May, 1992: 71). Critical theories can
include neo-Marxist, political economy and feminist versions that emphasise
the relationship between organisations and dominant groups, and the way this
shapes organisational processes. 

The political economy school understands organisations in the context of the
political and economic relations in society. It also emphasises power relations in
the internal structures and processes of organisations. The structural feminist per-
spective focuses on gender relations, the roles and responsibilities within gen-
dered organisations, male dominance in management and the subordination of
women in organisational structures and hierarchies. These theories, among sev-
eral others, fit within the metaphors of flux and domination and can be thought
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of as modernist in that they contain some sense of hope that modernity can be
transformed and there is evolutionary progress to a new social objective and
identity. The issues of emancipatory practice and self-reflexivity are also taken up
in postmodern and feminist analysis of practice in social work. So, as discussed,
we see some considerable overlap of critical theory with critical and postmodern
approaches to social work practice, and to human service organisations.

Critical theorists point to the social problems created by the rise of organi-
sations. A particularly useful example is feminist theory which linked the
personal and political in social work and elsewhere. Arguably the critique of
gender in work organisations, including the human services, began in the ear-
lier waves of twentieth-century feminism, especially the organisational agendas
for citizenship set by women for their suffrage in Britain, Australia and else-
where (Ferguson, 1984). At the same time critical theory and socialist feminism
saw the shift in management towards women, especially in human services, as
the rise of femocracy. The concept of the ‘femocrat’ acknowledged that some
had access to senior executive positions in the public sector or as part of the
business elite (Yeatman, 1990). The question was raised as to whether these usu-
ally well-educated women had been incorporated into bureaucracy and the
hierarchy relations of domination as rational-technical authority – arguably a
male constructed view of the world – suggested by Weber (Ferguson, 1984). 

Mainstream management literature also started to recognise gender issues
during the 1980s. Organisational principles, feminists argued, are structured by
masculine thinking and male power to encourage inequality, hierarchy and
impersonality; these are particularly apparent in large bureaucracies (Ferguson,
1984). Male dominated western society discourages alternative modes of organ-
ising. Feminine styles of organising are claimed to be more caring and nurtur-
ing and the gender bias of formal organisations discourages such styles, valuing
rather achievement and competition. These criticisms can be joined with say
interactionist and critical theories, such as Marxism, to argue that organisa-
tional structures can damage the psyche of individuals creating alienation, con-
formity, and the stunting of self-discovery and development (Scott, 2002: 5–6). 

In applying ideas from critical theory, including feminist theories, to social
work practice in organisations some problems may be apparent. Parts of theory
may be taken and dropped into the language of social work without a clear
sense of whether they legitimise social relations and the status quo or challenge
the social order. Critical, Marxist and feminist (just as other) modes of practice
can reduce the heterogeneity of social reality to a narrow and sometimes lim-
ited practice that fails to engage with broader macro–micro social processes
and change (Rojek et al., 1988). 

A second issue is that organisational theory, even of the critical kind, tends
to deal with external pressures as secondary or unproblematic when it comes
to policy reform processes and the need for change in organisations. There are
notable exceptions to this and some theorists offer a useful synthesis of critical
and micro theories of organisations. Cohen (1985: 82–90), for example,
addresses issues of social control, notably organisational convenience, as part
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of the planned response to those who are vulnerable, different or marginalised.
Giddens (1990) also looks at issues of professional and disciplinary surveillance
in organisations to give a clearer picture of workplace social control. He uses
the term ‘carceral organisations’ to refer to closed systems that incarcerate pris-
oners or the mentally ill. Such a view connotes the idea that in terms of work
or client identities people can feel they are ‘trapped’ in a closed organisational
environment or system where ‘speaking up’ or stepping ‘out of line’ can mean
certain punishments are measured out to them. Thus being shut in or closed off
from the outside world is akin to the nature of a prison system or a ‘cage’. 

Finally, the important insights of deconstruction in breaking down totalising
theories into multiple interpretations should not be lost on a critical modernist
analysis of organisations. Such an approach can emphasise ‘difference’ and
facilitate a fine detailed analysis of organisational decisions, conversations and
policy. This is something that is explored more in the final metaphor of this
chapter. We argue that being able to critically assess and scrutinise organisa-
tional process and structure in this way is key to professional knowledge in
social work.
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

1 What perspective does critical theory bring to management practice in Avalon
Care? See Chapter 1 on managerialism.

2 Compare the strengths and weaknesses of critical and postmodern approaches
to organisations. What is similar and what is different?

Organisations as fluid and hyper-real
(hyper-modernity theories)

Bauman (2000) has recently used the metaphor of ‘fluidity’ to describe the
modern world as liquid modernity or in ‘continuous change under stress’. We
can add to this the view that in ‘hyper-real’ environments there are ‘big issue’
decisions that occur at great pace and are almost solely reflexively governed by
experts (Beck, 1992). This hyper-modernity view enables new understandings
of central concerns in social work and organisational analysis today, particu-
larly regarding issues of managing risk and ‘at risk’ clients, establishing trust
between staff and clients and the role of professions in defining such risk (see
Chapter 3). In the social work and social policy literature, authors such as
Kemshall (2000, 2002) and Dean (2000) have focused on risk discourse in social
welfare organisations and programmes. The layering in of ‘risk discourse’ via
policy implementation is a newly intensified part of human service delivery.
See Chapter 4 for a fuller discussion of risk in organisational practice. 
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The critical policy and practice literature in social work today has taken issue
with how social problems are defined and by whom. How social needs and
risks are seen to arise from these definitions is also a key concern. For example,
as highlighted in Chapter 1, Jamrozik and Nocella (1998: 73) discuss the issues
of how human service and health professions are centrally involved in defining
social problems and setting policy agendas on the then identified problems,
and in such cases are also involved in pathologising such problems. This impor-
tant issue of social problem identification also raises concerns around how
expertise, specialised knowledge and professionals are understood in the organ-
isational perspective we have called ‘hyper modernism’.

The hyper-modern view of the organisation comes largely from some of the
common ideas of theoretical sociologists such as Anthony Giddens, Ulrich
Beck and Zygmunt Bauman among others. While these theorists do not neces-
sarily agree, there is some distinctly familiar background in their post-Marxist
and critical theory concerns. None of their theorising matches the canon of
poststructuralist and postmodern writing discussed previously (interestingly
they are all white male European theorists, but that’s another issue!). In coun-
terpoint to and against the theoretical relevance of Post Modernity (PM),
Giddens (1990) has argued for a kind of Radical Modernity phase, rather than
say a postmodern society, in which the distinct feature is an intensified and
reflexive global politics of self and risks that engages with the consequences of
modernity. These consequences can be extremely high risk for national popula-
tions contributing to events such as war, ecological disasters, economic depres-
sions and the excesses of totalitarian regimes and fundamentalist movements. 

Linked to these ideas is the argument that organisations, especially industrial
firms, are postmodernising in particular ways that no longer fit the Fordist
assumptions of mass production and consumption. These organisations are
now seen to reflect a newer hyper-modern phase of capitalism (see Crook et al.,
1992; Hancock and Tyler, 2001). As mentioned, this may in fact be closer to
what some argue as the post-Fordist shift in work relations towards ‘flexible
specialisation’ including specialised knowledge and skill as the new basis of
professionalism/professional practice in the workplace. 

Beck (1992) also develops a theory of reflexive modernisation that focuses on
the reflexive turn in the modern period to confront the reality of the social risks
around us. Today, experts use the knowledge of social science and science and
their social technologies to help engineer a sense of heightened or ‘hyper’ reality
especially over what is risky and dangerous in society. Examples include mobile
phones causing brain cancer as a health risk, the risk of ‘strangers’ for children
walking home from school and the risk of ‘unsafe’ playgrounds. This encourages
an anxious or uncertain view of the everyday world around us and promotes the
increased reflexive monitoring and surveillance of professionals by their service
organisations (e.g. schools, health and care services, workplaces). 

In following this argument, new organisational and inter-organisational reali-
ties in human services and for social work reflect these hyper-modern concerns
with risk, anxiety and uncertainty. The anxieties of dealing with high risk or at
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risk clients in health, community care and criminal justice areas mean that
organisations and professionals need to respond to the hyper-real situations of
risk in new and complex ways. Risk discourse infiltrates the management of serv-
ices at the client, internal organisational and inter-organisational levels. A key
aspect of this infiltration into service cultures is to emphasise ‘organised irrespon-
sibility’ (Beck, 1992) or a lack of organisational accountability by shedding the
most difficult or high-risk cases (see Beck, 1992; Wearing, 2001). Dean (2000) and
McDonald, Marston and Buckley (2003) indicate that new moral economies have
developed around risk. These create judgmental, harsh and stereotypical cate-
gories of clients that help to ration resources to only those deemed deserving. 

In sum, the metaphors of ‘fluidity’ and ‘hyper-reality’ in human service organ-
isations indicate how rapidly time and space compression in late modernity can
change, warp and speed up or slow down (both losing control) the structure and
internal and external relationship networks of organisations. In these organisa-
tions surveillance and discipline, via reflexive monitoring of clients and supervi-
sion of staff, become intricately intertwined with the thinking and techniques of
management in organisations. Professionals contribute albeit autonomously to
these new mechanisms of social control by also classifying and conceiving clients
in particular local, national and global ways (Wearing, 1998). Organisations are
only now coming to terms with the intensification of risk discourse and risk pro-
files. An interesting development in social work is that risk cases can be associ-
ated with the prediction and possible prevention of ‘dangerous’ professional
behaviour on behalf of or towards clients by social workers (Burke, 1999: 116).
We return to such issues in various chapter discussions on the ethics and account-
ability of social work as a profession, and how new understandings of risk are
challenging these criteria for ethical conduct.
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

1 In the Avalon Care practice example, how might the organisation decide to allo-
cate resources to older people, the mentally ill and/or the homeless by prioritis-
ing those deemed most ‘at risk’? On what basis could or would these decisions
be made? 

2 What risky situations does social work find itself in when dealing with potentially
difficult or violent clients? What threat of harm or danger does social work place
users in through intervention in their lives?

Organisations and the ‘constructed other’ (anti-racist,
postcolonial and Aboriginal theories)

To be a ‘constructed other’ or part of a community of ‘constructed others’ is to
be marginalised, different, not able to speak in the language of ‘us’ or ‘I’, and
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to be excluded from speaking or even listening. ‘Individual struggle to change
consciousness must be fundamentally linked to collective effort to transform
those structures that reinforce and perpetuate white supremacy’ (hooks, 1996:
195). The comments by the eminent black feminist bell hooks challenge
the silencing of oppressed voices in organisational theory and discourse. Anti-
colonial theory, or what is increasingly known in the literature as postcolonial-
ism, is one of the most challenging and important frameworks for social work’s
understanding of human service organisations. This approach is concerned
with the oppressions of imperialism, colonialism and the inferiorising of the
other on the basis of ‘race’. There are several connections here with anti-racist,
anti-oppressive and anti-discriminatory approaches to social work practice (see
Thompson, 1993; Dominelli, 1997, 2002; Payne, 1997). Furthermore, critical
organisational literature now includes some postcolonial theorising in decon-
structing western rationalities used to construct others (Westwood, 2001). 

The ‘constructed other’ metaphor can highlight the organisational construc-
tion and classification of ‘difference’ in the texture of organisational structures
and process. Westwood (2001), for example, uses a postcolonial critique to show
how the comparative management literature appropriates and ‘re-presents’ the
other. He describes this ‘appropriation of the other’ as part of western rational-
ity’s essentialising, exoticising, and creating identities that have ‘a lack’ or a
‘deficit’ which are then grouped together to make up the constructed racial, reli-
gious or indigenous other. Much of the social work literature could be accused
of silencing black and other minority voices or of being silent on ‘race’, and
there is some evidence for this (Dominelli, 2002). 

One example used by Westwood is Gatley et al.’s (1996) management typol-
ogy of cultures: from ‘the pioneering action oriented cultures of the West, to
cool rational cultures of the North. We then travel South to the traditional,
family oriented cultures and then move on towards the reflective, idealist cul-
tures in the East’ (quoted in Westwood, 2001: 258). Westwood’s point is that
these characterisations of cultures and peoples are crude reductions that appro-
priate the localised spaces and interactions of non-white cultures and indige-
nous communities. 

Nonetheless, these people are not passive and there are many forms of inter-
action between the colonised and coloniser in their local cultures and as medi-
ated by organisations that move beyond direct oppression or ‘inferiorisation’
(see Bhabha, 1994). The postcolonial critique has itself been criticised for being
one-sided about western rationality and not looking deeper within western
societies for different expressions of and oppositions to rationality (Robotham,
2000: 94). It is equally true that political systems, such as in Australia and
Britain, have both encouraged and discouraged political struggles for equality,
identity and citizenship of ethnic minorities and indigenous groups. On bal-
ance, however, the history is one of using welfare organisations and other soci-
etal agents, such as the police, to commit acts of genocide, oppression and
exploitation. For example, both direct oppression and social service pro-
grammes based on racist policies have been institutionalised in social welfare
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systems. This was most evident in the shift during the twentieth century from
colonial to postcolonial rule with consequences for Aboriginal communities in
Australia, and for African and African-Caribbean communities in Britain (see
Bennett, 1999).

Applying this critique to human service organisations, we begin to under-
stand how racism, prejudice and discrimination construct others as inferior
and different – clients and staff – in management structures, workplace cultures
or programme delivery (e.g. Baldry et al., 2006; Begum, 2006). This requires
awareness of how cultures and change in organisations can be challenged
about the local and global dimensions of their prejudice and racism, among
other colonising and oppressive organisational processes and strategies. The
philosopher Homi Bhabha suggests that in postcolonial politics categories
of ‘others’ – women, natives, the colonised, indentured and the slave – are
‘becoming the people without a history’ (Bhabha, 1994: 196–7). What this can
suggest is that even organisational history itself is largely a white imperialist his-
tory that silences and excludes the voices of those who are written about or
written out in various ways (see Reynolds, 1999). The human service worker
needs to become aware of how the history of struggles and conflict over ‘race’
deeply embed certain white supremacist attitudes and discourse in society and
therefore also in organisational forms. This itself has been illustrated in the
debates over the ‘stolen generation’ and frontier wars between black and white
in Australia (Bennett, 1999; Reynolds, 1999)

Also, according to postcolonial theory, cultural identities are not immutable
to the older structural divisions of class, gender, ‘race’, nationality and location
but are now in disarray or fragmented. This has important implications for the
politics of practice in organisations for clients and staff, as well as in the indi-
vidual, group and community work dimensions of social work. Gilroy (1997:
304) uses the term ‘diasporas’ to understand identity as trans-national: ‘diaspo-
ras are the result of “scattering” of people whether as the result of war, oppres-
sion, poverty, enslavement or the search for better economic and social
opportunities’. Other writers refer to the hybridisation of identity under condi-
tions of globalisation (Held and McGrew, 2000), postmodernism or postcolo-
nialism (Bhabha, 1994). As the hyper-real and fluid metaphors suggest,
however, this does not mean political engagement is detached from abstract
systems that are global or national.

The metaphor of the ‘constructed other’ in welfare or human service organ-
isations has a history of oppositional discussions in social work practice litera-
ture around anti-discrimination and anti-racism. Lena Dominelli (1997, 1998,
2002) has been outspoken in her concerns for practitioners and educators alike
to take on a non-racist and counter-white view of social work (see also Chapter
7). There has also been some Australian social work writing on human service
organisations from non-white perspectives such as Jones and May’s (1992)
Aboriginal perspective on organisations and Weeks and Quinn’s (2000) collec-
tion, which contains significant contributions by Aboriginal authors. As one
Aboriginal social work author argues, there is a need to be highly sensitive to
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the cultural ways and insights of Aboriginal peoples and communities. She
suggests that those who wish to work with Aboriginal people need ‘to be well
versed in Aboriginal culture, and respected and acknowledged by the
Aboriginal community in which they live and work’ (Bessarab, 2000: 84).
Bessarab also says it is important to become acquainted with key Aboriginal
and non-Aboriginal people who can link to appropriate others (see also
Zubrzycki and Bennett, 2006). 

The postcolonial approach to organisational theory suggests a double-edged
strategy in challenging the logic of pure marketeering and global economics in
the oppression of indigenous and minority ethnic communities (Hoogvelt,
1997; Held and McGrew, 2000). This can effectively create a politics of organ-
isation and re-organisation from the margins that resists the cultural spaces
and construction of racialised essentialism in human service encounters. Both hosts
and colonisers, among other social actors, can participate in re-constructing
human service organisations and social welfare spaces as Third Space in civil
society (Briskman, 2003; Wearing and Wearing, 2006).
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

1 How do you think social workers and others within Avalon Care might construct
clients as racially inferior? What might be some examples of structural prejudice
or racism is such an organisation?

2 Given a stated commitment to social justice, what responsibilities does the social
work profession have to challenge racist thinking? See also Chapters 6 and 8.

Conclusion

Metaphors have been used in this chapter to encapsulate and group many
organisational constructs together to stand in for a theoretical approach or
world view. Constructs such as needs, inputs, goals, energy, culture and struc-
ture are ways of making sense of the complex processes, form and content of
organisations. The ‘machine’ metaphor, for example, relies upon human inter-
pretation to see how the organisation operates or what ‘parts’ of the organisa-
tion may not be working so well. 

Each of the organisational metaphors overviewed in this chapter is recognis-
able in organisations that employ social workers. In many organisations quite a
few of the metaphors may be apparent in parallel. For example, in a govern-
ment social services department it may be that the dominant metaphor is of the
organisation as a machine, such as a bureaucratic or rule-driven machine or an
ostensibly more efficient machine operating along managerialist and scientific
principles. While such metaphors and ways of thinking may dominate in
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human service organisations, other metaphors may also be apparent even
though they may not carry the authority of the organisation’s leadership. In
social work and multi-professional teams within the organisation, the work
arrangements and relationships may be conceptualised as a living organism: an
organic system adapting to its environment in order to survive. Within social
work organisations, including social services departments, metaphors which
challenge the dominant conceptualisations in the organisation may also be
recognised: upstream metaphors that question and critique the organisational
power relations. Groups of social workers or other employees may form on the
basis of marginalised social circumstances or identities – such as women work-
ers or black or ethnic minority workers – and engage in strategies that seek to
transform organisational practices. 

From our perspective social workers are not just of the organisation – they
have wider responsibilities – and they can influence strategically the organisa-
tions in which they operate. At the same time we acknowledge that social
workers are not always in control of their own destinies and are frequently
influenced by organisational power plays and unplanned-for organisational
dynamics. The tensions between the different organisational metaphors figure
as we note social workers’ various commitments: to the organisation and its
management, to service users, to the profession and to themselves as individu-
als and members of society. Social workers can learn the art of studying organ-
isations and change processes on the ground and the positive or detrimental
effects caused by such change. In the next chapter we examine organisational
change in depth.
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3 Organisational Change

Introduction

Some social workers complain of being overwhelmed by organisational
change. There is a sense of exhaustion from being bombarded by a series of
government and organisational policy initiatives and strategic plans. Some fear
that we may be constantly ‘reinventing the wheel’. These concerns suggest a
negative and reactive orientation to organisational change, which stands in con-
trast to social work’s often stated commitment to achieving change for the
people and communities with which we work. A concern for social justice and
social change has long been espoused as core social work values (Bisman,
2004), even though in practice we may often have fallen short of the ideal.
Social workers have presented themselves as change agents. So why, if we are
always going on about the need for change, do we often seem so negative about
organisational change? 

From our perspective the answer lies in the nature of recent organisational
changes, the way these change processes have occurred and the extent to which
social workers have been involved in planning, legitimating and evaluating
these changes. The organisational change that social workers have felt most
acutely has been managerialist change and thus has often been experienced as
a top-down process that is done to them, rather than as a process in which they
have been able to fully participate. The need for social workers to promote
organisational change, in line with the profession’s values, lies undiminished
and arguably strengthened by these developments. In order to promote change
in the lives of the people and communities we work with, social workers must
be committed to participating in and at times leading organisational change. 

In this chapter we examine:

• changes in the wider environment which influence the need for organisa-
tional change;

• a planned approach to organisational change drawing on the work of Kurt
Lewin;

• strategic planning and operational or programme planning;
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• change management approaches emphasising the emergent nature of
organisational change;

• emotions, experience and resistance to change; and 
• learning for organisational change.

The environment of organisational change

Organisation–environment relations
In an Australian study of 258 community-based disability services some impor-
tant pressures that resulted in organisational change included:

• changing government policy and priorities;
• increased time spent on managerial and financial functions;
• increased competition in gaining resources;
• escalating expectations for increased efficiency;
• one-off events, such as the introduction of a Goods and Services Tax;
• increasing pressure to be innovative;
• seeking funds from a proliferation of government programmes;
• increased regulatory activities by government;
• increased time spent defining outputs;
• increased time spent on clarifying organisational goals. (Spall and Zetlin,

2004: 290)

Many of these pressures, which are similar to those found in community or vol-
untary sector organisations in other western economies, reflect the demands of
the wider environment in which these organisations operate. In the main these
pressures represent the changing priorities within dominant social discourses
and ideologies, such as neo-liberal economic restructuring, managerialist
organisational reform and, to a lesser extent, conservative communitarian
approaches to social rights and responsibilities. While it is possible to critique
organisations that bow to such pressures, it is nonetheless important to recog-
nise that many human service organisations may undergo such changes simply
in order to survive in the form they believe best meets their organisation’s
purpose. 

So to understand the reasons for organisational change and the experiences
of such change it is necessary to develop an analysis of organisational environ-
ments. Social workers have long had an understanding of the relevance and
impact of a wider environment on people and practice and thus these critical
skills can be brought to bear in analysing organisational environments and the
changes that occur in them. For Mulroy (2004) macro level environmental
factors – which include such societal/policy forces as globalisation, immi-
gration, poverty and the market economy – impact on local communities and
the organisations within these communities. However, she also argues that
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organisations and communities can find solutions that help break down the
oppressive barriers within wider society. Organisational change, therefore, can
be seen to occur in the context of interaction with a wider environment not just
as a reaction to the changes within that environment, but also as a proactive
strategy to change the environment and its destructive effects. 

In terms of analysing the nature of organisational environments, a common
strategy within the social work and human services literature (Hasenfeld, 1983),
and in the management literature (Bourgeois, 1980), has been to differentiate the
organisation’s immediate task environment – including regulatory bodies, compet-
ing agencies, funding bodies, pressure groups and professional organisations –
from a wider general environment, which has less of a direct impact on
organisational life. This general environment comprises political, societal, legal,
technological and economic dimensions and would include, among others, gov-
ernment policies and legislation, political and constitutional arrangements,
societal attitudes and values, and knowledge and technological developments
( Jones and May, 1992).

A range of theoretical ideas have emerged to explore the relationship
between organisations and their environments and these are usefully
overviewed by Schmid (2004). Broadly these ideas reflect some of the domi-
nant perspectives and metaphors in organisational theory as discussed in
Chapter 2. Ecological and institutional theories appear particularly relevant to
human service organisations trying to adapt to environmental change. 

Ecological theories (reflecting our living organism metaphor) incorporate
accounts of the birth and death of organisations and see these as arising from
the capacity of organisations to occupy a particular ecological niche. Those
organisations that survive are ones that contain particular characteristics that
the environment requires (Schmid, 2004). Thus, by anticipating and predicting
changes in the environment, organisations can develop new niches and behaviours.
In this sense changes within organisational environments offer opportunities –
not just challenges – for organisational growth and development. For example,
one of the community sector disability organisations mentioned earlier could
have foreseen, given the trends in government policies, the emergence of the
social entrepreneurship approach to delivering human services and taken steps
to develop such an approach. If developed at the right time and place this
organisation could become a leader in the field. 

Institutional theories of organisation–environment relations suggest that
successful organisations are those that are able to reflect the work practices
adopted within their institutional environment (Schmid, 2004). Typically this
involves adopting the mantle of science and rationalism in work practices or, at
least, in the language used to describe work practices. For example, community
disability organisations may find it helpful to incorporate the practices and lan-
guage of evidence-based practice, best practice, risk management and effi-
ciency if they are to gain credibility and crucially to secure ongoing funding
from government. Thus the more such organisations incorporate or are seen to
incorporate institutional rules and procedures – and their symbols, myths and
rituals – the greater their chance of survival (Schmid, 2004). Although, in doing
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so, these organisations run the risk of losing their identity, values and connection
with communities (Schmid, 2004). 

The impact of environmental change
The nature of environmental change would inevitably affect the nature of the –
potentially adaptive – organisational change. Suarez and Oliva (2005), in the
management literature, propose four dimensions of environmental change:

• frequency: the number of disturbances within the environment over a partic-
ular period in time;

• amplitude: the magnitude of the shift from the initial conditions as a result of
the disturbance;

• speed: how quickly the disturbance takes place; and 
• scope: the range of environmental dimensions – such as social, legal, tech-

nological dimensions – that are produced as a result of simultaneous
disturbances. 

According to Suarez and Oliva (2005), these dimensions co-occur in different
ways to produce different types of environmental change. They classify regular
change as occurring where change across all four dimensions is of low intensity
and gradual. For example, the development of the professional codes of ethics
in social work over the past 20 or 30 years could be seen as an example of reg-
ular change. 

Changes that are frequent and quick (high frequency and speed, but low
amplitude and scope) are said to produce hyperturbulence. The rapid production
of government memoranda or guidance in relation to particular policies and
practices – such as the setting of eligibility criteria for services – could produce
hyperturbulence. 

Specific shock occurs when the change marks a major shift with past patterns
(high amplitude) and where the speed of change is rapid, but where the fre-
quency and scope of the change is low. For example, the deregulation or pri-
vatisation of particular industries might be seen as producing specific shock.
These changes are generally uncommon and narrow in scope (Suarez and
Oliva, 2005). 

Where amplitude is high – that is, there is considerable deviation from past
conditions – but other dimensions are low the change is said to be disruptive.
These changes are relatively infrequent and develop gradually, although they
can produce enormous challenges for organisations. An example of such
changes would be the development of information communication technology
in human service organisations. 

Suarez and Oliva (2005) characterise the most extreme change – avalanche –
as low in frequency but high across the other dimensions. That is, the change
is profound, rapid and affecting a wide range of environmental dimensions.
The example of avalanche change provided by Suarez and Oliva relates to the
economic reforms introduced in developing and post-Soviet economies.
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Arguably the neo-liberal economic reforms introduced in the 1980s by the
Thatcher government in Britain and the Hawke/Keating government in
Australia could also be seen as avalanche change. In the following real practice
example HIV/AIDS organisations were faced with a dramatic change in their
immediate environment.

Practice Example 3.1 The impact of environmental change
on HIV/AIDS organisations

A recent example of environmental change which has affected voluntary or commu-
nity sector organisations is the development since the late 1990s of HIV/AIDS
treatments. In countries such as Britain, Australia and the United States, HIV/AIDS
organisations grew from grass-roots initiatives within gay and lesbian communities
in response to the AIDS epidemic among gay men in the 1980s (Lewis and Crook,
2001). 

Two such organisations are the Terrence Higgins Trust in the UK and the Bobby
Goldsmith Foundation in Australia. Both of these organisations emerged from the
work of friends of two men who died of AIDS in the early 1980s. Throughout the
1980s and most of the 1990s the people who contracted HIV in these countries
remained predominately gay men and thus these community organisations
reflected gay male culture in both their organisational membership and their safe
sex and health promotion campaigns. 

In 1996 researchers identified a way of stopping the virus from reproducing by
using newly developed protease inhibitor drugs in combination with other drugs.
With the use of these new ‘drug cocktails’, HIV became a manageable chronic ill-
ness for the majority of the traditional constituents of community HIV/AIDS organ-
isations. However, the additional costs borne by governments in providing the new
treatments have been partly recompensed by withdrawing funding from these
organisations. This is despite the rate of HIV infections remaining steady and even
increasing among some communities, and the need to provide support services to
people living with HIV over a longer period than was originally envisaged (Lewis and
Crook, 2001). 

While not all organisations survived in their original form, both THT and the Sydney-
based BGF continue to this day, as have other community-based organisations that
were under threat in France (Weller, 2003) and the USA (Lewis and Crook, 2001). In
1999 and 2000 THT merged with a number of smaller HIV/AIDS organisations,
including London Lighthouse, which was a significant provider of hospice care to
people with AIDS. BGF has shifted from solely providing direct financial support to
providing a personalised case management service which helps ensure clients
receive the services and support – including financial assistance – to which they are
entitled from other agencies, including government. While THT and BGF retain their
focus on HIV/AIDS, other organisations including ACON (AIDS Council of NSW) have
decided to broaden their mission to include health promotion to gay, lesbian, bisex-
ual and transgender communities, which includes strategies to address such issues
as suicide, substance misuse and domestic violence. 
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Applying Suarez and Oliva’s (2005) framework, we would argue that the
changes in the environment of HIV/AIDS community organisations repre-
sented a specific shock. They involved a rapid and major shift from the past
situation, although the frequency and amplitude of the change can be charac-
terised as low. That is, the environmental changes – the development of the
new treatments – occurred only once and their effects were limited to a specific
group of organisations. Nonetheless, the environmental changes were so signif-
icant that the very survival of the community-based HIV/AIDS organisations
was thrown into doubt (Lewis and Crook 2001).

For human service organisations the nature of external change, such as that
suggested by Suarez and Oliva (2005), demands different internal change
responses. Moxley and Manela (2000) conceive the types of change responses as:

• revitalisation;
• renaissance; and
• recovery.

For some organisations changes in their environment require making small
incremental changes that are easily accommodated by reforming existing struc-
tures and procedures. Moxley and Manela classify this type of organisational
change as revitalisation: it involves improving the organisation’s performance
and some of its systems but overall does not involve any substantial restructur-
ing of the organisation or its mission. 

Renaissance change, however, does require a fundamental reconfiguration of the
organisation in response to its changing environment. For Moxley and Manela
(2000), this type of change is needed when there is a sense that the organisation
has lost its way and that members of the organisation at different levels no longer
have a sense of what it stands for and hopes to achieve. ‘The agency, as it has
been conceived and constituted, is dying’ (Moxley and Manela, 2000: 319). This
type of change requires a reinvigorated sense of the organisation’s mission and
goals and a restructuring of systems to meet these goals. 

Recovery is required when the changes in the environment are so fundamental –
such as avalanche change – that the organisation’s survival is under direct
threat. In response to such change the organisation must, if it wishes to survive,
reinvent itself with new values, new internal power relations, new understand-
ings of social need and new strategies for meeting such need (Moxley and
Manela, 2000). Adaptation to the new environment will not be immediate and
there is likely to be ongoing struggles and conflict as the organisation adjusts. 

Planning for change

Lewin’s approach to change
An understanding of planned organisational change invariably begins with
Lewin’s model, although it should also make use of the literature on strategic
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planning and management, and on operational or programme planning. The
planned approach reflects a rational and linear conceptualisation of change and
is usually seen as ‘top down’ in that managers lead the change effort, albeit by
harnessing the cooperation and motivation of employees. Planned organisa-
tional change – often characterised as organisational development – is typically
contrasted with a change management approach, which tends to view change
as emerging dynamically from within organisational systems rather than as
something that can be controlled or directed by managers. From our pers-
pective both approaches have something to offer to an understanding of organ-
isational change and no doubt social workers will encounter different
organisational activities that are reflective of both planned and change manage-
ment approaches. The focus of this section is on planned change, while change
management is considered later. 

The application of Kurt Lewin’s work to organisation studies equates organ-
isational behaviour with group behaviour. For Lewin (1947) planned change
can occur by understanding group dynamics within a wider environment and
by taking action to shift the group’s norms and practices. Lewin’s approach to
planned change is based on four related components: field theory, group
dynamics, action research and the three-step model of change. Field theory
attempts to map the environment or field in which group behaviour occurs.
Different forces within the field are said to determine group and individual
behaviour and thus changes within the field may result in changes in group
dynamics. Lewin saw the field as being involved in an ongoing state of adapta-
tion which he termed ‘quasi-stationary equilibrium’ (Burnes, 2004). If change is
to occur then the focus should be on the group rather than the individual as
individual behaviour is bound by the rules and norms of group dynamics.
Action research is needed to facilitate change: this involves the group collabo-
ratively engaging in research, taking action, evaluating that action and then
engaging in further action. For change to occur Lewin (1947) advocated a three-
step model:

1 unfreezing: disrupting the equilibrium that maintains current group behav-
iour. This may produce conflict within the group;

2 moving: engaging in action research methods to help the group learn new
behaviours; and

3 refreezing: stabilising the group in a new equilibrium. 

Force field analysis (FFA) is a technique used to evaluate organisational
change situations and, in particular, those forces operating that resist change
from occurring and those that act to facilitate change (Patti, 1983). Initially
developed by Lewin (1951), the underlying principle is the idea that a problem
or issue is held in equilibrium by these restraining and driving forces. A force
field diagram is often used to assist the analysis. This involves identifying the
change issue at the top of the diagram, and then listing the driving forces push-
ing on one side and the restraining forces pushing on the other. This can then
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help identify ways in which the restraining forces may be reduced and the
driving forces increased. 

Lewin’s approach and, in particular, his three-step model initially proved
extremely popular and has been widely applied and developed (McWhinney,
1992). One of the enduring benefits of this approach is that it helps focus the
attention on a particular change process at a particular point in time. While
Lewin recognises that the environment of the change initiative is in constant
adaptive motion – a point that is not often acknowledged by his critics (Burnes,
2004) – the three-step change strategy seeks to introduce a temporary rational
and linear process to disrupt and reconfigure pre-existing group/organisational
dynamics. 

The rational and linear process has been expanded on by other writers and
is characterised by Martin (1992) as the sequential model of change. While
broadly critical of this model, Martin recognises that there is value in the way
it helps remind people involved in initiating change of some of the tasks and
requirements involved in change processes. Martin (1992: 322) outlines the
common stages of a sequential model:

1 recognition of the problem or discrepancy in service provision by manage-
ment or practitioners;

2 preparation for change through investigation of problem, building readiness
within organisation for change (‘unfreezing’);

3 search for and assessment of possible solutions or innovations, selection of
and building support for the best of these;

4 implementation of change, possibly after pilot project and consequent
refinement of innovation;

5 consolidation and stabilisation of change (‘refreezing’); and
6 ongoing monitoring and evaluation.

An example of a sequential model in practice is provided by Lewis and Crook
(2001) who evaluated a change strategy implemented by a HIV/AIDS service
organisation in response to the environmental changes within the HIV/AIDS
field discussed earlier in this chapter. 

From the 1980s – with the rise of change management approaches – an
increasingly common critique of sequential models was that they are simplistic
and linear. Kanter et al. (1992: 10) refer to Lewin’s approach as ‘organisation as
an ice cube’ and argue that organisations are never frozen or refrozen, and if
change were to occur in a stage-like fashion then these stages would overlap
and intersect. However, it is argued that when the four components of Lewin’s
approach are analysed together a more complex understanding of planned
change emerges, which recognises that change is a constant process albeit one
where the rate of change varies depending on the environment (Burnes, 2004).
Although Lewin’s approach may have fallen out of favour with some theorists,
it remains influential in management and organisational practice. According to
Hendry (1996: 624): ‘Scratch any account of creating and managing change
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and the idea that change is a three-stage process which necessarily begins with
a process of unfreezing will not be far below the surface.’ 

Strategic planning
In addition to the approaches conceptualised by Lewin and others, an under-
standing of a planned approach to change within organisations is assisted by the
literature on strategic planning and operational or programme planning. As
their names suggest, strategic planning generally relates to the overall direction
of the organisation, while operational or programme planning is about the
day-to-day running of the organisation. If an organisation employs both
approaches, then operational or programme plans should be the means by
which the strategic plan is put into place. 

Strategic planning involves the development of a mission, key objectives,
plans for action and policies that best position an organisation to respond to the
changes in its environment that are expected to arise in the foreseeable future.
It will usually need to link long-range planning goals with mid-range opera-
tional plans (Glaister and Falshaw, 1999). For van Breda (2000) the value of
producing a business or strategic plan lies partly in the processes of producing
the plan, in addition to the document itself. ‘A Business Plan forces people to
stop and think about what they are doing. It helps one think about the future
and about what needs to be done to achieve that future’ (van Breda, 2000: 3).
He argues that the plan incorporates:

• a macro strategy that is in line with the overall purpose of the organisation;
• a reading of the external and internal environment of the organisation;
• an identification of the key stakeholders in the organisation;
• an explication of the purpose, vision and mission of the organisation;
• achievable end results or outcomes;
• criteria for determining excellence within the organisation; and 
• an outline of how the organisation will enable employee motivation, capac-

ity and opportunities.

The strategic planning field has developed particular techniques to assist an
analysis of the environment and to feed into the planned strategy. Possibly the
best-known and most widely used of these techniques is the SWOT analysis
which involves identifying the internal strengths (S) and weaknesses (W) of the
organisation, as well as the opportunities (O) and threats (T) that can be found
within its environment (Andrews, 1971). SWOT analysis attempts to facilitate a
better fit between the external situation an organisation is facing and its own
internal qualities. It is often conducted as a brainstorming exercise in a group
or workshop format. A common critique is that the action required from the
analysis is not always clear or followed through (Hill and Westbrook, 1997). 

Another common technique is the PEST analysis which focuses on the
political–economic–social–technological features of the organisation’s environment
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(as discussed earlier in this chapter in relation to the general environment).
Other commonly used strategic planning tools include:

• spreadsheet ‘what if’ analysis;
• analysis of key or critical success factors;
• financial analysis of competitors;
• core capabilities analysis;
• economic forecasting models; and
• stakeholder analysis. (Glaister and Falshaw, 1999)

Each of these techniques reflects a managerialist orientation and invariably
they are implemented in top-down ways. Despite this, there is recognition
within strategic planning of the impact of change processes on organisational
members, particularly employees, and effort is made to overcome resistance to
the plan. Considerable effort is also devoted to ensuring that the plan is legiti-
mated by those in powerful positions, such as funding bodies. 

Legitimacy might also be seen to arise from the commitment to the plan from
other stakeholders, such as service users. This suggests that while strategic plan-
ning is often conceptualised and implemented as a top-down process, there are
ways of enabling people in less powerful positions to influence the plan. Thus,
from our perspective, strategic planning processes provide unique opportuni-
ties for social workers to have their voices heard and to influence the organisa-
tion. They may also provide opportunities for engaging service users and
communities – depending on how wide the definition of stakeholder is – in a
change process.

Operational or programme planning
Operational or programme planning focuses on the setting and realisation of
organisational goals in the everyday life of the organisation. Where a strategic
plan exists these goals should directly relate to that plan. Like strategic plan-
ning, operational or programme planning generally follows a rational and lin-
ear process, although the development of ongoing programme evaluation and
monitoring systems within organisations suggests the potential of a circular
approach. 

According to Patti (1983: 69) a programme plan ‘is an attempt to set forth
desirable conditions to be achieved in a specific time period by the program
staff using specified means and resources’. Patti further elaborates five impor-
tant reasons for developing a programme plan:

1 it provides a framework within which key decisions can be made, such as
how to secure funding, what staff are required and what technologies are to
be utilised;

2 it specifies objectives and standards that can be monitored and evaluated to
determine the success of the programme;
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3 it supplies information about the operational issues so that management
boards, funders and other legitimating bodies can have confidence in the
programme and its likely outcomes;

4 it provides a basis for communities, other organisations and potential serv-
ice users to determine if the new programme will serve their interests;

5 it serves to generate staff enthusiasm and commitment to the programme,
providing energy and optimism.

Below we outline the typical stages included in the development and imple-
mentation of programme plans. We include the implementation and evaluation
stages as these are the automatic flow-ons from the planning activity.

1 Assessing needs: what are the needs of the individuals, groups and communi-
ties to whom the programme will be targeted? Assessment activities include
interviewing key informants, surveying communities, conducting focus
groups with stakeholders and using local information and statistics, such as
that collected by government statistics offices. 

2 Setting goals and objectives: based on the needs identified, what goals should
the programme aim for and as a result what objectives should be specified?
Objectives, according to Patti (1983: 78), are statements that ‘express in spe-
cific, observable, preferably measurable terms, those changes (outcomes)
the program seeks to produce within some designated time period’.

3 Developing action strategies: how is the programme going to deliver its objec-
tives? This includes detailing each activity that needs to be carried out, iden-
tifying what happens when, and clarifying roles and responsibilities for each
activity. 

4 Identifying, accessing and allocating resources: how will the programme be
resourced? This relates not just to the direct costs, such as staffing and equip-
ment, but also to indirect costs, such as accommodation, electricity and
insurance. Will funds be diverted from existing programmes or will they be
sought from funding bodies or will service users have to pay for the pro-
gramme? Invariably there is some degree of conflict over how funds are
allocated to different goals and programmes within an organisation.

5 Implementation of the programme: following through with the plan, carrying
out the various activities and trying to meet the objectives is the next step.
For those involved in programme implementation there are inevitably
a number of issues that arise including leadership, supervision of staff,
management of resources, teamwork, decision making and information
management. 

6 Evaluation of the programme: how do we know the programme achieved its
objectives? Was it experienced positively by those receiving the programme
or service? Was it delivered in a way that meets accepted quality standards?
Different evaluation processes and methods will reflect different priorities and
commitments. For example, outcome analysis and cost–benefit analysis may
be driven by managerial demands, while process analysis – establishing the

ORGANISATIONS AND MANAGEMENT IN SOCIAL WORK66

Hughes-ch-03.qxd  8/7/2007  4:39 PM  Page 66



 

quality of the delivery of the programme – may be more a concern of
professionals and service users. Invariably a range of evaluation strategies will
be needed to ensure effective monitoring of programme implementation. 

Increasingly evaluation is seen as something that is not just done after a pro-
gramme has been implemented but an activity that is integrated throughout
and is factored into programme planning. For example, as Patti (1983) suggests,
programme objectives should be framed in a way that they can be evaluated. 
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

1 Identify some form of organisational change that has occurred in an organisation
with which you are familiar. How well planned was the change process? Were
there unforeseen outcomes?

2 What might be some limitations with just having operational plans without a
broader strategic plan?

Change management and learning for
organisational change

In Chapter 2 we overviewed theories of hyper-modernity in contemporary soci-
ety (as encapsulated in the fluid and hyper-real metaphors), a phenomenon which
is said to be characterised by constant, rapid and reflexive change. Bauman (2000)
argues that this modernity is liquid: that it is more about processes than conditions
and that its hallmarks are risk and uncertainty. Thus, from this perspective, hyper-
turbulence – as we characterised it earlier in this chapter – is seen as a constant fea-
ture within the environment of human service organisations. 

According to Oswick et al. (2005) the literature on organisational change (e.g.
Moxley and Manela, 2000) increasingly reflects this orientation and often pres-
ents the chaotic world in which organisations operate as the rationale for the
need for change. The argument is that this change should not just occur once
or twice, but that it should be an ongoing feature of the organisation’s day-to-
day life. In essence, the organisation must embrace a culture of continuous
change in order to survive. 

Oswick et al. (2005) thus acknowledge the rise of the idea and discourse of
‘change management’ within the organisations and management studies litera-
ture, and the corresponding decline in popularity – at least among theorists and
academics if not practitioners – of the ‘organisational development’ discourse
associated with planned approaches to change. Two important ideas within the
change management literature are emergent change and the learning organisa-
tion. We overview these now and return later in this section to a discussion we
began in Chapter 1 on reflexive learning within organisations.
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The ideas related to change management and emergent change developed
largely as a critique of the planned approach as encapsulated in the sequential
models and Lewin’s three-step model. The proponents of change management
argue that it is simply not possible to plan for organisational change because the
environment is too complex and is changing too rapidly (Osborne and Brown,
2005). We have already noted Kanter et al.’s (1992) opposition to Lewin’s three-
stage model. Kanter (1983) and others (Peters and Waterman, 1982) promote
a bottom-up approach to organisational change which has been framed as
‘culture-excellence’. This approach would encourage organisational cultures
that enable innovation and cooperative change throughout the organisation
(Burnes, 2005). 

Others have pointed to the processual nature of change: that it is dynamic
and complex and that it cannot be ‘solidified or treated as a series of linear
events’ (Dawson, 1994: 3). Rather, change is seen as emergent: it emerges in an
unplanned way from within organisations in response to environmental
changes. According to Beeson and Davis (2000: 182) ‘change processes in
complex non-linear systems produce new behaviour – behaviour which is
not built-in, prespecified or predictable’. Although there is little managers or
others can do to try to rigidly control this type of change, they may be able
to facilitate it by stimulating a culture of learning within the organisation.
Thus the focus for organisations and managers is managing or facilitating
organisational change.

The learning organisation
The idea of the learning organisation is promoted as a way of facilitating emer-
gent change (Osborne and Brown, 2005). According to Tsang (1997) it is impor-
tant to note the distinction between the concepts of organisational learning and
the learning organisation. The former is descriptive and relates to academic
studies of both individual and collective learning within organisational settings.
The latter is a more prescriptive concept that seeks to inform the work of prac-
titioners and managers. It is intended to promote positive behavioural change
within organisations. Organisational learning is the means by which an organ-
isation can become a learning organisation, although this may be an ideal
which is never fully achieved (Finger and Brand, 1999). 

The learning organisation was popularised through the success of Peter
Senge’s (1990) book The Fifth Discipline. According to Senge, organisational
learning should not just be about survival but it should also be generative. Thus
a learning organisation is one ‘where people continually expand their capacity
to create the results they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of
thinking are nurtured, … and where people are continually learning how to
learn together’ (Senge, 1990: 3). For Osborne and Brown (2005) the aim of the
learning organisation is to create a culture of ongoing learning within the organ-
isation. Kerka (1995) identifies some common characteristics of learning organ-
isations. Invariably they are seen to:
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• provide continuous learning opportunities;
• use learning to reach their goals;
• link individual performance with organisational performance;
• foster inquiry and dialogue, making it safe for people to share openly and

take risks;
• embrace creative tension as a source of energy and renewal; and
• are continuously aware of and interact with their environment. 

The literature on the learning organisation intersects with a wider literature
on experiential learning (Kolb, 1984) and the reflective practitioner (Schön,
1983). Particularly useful is Argyris and Schön’s identification of two types of
learning. Single-loop learning involves identifying error and making correc-
tions in order to better achieve existing objectives. Double-loop learning
involves a more fundamental adjustment: it ‘occurs when error is detected and
corrected in ways that involve the modification of an organization’s underlying
norms, policies and objectives’ (Argyris and Schön, 1978: 3). This second type
of learning is a much more reflexive and critical engagement with knowledge
and has the potential to transform the organisation. 

Critics of the learning organisation literature point to its failure to provide
evidence of the effectiveness and efficacy of the approach (Tsang, 1997). It is
argued that much of the literature is based on consulting practice rather than
empirical research and often reads as ‘how to’ guides. According to Tsang while
it is important to want theoretical ideas to influence practice, these ideas must
first be properly and systematically formulated. 

Taking Tsang’s (1997) call for grounded research on organisational learning as
his starting point, Gould (2000) conducted a qualitative study of the learning
processes occurring in a UK national voluntary sector child care agency.
Participants reported a wide range of learning activities involving both individual
and team learning, including supervision, team meetings, attending courses,
shadowing and joint working. Blocks to learning were also identified, including a
sense that knowledge is not always properly shared within the organisation –
either between peers or up and down the hierarchy. Learning was also not with-
out its risks. While some degree of experimentation was identified as helping to
improve practice, mistakes were not always able to be handled well. Gould
argues that we need to transfer the experiential and reflective learning model, for
example as evident in application of Schön’s (1983) and Kolb’s (1984) work, from
individual learning to organisational learning. This would need to include sup-
porting ongoing knowledge development, enabling evaluation and action
inquiry, and providing systems to ensure organisational memory. 

Evaluation and reflexive learning for
organisational change
For Moxley and Manela (2000) agency-based evaluation strategies provide the
key to effective, participatory change processes within organisations. Critically
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they can generate knowledge to assist organisational change in the face of
different types and levels of environmental change. They argue that ongoing
evaluation processes can act as an ‘early warning system’, as well as provide
insight into how change should take place and provide a basis for determining
if the changes implemented are effective. 

In Chapter 1 we argued for a critical, reflexive and inclusive approach to
generating knowledge for social work as it is practised within organisational set-
tings. We emphasised the need to better understand interactions between the
levels of experience within organisations – micro, mezzo and macro levels. We
also identified the potential impact of wider social and cultural norms, power
relations and inequalities, and wider knowledge on these levels and their inter-
actions. Different sources of knowledge for organisational practice were identi-
fied as important: formal disciplinary knowledge, knowledge emerging from
the organisation’s information systems (e.g. information on service use), and
personal action and reflection strategies. 

Organisational learning to assist organisational change is also facilitated by
participatory evaluation strategies that enable action and reflection at a group
and organisational level. Responses to organisational change require ‘close to
action’ knowledge development and reflection. This comprises organisational
planning and evaluation strategies that are tied to everyday organisational prac-
tices and that stimulate a culture of critical thinking, reflection, creativity and
innovation within human service organisations.

For us there is something different in the focus of the organisational develop-
ment literature with its emphasis on top-down planned change and the change
management literature with its attempts to stimulate a culture of learning that
supports continuous change. As Oswick et al. (2005) argue, the shift in organi-
sational change discourses from organisational development to change man-
agement reflects a movement away from seeing organisational change as a
response to a problem towards a more positive conceptualisation. Similarly
Butcher and Atkinson (2001) argue that the emergent approach to change pro-
vides a more positive understanding of the role of informal systems within the
organisation. Rather than seeing these as a problem to overcome, informal sys-
tems from a change management position provide the basis for creative local
initiatives. The informal relationships between employees within the organisa-
tion are the powerhouse for change. 

While recognising that external demands – particularly managerialist
demands – are likely to continue to be imposed on organisations and thus not
all organisational change can be seen to emerge from informal organisational
systems, we also emphasise the value in shifting the discussion of organisational
change from a problem orientation towards a more positive approach. As we
discuss later in this chapter, organisational change may provide unique oppor-
tunities for human service organisations to better respond to the needs of serv-
ice users and communities and for social work employees to gain a better fit
between their professional ideals and organisational realities.
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Emotion, experience and resistance to change

Emotion is a neglected concept within the literature on organisational change,
particularly that advocating rational and planned approaches (Carr, 2001).
Where the literature does examine emotional issues, these are generally framed
in terms of managers understanding and overcoming resistance among their
employees. According to Butcher and Atkinson (2001) the language of this
work is of the imposition of the rational on the irrational. Overcoming resist-
ance to change represents for some the triumph of rationality over emotion,
while for others emotions are open for manipulation to ensure motivation for
the change among employees. 

After considering some ideas around resistance to change, we highlight the
contribution of psychodynamic and grief/loss approaches to an understanding
of emotion and the experience of organisational change. We also examine
stress and coping as emotional and psychological issues involved in organisa-
tional change and an extension of Merton’s (1957) adaptation typology. (Work
stress is also examined further in Chapter 7.)

Overcoming resistance to change
The literature on overcoming resistance to change can be sourced back to
Lewin (1947) who focused on resistance to change within the field – that is,
within the environmental systems in which change takes place. Recently the
focus has been on the psychological processes that individuals experience when
faced with change situations. Invariably the approach to overcoming resistance
to organisational change reflects the orientation of the change strategy itself. 

If the change strategy is managerialist and implemented in top-down ways,
then the focus is often about ensuring employee compliance with manage-
ment’s ideas. According to Dent and Goldberg (1999) the literature on over-
coming resistance to change reflects this orientation. Common strategies from
this position include:

• education;
• participation;
• facilitation;
• negotiation;
• manipulation;
• coercion;
• discussion;
• financial benefits; and
• political support.

However, like Kotter (1995) they argue against an assumption that employees
are innately resistant to organisational change; rather their resistance is usually
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seen to arise from such factors as ‘loss of status, loss of pay or loss of comfort’
(Dent and Goldberg, 1999: 26). Furthermore sometimes the problems encoun-
tered in change processes lay not so much with employees but with managers.
Some barriers to coping with organisational change identified by employees in
the financial sector include:

• poor communication – e.g. not being kept informed or receiving contradic-
tory messages;

• problems with the change process – e.g. it’s occurring too slow or too fast,
managers seem to have unrealistic expectations, or the change is not prop-
erly sequenced;

• ineffective relationships – e.g. managers seem remote, or behave autocratically;
• lack of consultation – e.g. employees’ ideas are ignored;
• change leaders are seen as lacking skills and experience and thus lacking

credibility; and
• lack of motivation among senior management – e.g. managers fail to partic-

ipate in all aspects of the change programme. (Woodward and Hendry,
2004)

If, however, the change strategy is less top-down or more reflective of a
change management approach, then invariably the strategies used to overcome
resistance are likely to be different. A comparison of two articles on organisa-
tional culture and organisational change points to this difference. Reflecting a
managerialist orientation, Higgins and McAllaster (2004) argue that managers
need to pay attention to the cultural artifacts that help define the organisation
and distinguish it from others. If the organisation is to successfully gain the
commitment of employees to a change strategy then these artifacts – including
key values and norms, myths and sagas, common language, and symbols,
rituals and ceremonies – will also need to change. 

In contrast, Jaskyte and Dressler (2005) focus on organisational innovation
and produce findings from a study of older persons’ organisations in the United
States suggesting that strong adherence to a shared culture may actually act
against innovation. Heterogeneity within the organisation was identified as bet-
ter facilitating innovative organisational change. They conclude that to facilitate
innovation, organisations must enable employees to ‘express their creativity, be
allowed to take risks, experiment, and take advantage of opportunities’ ( Jaskyte
and Dressler, 2005: 36). This suggests that from a change management
position, resistance may be considered a positive force for change within the
organisation – or at least for organisational learning and longer-term innovative
change. Resistance could provide an impetus for conflict and debate and result
in employees and managers becoming involved in a more meaningful engage-
ment than might otherwise have been the case had managers simply devised
crafty ways of gaining employees’ commitment.

Thus the culture shift required in human service organisations is one which
enables the organisation to become more open, responsive to its community
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and better able to learn from its mistakes. This is the antithesis of the traditional
bureaucracy where individuals hide behind their job role and take refuge in the
hierarchy. It also runs counter to the overly managerial organisation where
the CEO acts as a ‘puppeteer’ and where difference is accommodated only to
the extent that it improves competitiveness and efficiency. Staff and managers
need to be empowered to be more creative, critical and self aware in their
organisational practice. Given the current managerialist climate this approach
is rarely seen in practice.
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

1 What do you think are some of the main reasons why employees might resist
organisational change?

2 Consider an organisational change situation (regardless of how minor) you have
been involved in. How did you feel about the change at the time it was proposed
and at the time of implementation? What would have helped you feel more posi-
tive about the change?

Psychological responses
An understanding of the emotional and experiential qualities of organisational
change – and not just those relating to resistance to change – is also facilitated
by the psychological literature, including that on psychodynamics, grief and
loss, and stress and coping. 

Underpinning a psychodynamic approach to organisation studies is the idea,
derived from Freud’s work, that the seemingly rational behaviour apparent
within organisations is actually an expression of unconscious issues, concerns and
forces (Kersten, 2001). A psychodynamic analysis of organisations involves
‘bringing to the surface an awareness of hidden and repressed motivations, feel-
ings and dynamics’ (Kersten, 2001: 454). Thus people’s emotional responses to
organisational change will be affected by both conscious and unconscious factors. 

For Antonacopoulou and Gabriel (2001) we need to develop a sophisticated
understanding of the diverse experiences and meanings associated with organ-
isational change. For example, resistance to change may be seen as a strategy
to cope with anticipated loss and as ‘an attempt to recover meaning or to pre-
serve what was valuable in the past’ (Antonacopoulou and Gabriel, 2001: 446).
French (2001) applies the concept of ‘negative capability’ to organisational
change. Negative capability, originally conceptualised by the poet Keats and
later developed within psychoanalysis by Bion (1978), relates to a person’s
capacity to live with uncertainty, ambiguity and paradox, and not to react in a
defensive way when faced with an ongoing change situation. When negative
capability fails and an individual can no longer manage to contain the
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ambiguity they may respond by avoidance, denial or other forms of resistance.
Alternatively they may rush headlong into action or try simplistically to break
down complex problems into manageable bits (French, 2001). 

Emotional responses to organisational change have also been characterised
in terms of grief and loss (Elrod and Tippett, 2002; Zell, 2003). Perlman and
Takacs (1990) draw similarities from the stages of coping with death and dying
conceptualised by Kubler-Ross (1969) – denial, anger, bargaining, depression
and acceptance – with sequential models of organisational change. They iden-
tified ten phases relating to the emotional experience of the change:

1 equilibrium;
2 denial;
3 anger;
4 bargaining;
5 chaos;
6 depression;
7 resignation;
8 openness;
9 readiness; and

10 re-emergence.

For Elrod and Tippett (2002) a study of models of change – both in relation
to individual and organisational change – reveals a common pattern: in general
a movement from a normal situation through a disruption and then on to a
re-defined normality. In passing through a stage of disruption in terms of organ-
isational change it is reasonable to expect that the quality of work will be
reduced. Elrod and Tippett describe this disruption as the ‘death valley’ of
organisational change and acknowledge the support and motivation employees
need as they take their day-by-day steps through the change process. 

A stress and coping approach is also useful in understanding how people
adjust psychologically to organisational change. According to Terry and
Jimmieson (2003: 92) organisational change ‘can be viewed as a critical life
event, which has the potential to evoke stress reactions and other negative
consequences’. They argue that the most common psychological reaction to
organisational change is uncertainty often produced through changes in role, as
well as through perceived threats to job security, career paths, financial well-
being, power, prestige and the sense of a work community. They present a
stress and coping model based upon Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) cognitive-
phenomenological model, an evaluation of the organisational change literature,
and their own research on organisational change. While some particular ele-
ments have yet to be evidenced in research findings, the overall model
provides a sense, from a psychological perspective, of why and how some
people experience organisational change positively and others negatively. 

In Terry and Jimmieson’s (2003) model, the characteristics of change events
and individuals’ coping resources have an indirect impact on the adjustment of
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employees to organisational change. Key event characteristics include the
degree of employee participation in decision making, the provision of clear
information about the change process, and employees’ perceptions of the qual-
ity of the leadership during the change period. They emphasise the source of
the information about the change and suggest that employees who rely on
informal sources are vulnerable to rumour and inaccurate speculation which
will impact negatively on their experience of the change process. Individuals’
coping resources include self-esteem and support from other people, such as
colleagues. 

The event characteristics and coping resources affect how people evaluate
the change situation and its impact on his or her well-being. The extent to
which the situation is thought to be stressful is seen by Terry and Jimmieson
(2003) as a key factor in this cognitive evaluation. Other factors include the
appraisal of whether or not the situation is amenable to personal control, the
employee’s perceived capacity to function well in a changing work environ-
ment (self-efficacy), and his or her perception of the need for change (readiness
for change). These situational appraisals will affect coping responses. Problem-
focused strategies (how to practically manage the change) are claimed to have
a positive affect on adjustment. In contrast, emotion-focused coping strategies
relate to a preoccupation with the emotional distress accompanying the change
situation and an incapacity to deal directly with the problem. These coping
strategies directly impact on adjustment to the change situation, which in Terry
and Jimmieson’s model is framed as job satisfaction and psychological well-
being. For social workers looking to initiate or support organisational change it
would be important for them to understand the stressors associated with change
and how these are negotiated or coped with. 

In the following hypothetical example, a group of social workers are seeking
to change their organisation in order to improve practice.

Practice Example 3.2 Social workers leading
organisational change

Mustafa is one of three social workers working in a community health centre in a
regional city. The centre provides multi-disciplinary services (including nursing, home
care, occupational therapy, psychology and physiotherapy) to a wide range of clients,
including older people, people with mental health needs, people with disabilities and
people with chronic or terminal illnesses. The centre’s management is seeking to
restrict the expansion of community health services due to funding limitations.

Some recent cases presented by allied health staff at case conferences have
indirectly involved children. Mustafa and his social work colleagues are concerned
that child welfare issues (including child protection) are not being fully considered.
One of the cases was where a parent’s depression was identified as impacting on
her ability to care for her daughter. It had been agreed with statutory child welfare
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services that she would receive counselling from the psychologist; however, when
she repeatedly did not turn up for sessions, the statutory agency was not informed. 

The social workers met to discuss this issue and consider a range of strategies
to address the problem. These include documenting child protection cases over
the past two years by conducting a content analysis of case records, setting up a
training programme for all staff on child welfare and child protection, and develop-
ing a protocol for responding to child welfare and child protection.

In order to effectively pursue this change agenda, the social workers could con-
sider what environmental factors provide legitimacy for the initiative. For
example, in both Britain and Australia, health authorities are required to work
within the statutory framework for child welfare and child protection and to
cooperate with children’s agencies. The practitioners would do well to consider
how other professionals might experience the content analysis of case records,
particularly if they feel threatened about their practice being criticised. Setting
up an evaluation process for the activities being suggested would also be nec-
essary in order to document their effectiveness and provide opportunities for
discussion and debate. Hopefully this would lessen the prospect of mistakes in
the future and enable a more transparent approach to practice.

Integrity and the experience of organisational change
Our final reflection on emotion and the experience of organisational change
focuses on the concept of integrity or being true to oneself ( Jones, 2000). Jones high-
lights the potential of organisational change in enabling a better fit between work-
ers’ espoused values and the realities of organisational practice. He draws his
observations from a series of change management workshops with 80 human serv-
ices staff in the UK. Three main responses to organisational change were identified:

• Engagement: workers identify the possibility of putting into effect important
values or for new convergences between values and practices. There is a
sense of hope and a commitment to learn and innovate. Examples included
being involved in new working parties and contributing to the development
of protocols and service standards.

• Overt compliance/private resistance: workers go along with the change process
but only to the minimum degree possible, while continuing to do what they
used to do (and which is now considered redundant by management). ‘In
constructing integrity, then, there is an embattled view of fighting against the
worst excesses of the incoming system and of not being drawn into collusion
with it’ ( Jones, 2000: 369). An example included continuing to provide
counselling or support when the job had basically been reclassified as
administrative. In this response hope is balanced with despair. 

ORGANISATIONS AND MANAGEMENT IN SOCIAL WORK76

Hughes-ch-03.qxd  8/7/2007  4:39 PM  Page 76



 

• Withdrawal: involves withdrawing from active participation in the workplace
while still officially being an employee. It might be apparent through long
periods of absence possibly as sick leave or the symptoms of burnout.
Withdrawal – either physically or emotionally – is the only means by which
the person can maintain their integrity. Despair is the predominant feeling
and where there is hope it is found outside of the workplace. 

Jones (2000) noted the absence of what was hoped to be a fourth strand of
responses: a collective form of resistance or rebellion. In Jones’s analysis we
discover that employees’ – and particularly social workers’ – response to organ-
isational change may not just be a knee-jerk instinctive resistance, but a
response that speaks of the nature of the change being implemented. Where the
change promotes integrity in the workplace – such as in Practice Example 3.2 –
staff may be motivated and fully engaged in the change process; however, it is
understandable that where integrity is threatened then the responses are likely
to be less positive.

Conclusion

Social work has undergone enormous change in recent years. The emergence
of the post-industrial labour market and the rise of neo-liberal and managerial
orthodoxy in human service organisations have challenged the identity and
coherence of social work as a professional occupation. These changes have not
just been experienced by those writing about or researching social work, but
importantly they have also been directly experienced by social workers ‘on the
ground’ as employees in human service organisations. 

However, while much of the social work literature on organisational change
focuses on the negative effects of managerialism, it is also important to recog-
nise the benefits that can come from other forms of organisational change. As
Jones (2000) suggests, no doubt there have been many organisational changes
that have produced positive outcomes for the people we work with and that
have enabled social workers to gain a closer fit between their ideals and values
and the realities of their day-to-day practice within human service organisa-
tions. For us, social workers need to actively engage in change strategies initi-
ated within organisations in order to promote social work values and wider
social change. Additionally, as we examine further in Chapter 4, there is
also considerable potential for social workers to exercise formal and informal
leadership roles within organisations by promoting change strategies. 
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4 Leadership, Decision

Making and Risk

Introduction

The image of the leader in organisations, including social work organisations,
is one of a purposeful, active change-agent. He or she is logical in their
approach to problems and bases their decisions on a clear-headed evaluation
of all the available evidence. The leader is cool under pressure and acts strate-
gically to maximise the long-term positive outcomes for the organisation.
Where the leader is concerned with human problems it is to resolve these in a
way that promotes the overall efficiency of the organisation. This image of the
leader is beguiling. While it is hard not to admire the steely-gazed and square-
jawed masculinity of this rational, logical, active being, it is a construction
(albeit a reified one) that is denied by many people’s lived experiences in
organisations (see Chapter 7). 

Similarly, for many of us in organisations our everyday experience of
decision making is messy, unpredictable and chaotic. It is infused by power
plays, operating through both formal and informal organisational hierarchies.
Decisions are made on the back steps where the smokers gather. Decisions are
made in cars driving to appointments. They are made when people are stressed
and when they are feeling anxious about how others perceive them. They are
made by people feeling so overwhelmed that they can’t think through all the
possible ramifications. Decisions are made when there is a lack of information
about the nature of the problem. Sometimes the most important decisions are
the ones that are not made: the ones that are avoided because it’s just too diffi-
cult to face up to the real problems in the organisation. Thus it is possible to see
decision making as a human, active and contingent process. Not all decisions
are handed down to social workers from ‘on high’ and as fait accompli. Many
are experienced by social workers as being negotiated in process with real and
sometimes unintended consequences.

In this chapter we explore issues in:

• leadership, including transformational and dispersed leadership;
• different approaches to decision making in organisational contexts;
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• bounded rationality in decision making;
• professional autonomy and discretion;
• the context of risk for organisational decision making; and
• risk management and strategies for improving risk decisions.

Leadership 

Much of our understanding of organisational leadership is centred on how lead-
ers influence organisational processes, enable group cohesion and accomplish
organisational goals (Bargal, 2000). This understanding emerges from the three
dominant approaches to leadership developed during the twentieth century:
the trait approach, style approach and contingency approach (Bryman, 1999;
Bargal, 2000). 

The trait approach, as one might expect, focuses on the personal qualities or
traits of the leader and ‘implies that leaders are born rather than made’ (Bryman,
1992: 2). The traits identified in research relate to physical appearance (e.g.
height), abilities (e.g. fluency of speech) and personality (e.g. extroversion). 

From the late 1940s the focus shifted to researching leadership behaviours or
styles with a view to training people to become leaders. Two different styles that
are emphasised in this research are the consideration style (where leaders are
concerned about and thus trusted by their subordinates) and the initiating struc-
ture style (where leaders actively direct the work of subordinates) (Bryman,
1992). 

The contingency approach emerged in the 1960s and emphasises the situa-
tional factors that enable different approaches to leadership. For example,
Fieldler (1993) argues that relationship-focused leaders and task-focused lead-
ers are effective depending on the degree to which the situation is favourable
to them or the extent to which they can exercise control over the situation. A
critique of both the contingency and style approaches to leadership is that they
fail to acknowledge informal sources of leadership within organisations – that
is that people in less powerful positions can also exercise leadership qualities
depending on the situation (Bryman, 1999). 

While leadership research based on the trait, style and contingency
approaches is still carried out and continues to influence organisations and
management studies, since the 1980s a series of alternative approaches have
emerged – these have been framed as ‘new leadership’. These approaches char-
acterise the role of the leader as a ‘manager of meaning’ within the organisation
rather than as a director of tasks. The leader is seen as influencing and reinvig-
orating organisational culture by articulating shared values and defining the
mission or purpose of the organisation (Bryman, 1999). In this sense, the liter-
ature on new leadership has much in common with the literature on change
management and learning organisations. The new leadership approaches
are also said to have much in common with social work values (Gellis, 2001;
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Mary, 2005) and to be in line with the leadership styles demonstrated by
women (Kark, 2004).

Two influential ideas emerging from the new leadership literature are those
of transactional and transformational leadership. Burns (1978, cited in Bryman,
1999) identifies the former as involving an exchange between the leader and
follower where the leader provides rewards, such as status or resources, in
return for compliance. The transformational leader, in contrast, motivates and
inspires followers so that their aspirations become raised and are fused with
those of the leader. Much of the management literature on transformational
leadership has focused on the charisma of leaders and their capacity to gener-
ate shared values. Transformational leadership ‘goes beyond transactional
behaviors by developing, intellectually stimulating and inspiring followers to
put aside their own interests for a collective (team, unit) purpose’ (Gellis, 2001:
18). Bass (1985) identified it as involving:

• charisma – developing a vision, engendering pride, respect and trust;
• inspiration – motivating by creating high expectations, modelling appropri-

ate behaviour, and using symbols to focus efforts;
• individualised consideration – giving personal attention to followers, giving

them respect and responsibility;
• intellectual stimulation – continually challenging followers with new ideas

and approaches. (Cited in Bryman, 1999: 31)

In identifying a style of transformational leadership appropriate for public serv-
ice work, Dunoon (2002) shies away from a focus on charismatic transforma-
tion as this is seen as overly focused on an individual leader who, even if
inspiring the organisation effectively, may render it vulnerable when he or she
inevitably leaves. Rather, Dunoon – drawing on learning organisation ideas
(Senge, 1990) – advocates a learning-centred approach to transformational
leadership, which is primarily about capacity building within organisations.
Part of this approach involves helping people to become self aware, to clarify
their goals and develop their own responses to organisational issues. It also
involves building organisational capacity by helping groups to move beyond
dysfunctional dynamics to ‘achieve more creative and deeper understandings
of the issues they face and build new insights as the basis for action’ (Dunoon,
2002: 9). 

Dunoon’s approach reflects the emerging literature on dispersed leadership,
which recognises that leadership behaviours and practices are not solely the
preserve of the formally designated leader, and that effective leadership –
referred to as SuperLeadership by Manz and Sims (1989) – involves develop-
ing the capacity of others within an organisation or team to take on leadership
responsibilities. SuperLeadership is about unleashing the leadership potential
of an organisation’s employees and, in particular, their capacity for self-leadership.
The need for SuperLeadership, Manz and Sims argue, has come about because
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organisations rely increasingly on teams of people working cooperatively
together and developing their own knowledge and solutions to problems they
encounter in everyday organisational practice. ‘In many modern situations, the
most appropriate leader is one who can lead others to lead themselves’ (Manz
and Sims, 1991: 18). Strategies for managers promoting this type of leadership
include modelling self-leadership, encouraging self-set goals and creating posi-
tive expectations of employees. 

This idea that leadership is sometimes dispersed throughout an organisation
is, for us, a more helpful understanding of leadership than the notion of the
charismatic or heroic leader transforming the organisation from the top down.
Such an approach not only recognises the agency of other members of the
organisation, but it also acknowledges that few leaders/managers will be able
to live up to the ideal of the heroic leader, at least not all of the time. Even if
other members of the organisation may not have the opportunity to exercise
leadership practices, the recognition that there is such a potential within and
throughout the organisation provides a greater sense of the humanity both of
the members of the organisation and of the organisation itself.

From this perspective, the opportunities for social workers to exercise lead-
ership functions and demonstrate leadership capabilities within human service
organisations is considerable, even if they are not in formally designated lead-
ership or management roles. Leadership abilities are increasingly seen as
important for social work practice, according to Rank and Hutchinson (2000:
499), who define social work leadership as involving the communication of
vision, guided by a code of ethics, ‘to create proactive processes that empower
individuals, families, groups, organizations and communities’. Healy (2004), in
particular, advocates that social workers become practice leaders within the
increasingly diversified human services labour market. However a consistent
theme in the literature on social work and leadership is the need for our edu-
cation programmes to better prepare students to take on leadership roles (Rank
and Hutchinson, 2000; Healy, 2004). 

A similar argument could be made in relation to developing the capacity
of social workers to be leaders and initiators of organisational change, as dis-
cussed in Chapter 3. Social workers would not have to be in a formal posi-
tion of authority to participate in or lead organisational change. Thus social
workers, like other members of human service organisations, could take
action to lead organisational change in line with social work values, drawing
on social work and organisational knowledge and making use of practice
skills. Like other leaders of organisational change, social workers would
need to be mindful of the experience of change by other employees and
stakeholders. They could also seek to develop change management initia-
tives that facilitate a culture of organisational change and learning that cor-
respond with social work values. In the following hypothetical example we
discuss the ways a social work manager implements a new leadership
approach.
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Practice Example 4.1 Encouraging a new leadership approach

Jane works as a social worker in a neighbourhood centre, which is managed by
Margaret, who has a management background. The centre routinely engages vol-
unteers and runs a training programme for them twice per year. Despite this Jane
has been concerned that ethical issues involved in the everyday practice of the
organisation (e.g. tensions around confidentiality and client records) are not fully
acknowledged by paid and volunteer staff. She has also felt that paid and volun-
teer workers do not often have the opportunity to reflect on these issues together.
In a recent meeting she decided to raise these issues with the staff team. She sug-
gested that the organisation set up regular group supervision meetings – involving
paid workers and volunteers – during which ethical issues could be raised and
debated. Jane offered to organise the first of these meetings. She was taken
aback by the meeting’s overwhelmingly negative reaction to her suggestion. 

After the meeting Margaret discussed with Jane the group’s response. Together
they were able to unpick some of the issues that may have led the group to react
that way. Through this discussion Jane was able to consider the anxieties staff
might feel in having their everyday work practices exposed to scrutiny by the group
and the perceived threats to status and expertise that paid staff might feel if they
were involved in such meetings with volunteer workers. From this discussion an
alternative approach emerged: peer support meetings among paid staff and devel-
opment of a mentoring system between paid staff and volunteers. Prior to the next
agency meeting, Jane canvassed these ideas informally with both paid and volun-
teer workers and gained some tacit agreement. And despite debate at the next
meeting, the agency agreed to Jane’s plan with the modification that it should be
regularly and carefully evaluated.

In this practice example, Jane demonstrated her own leadership capacity
by encouraging staff to consider ethical issues in their practice and work
more closely together reflecting on these. While her initial attempts to raise this
were unsuccessful, Margaret displayed a commitment to Jane in supporting
her ideas and encouraged her to consider alternative strategies. As in the
SuperLeadership model, Margaret provided a climate of positive regard and
expectation which stimulated Jane’s leadership capacity.

The failure of leadership seems to be a common discourse in everyday life.
Much political commentary in the media is focused on the leaders of the main
political parties, their various shortcomings and their challengers. Similarly, in
organisational life, there is often a focus – at least among workers – on the
foibles of the organisation’s leader/manager. Inevitably we each have some
sense of what and who makes a great leader – whether it’s the doggedness of
Winston Churchill or the dynamism of John F. Kennedy – and invariably our
leaders in everyday life fall short of the ideal (as might Churchill and Kennedy
if we had known them and had subjected their lives to everyday scrutiny). 
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The challenge in understanding leadership for human service organisations
is to move beyond these unrealistic representations of leadership and recognise
the everyday leadership practices that enable people and organisations to
change. These practices may certainly be evident among formally designated
leaders and/or managers, but they may also be apparent among other employ-
ees or organisational stakeholders. 

Decision making

The capacity to make strategic decisions and the confidence to follow through
with these decisions are two qualities commonly ascribed to organisational
leaders. Of course, the decisions made within organisations can range from
these ‘big picture’ decisions through to small incremental decisions that occur
in the everyday life of the organisation. 

For the purpose of our discussion we define decision making as the process
of selecting one option from a series of alternatives. At a personal level it
involves a cognitive process, but it is a process that occurs within contexts –
interpersonal, cultural, social contexts – and it’s important to understand deci-
sion making with these in mind. Inevitably decision making in social work
organisations involves the exercise of power and authority (Miller et al., 1996:
43). In particular it is an expression of autonomy (e.g. professional autonomy)
and control (e.g. managerialist control). Thus power in decision making
emerges from leaders, managers and professionals, as well as from clients and
carers who make decisions regarding their own lives which impact significantly
on organisational processes. 

While the legitimacy of employees’ decision making comes mainly from
their role within the organisation and their professional status, the legitimacy of
client and carer decision making comes from their lived experience and expert
status in relation to their own situations. For social workers decisions are made
within the context of relationships and their knowledge of how to establish and
build good personal networks within organisations.

Approaches to decision making

Understanding the ways in which decisions are made is important for social
workers, particularly if they are to exercise their own leadership capacity. The
dominant approach to decision making in the human services is rational deci-
sion making. This way of thinking about decision making reflects modernist
and scientific approaches to organisations and management. It is particularly
influenced by neo-classical economics, which assume that people act in a
rational, logical and linear way, choosing options that bring the most number
of returns with the least number of costs. This focus on choice and maximising
outcomes reflects neo-liberal ideology. Thus recent welfare state restructuring
and the rise of managerialism reinforce this approach to decision making.

LEADERSHIP, DECISION MAKING AND RISK 83

Hughes-ch-04.qxd  8/7/2007  4:39 PM  Page 83



 

Rational decision making also draws on positivist approaches to knowledge
development, which is reflected in its use of science as a means of evaluating
and selecting different courses of action in any one decision event. 

In the conventional rational model of decision making, the decision-making
process should involve a number of stages, including defining the problem,
generating and selecting alternatives based on available information, imple-
menting the decision and then monitoring and evaluating the results (Hatch,
1997). The process can be conceptualised as circular, or spiral, as new problems
are defined based on evaluations of the results of previous decisions made. 

In today’s terms this rational approach to decision making is similar to that pro-
posed by proponents of evidence-based practice. As we discussed in Chapter 1,
common definitions of evidence-based social work and social care focus on the
selection and application of research knowledge in decision-making processes
(Sheldon, 1998: 16). For practitioners this could involve a search on electronic
databases of academic journals for research findings that directly inform practice
questions and then evaluating the information to see if it applies to the specific
client (Gibbs and Gambrill, 2002). Alternatively it might mean drawing on
reviews of evidence in particular areas provided by organisations, such as the
Social Care Institute for Excellence in the UK. Those influenced by positivist ideas
may particularly value alternatives that have been found to be successful through
experimental or quasi-experimental designs, such as outcome evaluations.

A second way of thinking about decision making that we noted at the begin-
ning of this chapter is based upon a critique of the rational model and centres
on Simon’s (1957) argument that the reality of decision-making behaviour is
considerably different from this idealised model. Simon explains that rational
decision making is constrained by a lack of information, the degree of complex-
ity of the problems faced, individuals’ limited capacity to process information,
the short time-frames decisions are often made within, and conflict between dif-
ferent organisational goals. Simon refers to this as ‘bounded rationality’. While
this behaviour is intended to be rational – it is reasoned and could not be con-
sidered irrational – it is limited by human and organisational constraints (Miller
et al., 1996: 45). The strength of this model is that it strives to explain the lived
experience of decision making and acknowledges that the ideal – the rational
decision – is often not achieved in reality.

In discussing Simon’s work, Hatch (1997) identifies two main implications.
First, uncertainty arises when there is not sufficient information on which to
make a decision or when there are questions about the quality or reliability of
the information. Second, it is often the case that there is conflict within an
organisation over different organisational goals and which should be prioritised
and thus resourced. Hatch (1997) argues that where such conflict exists, deci-
sion making is likely to be ambiguous because decision makers will evaluate
the alternatives differently depending on which goals they favour. 

The idea that decision making can be rational and straightforward is further
challenged by arguments that organisational decisions emerge from different
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interest groups within the organisation each vying with the other for power and
status. A classic study of a French tobacco company concluded that ostensibly
powerless workers exercised considerable influence within the organisation
because they had expert knowledge (Crozier, 1964). In particular, those people
within organisations who are able to manage the uncertainties the organisation
experiences occupy unique positions of power (Miller et al., 1996: 46). In
human service organisations conflict often appears as a reflection of deeper ten-
sions regarding professional status and turf wars (Shapiro, 2000). 

Under these circumstances not only is decision making influenced by politi-
cal processes, but the very construction of the decision itself and its possible
alternatives is shaped by dominant forces within the organisation. For example,
the alignment of the medical profession and management in hospital systems
helps construct what decisions are able to be made by the multi-professional
teams and the possible courses of action. This dominance might also explain
how decisions are made in favour of certain interests in the organisation and
how particular conflicts or ambiguities are resolved, at least on the surface.

Other alternatives to the rational model have been framed to reflect the reality
of decision-making processes. According to Hatch (1997) these process models can
be seen to be relevant depending on the extent to which there is uncertainty or
ambiguity in the situation. She identifies trial and error processes as more common
where there is general agreement over which goals the organisation should pur-
sue, but where there is great uncertainty over how to pursue these goals. That is,
there is not sufficient information or the information that is available is so confus-
ing that it is difficult to be confident about how to proceed. The common response
in this situation is to work things out by trial and error: making small incremental
decisions. This is inevitably an ongoing learning process.

Coalitional processes appear, according to Hatch (1997), to be common where
there is a reasonable degree of certainty over how best to proceed – that is,
information is available and uncontentious – but there is conflict over which
goals or problems should be pursued. Goal setting is invariably a political
process, particularly when one goal is prioritised above another through the
allocation of resources (Patti, 1983). In this situation decision makers will often
engage in political processes by developing coalitions with people with similar
views or with those who can be convinced, as well as sometimes by silencing
or discrediting those with alternative views. In these circumstances the priority
of gaining agreement over the goal can occasionally override the imperative to
apply information honestly and openly. For example, the information could be
manipulated or some information could be omitted to ensure agreement is
gained.

‘Garbage can’ decision-making processes are most common when there is both a
lack of certainty over information and how to best proceed, and conflict or dis-
agreement over which problems or goals should be addressed (Hatch, 1997).
The idea is that in some circumstances decision making is largely unpredictable
and chaotic. It is common where the environment or technology is poorly

LEADERSHIP, DECISION MAKING AND RISK 85

Hughes-ch-04.qxd  8/7/2007  4:39 PM  Page 85



 

understood and where key actors (e.g. senior managers) are continually
moving in and out of the decision making process (e.g. by changing jobs). Using
the metaphor, information, problems, solutions, participants and opportunities
for making decisions are all thrown together in the garbage can. Occasionally
they are retrieved in the right way to produce a good decision, but invariably
poor decisions are more common.

In spite of concerns about the inevitability of uncertainty, ambiguity and power
plays in decision-making processes, some continue to argue for the need to strive
for a rational and logical approach to decision making. Gibbs and Gambrill (2002)
claim that it is because there is such uncertainty in decision making that we need
to rely on evidence-based practice (EBP) as a way forward. 

As discussed in Chapter 1, we see this as too restrictive. Other bases of
knowledge – including clients’ own subjective experience of their unique
situation – need to be incorporated into the information pool from which we
make decisions. Additionally, as Witkin and Harrison (2001: 295) argue, ‘EBP
seems to presume a context in which practitioners do something to clients. This
“doing” is considered to be most effective (and ethical), if based on “evidence.”
But what if practice is viewed as a mutual activity in which what is best (not nec-
essarily effective) is co-generated by clients and practitioners?’ This raises
important questions about the co-construction of working or practical knowl-
edge in organisations as an informal basis for decision making and dealing with
the uncertainties and ambiguities of choosing particular courses of action.

Client involvement in decision making

This point by Witkin and Harrison (2001) challenges our discussion of decision
making thus far. We have implied that decision makers in social work organi-
sations are the professionals and managers. In fact, there may be a range of
people who are involved in or are affected by decision making processes in
social work organisations. These stakeholders include clients, carers and par-
ents, employees (including management, administrative, professional and non-
professional staff), volunteers, funding bodies, and auspicing organisations.
More broadly the government and general public may have a stake in decision
making, for example due to the use of public resources in service delivery. 

These groups engage with each other in different sorts of ways. Some may be
collaborating in a cooperative and mutual way to achieve the best decision pos-
sible. Some may be engaged in a battle of wills and be prepared to put every-
thing on the line (including their job) unless their alternative is accepted. Others
may be working quite separately, sometimes in a way that supports the decision
making of others, sometimes in a way that undermines such decision making. 

How have clients or service users been enabled to be involved in organisa-
tional decision making, both at personal and policy levels? Since the 1980s
there have been two important and competing discourses on service user
participation. First, a discourse of consumerism emerged from the neo-liberal
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restructuring of the welfare state as experienced in Anglo-American economies.
Consumers’ influence on organisations is exercised through their purchasing
power and through consultation exercises designed to gain consumer feedback.
Second, a social justice or empowerment discourse constructs service user
involvement as more than a consultation exercise. Participation in organisa-
tions (and their decision making) cannot be separated from a consideration of
clients’ participation in society more widely. Thus, tokenistic participation
strategies are rejected in favour of user controlled services that reflect more
their citizenship and self-determination. 

These discourses continue to co-exist and inform the participatory decision-
making processes of social work organisations in both public and community
sectors. In some circumstances the implications of the two discourses merge.
For example, the development of direct payments schemes in the UK, whereby
people with disabilities and older people are provided with money so that they
can purchase their own care, reflects the priorities of (limited) user controlled
services and purchasing power.

Recently the merging of neo-liberal and conservative communitarian ideas
in Britain and Australia has helped construct participatory discourses of indi-
vidual responsibility and partnership. Harris (2000) outlines three participatory
narratives in Australian social policy that also resonate in the UK and may well
frame participatory processes within social work organisations:

• participation as self sufficiency: being an active contributor rather than
being a burden on society;

• participation as paying your dues: putting back what you have taken out of
society;

• participation as a team effort: working in partnership with others, such as
government and business, to achieve common goals.

Thus some organisations may engage a client to be involved in their organisa-
tion because the client is seen as having a responsibility or obligation to partic-
ipate. For example, people involved in welfare-to-work schemes may feel a
certain pressure to participate in the life of the organisation when invited due
to a (real or imagined) fear that their benefit entitlement may be affected if they
do not. However, this sense of obligation, especially if taken on reluctantly,
may limit preparedness and capacity to be involved in the life of the organisa-
tion and its decision making. 

Where organisations are engaged in more of a mutual partnership with serv-
ice users, or perhaps with carers or parents of service users, there may still
remain questions about meaningful involvement if resources, training and sup-
port are not provided. For Croft and Beresford (1990) unless a culture of par-
ticipation exists people may become easily discouraged. While individuals’
mental, cognitive or intellectual capacity to communicate and make decisions
may certainly affect participation, so too does the organisation’s capacity to
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enable participation. Where professionals are talking in jargon or where clients
or carers are not provided with training or not reimbursed for out of pocket
expenses then meaningful participation can be limited and tokenistic. 

Determining the level of appropriate service user involvement is necessary
to establish the groundwork for meaningful participation. Participation in
organisational life and decision making is commonly conceptualised across a
continuum, ranging from no involvement to total control. A study by Mackay
(2002, cited in Ager et al., 2005) of the participation of mental health survivors
in mental health services provided an adapted version of Arnstein’s (1969) lad-
der of participation. Arnstein’s ladder was originally developed in relation to
social planning and has been widely used to evaluate citizen participation in
social policy and service delivery. Mackay’s adaptation supplies definitions that
are more accessible for service users (Ager et al., 2005). The steps of the ladder
include from highest level of participation to the lowest level:

• controlled decisions and actions;
• delegated function;
• shared action;
• influence on action;
• attending working groups;
• consulted;
• informed;
• not involved. (Mackay, 2002, cited in Ager et al., 2005: 474)

While there is recent focus on client participation in decision making, espe-
cially in the UK, inevitably there are limits to the extent to which such partici-
pation is desirable (although the boundaries around ‘desirability’ will always be
contestable). For example, in child or adult protection, where a person is
exposed to violence, abuse or neglect then the state charges certain profession-
als with the authority to intervene, sometimes against the immediate wishes of
those involved. Healy (1998) argues that it is important for social workers not
to get so caught up in the culture of participation that they forget that they
sometimes need to act with authority. She claims that it is essential that we do
not deny or obscure the authority we have to affect clients’ lives and that as
much as possible we explain our role and are transparent and accountable for
our actions. See also Chapter 6.

Professional autonomy and discretion

The extent to which social workers are able to work autonomously and to exer-
cise discretion in their everyday decision making is much debated (Evans and
Harris, 2004). For some, bureaucratic and managerialist practices constrain
professional practice through the requirement that workers adhere to detailed
rules and procedures. The critique of managerialism within social work
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(discussed in Chapter 2) has emphasised this point. For others, the complexity
of front-line social work is such that rules and procedures will never account for
all variations of human experience and consequently social workers are seen to
act with autonomy and discretion in many areas. In some circumstances social
workers are able to implement the rules and procedures in a discretionary way
depending on the individual service user. For example, in relation to care man-
agers determining older people’s financial status as part of an assessment for
long-term care, Bradley (2003) reports variable practices in checking the accu-
racy of the financial details given to them. Additionally the more complex and
detailed the rules and procedures, the greater the potential for confusion and
inconsistencies in how they are implemented. According to Evans and Harris
(2004) there are gradations of power in the relationships between managers and
professionals in human service organisations and rarely does the professional
have either total or no discretion in decision making. 

One way of summarising the tension between professional autonomy and
restrictive organisational practices is the ‘technicality-indeterminacy ratio’ con-
ceived by Jamous and Peloile (1970) and widely applied to social work contexts
(Sheppard, 1995; Robinson, 2003). Technicality refers to the detailed knowl-
edge and skill required to implement organisational rules and procedures.
Highly technical jobs tend towards routinised and regulated work patterns. In
contrast indeterminacy refers to the complex and ambiguous situations that
confront professionals and that require specialist knowledge and the ability to
act with autonomy. Jamous and Peloile posit that as the degree of technicality
increases in a particular job so the degree of indeterminacy decreases, as does
the degree of status that the professional enjoys. 

From our perspective, social workers need to strike a balance between tech-
nicality and indeterminacy in carrying out their roles. Social workers need to
be skilled in the technical aspects of organisational practice, but they also need
to be able to reflect and act on their wider professional and societal commit-
ments. At times, these commitments may be used to challenge the organisation,
or be used as a basis for working strategically to change the organisation. 

In striving for the right balance between technicality and indeterminacy,
social workers are frequently warned of the dangers in being ‘street-level
bureaucrats’ (Evans and Harris, 2004). Lipsky (1980), in his seminal work,
highlighted the extent of the pressures faced by front-line public sector work-
ers, including a lack of resources to meet the needs of clients and unclear and
sometimes contradictory policy goals. When facing complex and ambiguous
situations with little resources and limited guidance some workers resort to
making up their own, often arbitrary rules, in order to manage the complex-
ity of the work. The discretion that these workers consequently exercise may
lead to ‘favoritism, stereotyping, and routinizing’ (Lipsky, 1980: xii). Thus
unofficial discretion could produce inconsistencies and bias in the treatment
of service users, leading some to get a better deal than others (Bradley,
2003). 
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An important area where front-line workers’ everyday decisions can affect
service users’ experiences is in the rationing of services and resources. Goods
or services provided through public resources invariably need to be rationed
because demand commonly exceeds supply. According to Lipsky (1980)
rationing can occur through a variety of means, including:

• Monetary costs: if users are required to pay (or part pay) for services or if they
incur other financial costs (e.g. losing wages because appointments can only
be made during working hours) then requests for service may reduce.

• Time costs: clients are often expected to wait for a service, whether this occurs
over weeks or months, or whether it involves queuing for an interview or
waiting in a reception area. Depending on the urgency, importance and
availability of other resources, clients may determine that the costs of wait-
ing are not worth the benefits. Bureaucrats may reward clients by expedit-
ing a service or punish them by delaying it.

• Information provision: supplying or withholding information about available
goods or services determines who might request them. Bureaucrats may pro-
vide favoured clients with particular information that enables them to nego-
tiate ‘the system’ better. Sometimes an excess of information or confusing
jargon may act as barriers.

• Psychological costs: organisational and worker practices may demonstrate a
lack of respect for clients and may undermine their sense of self and auton-
omy. Such practices include excessive waiting, degrading inquiries into sen-
sitive issues (e.g. financial status, sexual health) and assumptions of
dishonesty. Understandably some of those who experience such costs may
withdraw contact with the organisation.

While routinisation of practice attempts to introduce fairness, regularity and
accountability to manage the demands of clients on front-line workers, this is
often experienced by clients as ‘red tape’ and as reducing the quality of service. 

Evans and Harris (2004: 889) point to another of Lipsky’s (1980) arguments
as a cause for concern in social work: that faced with the complexity of prac-
tice, street-level bureaucrats may deny ‘their own discretion in order to protect
themselves from having to take difficult decisions and being subjected to
blame’. Defensive social work, as conceptualised by Harris (1987), involves
practices designed to protect the social worker from blame, especially in the
form of malpractice litigation or media scrutiny. In addition to avoiding deci-
sion making, negative defensive strategies – those which may act against the
interests of service users – may include withholding information, following pro-
cedures too rigidly and responding to vulnerable clients in an overly protective
manner to avoid the potential risk to safety. As Evans and Harris (2004) argue,
the potential for defensive social work has increased considerably in recent
years, in line with government and organisational concerns about their expo-
sure to various risks, including litigation. 
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Risk and organisational practice

As discussed in Chapter 2, notions of risk so pervade health and social care that
residualist welfare states, such as the UK and Australia, have arguably moved
from being needs-led to risk-led (Kemshall, 2002). This reflects the fusing of
neo-liberal and conservative communitarian ideas through the promotion of
being an active and responsible member of society as a means of redressing
supposed welfare dependency. Where social policy might once have been con-
cerned about meeting the needs of vulnerable members of society or at least
minimising exposure to social risks (such as unemployment), its focus today is
on promoting individual risk management as a form of social responsibility.
Thus, we are encouraged to engage in prudent action, such as taking out vari-
ous forms of insurance, to minimise our personal exposure to risk and lessen
demands on social resources. Where we pose particular risks to ourselves, oth-
ers or society the focus is on controlling and preventing harmful behaviour
through active social programmes, such as assertive outreach. The emphasis is
on managing individual risk rather than looking at the risks society might pose
for individuals. This is the case even though inquiries into the failures of
welfare systems – such as in the protection of children – have repeatedly
demonstrated that society, governments and social work organisations pose
considerable risks to individuals. 

Social workers are involved in many different types of risk situations that
require them to make decisions and take action. In part these reflect the policy
contexts which frame the identification of a risk situation and guide appropri-
ate responses. This can happen explicitly and directly. For example, in
England, central government guidance helps local authority social workers to
prioritise assessments of older people as high, medium or low priority accord-
ing to the degree of risk they face (Mandlestam, 1995). 

Policy can also provide an implicit framework that influences how social work-
ers make decisions and intervene in risk situations. For example, the Howard
(conservative) government in Australia favours a zero-tolerance approach to drug
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1 Reflect on occasions where you have been a service user or consumer of health
or welfare services. How did you participate in the decision making of front-line
staff (e.g. counter or duty staff)? Did you feel in control of decisions made about
you?

2 Imagine working in a busy social services office. If under pressure, how easy
would it be for you to engage in defensive practices? What sorts of supports
would you need to try to prevent these from occurring?
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use by young people. From this perspective all illegal drug use poses unbounded
risks to the person themselves, their family and society (Duff, 2003). If as a con-
sequence of this drugs policy certain harm minimisation strategies, such as safe
injecting rooms, are not funded then this limits the range of risk response strate-
gies available to social workers working with young drug users. 

While social policy plays a part in framing risk responses, social workers
themselves and the organisations they work in also play an important role in
identifying and responding to these situations. When examining a client’s cir-
cumstances social workers may draw upon their own personal and professional
knowledge when evaluating the risks the person may face. They may also be
directed by organisational protocols or by the influence of the organisational
culture on their behaviour. 

A key concern might be what happens if they underestimate the risks posed
by a particular situation and the person is exposed to harm. There is no doubt
that they may be concerned about the impact on the client, however in an era
of increased managerial control and accountability strategies that serve mainly
to scapegoat (Ryan, 1998), they might equally be concerned about their own
jobs. Even worse, they might be concerned about facing litigation for negli-
gence, being hauled before a public inquiry, or being castigated in the media.
These factors, reflecting the individualisation of risk in society, provide a con-
text for a defensive ‘covering my back’ approach to practice that could easily
produce similar effects to the street-level bureaucracy as discussed in the previ-
ous section and examined further in Chapter 6.

Risk management

Despite the overwhelmingly negative discussion of risk and the common equa-
tion between risk and harm, at its basic level risk simply refers to chance: the
chance of particular consequences occurring from each possible course of
action decided upon and taken. ‘Risk is the calculus of probability by which
one might say that a certain outcome is more or less likely to occur’ (Duff, 2003:
287). Thus, dominant notions of risk derive from probability theory and statis-
tics, which are applied in such diverse fields as gambling, insurance and engi-
neering. The term ‘risk management’ has generally been used to describe this
technical approach to risk, which in turn is grounded in modernist and posi-
tivist thinking. The focus of this work is on calculating the risks that people are
exposed to and then informing them of these risks so that they can make
rational decisions – weighing up costs and benefits – to avoid them. 

In organisations providing services to people with mental health needs,
Davis (1998) characterises the majority of risk work as risk minimisation, in the
strain of risk management just discussed. A wide range of practices in mental
health organisations can be seen as risk minimisation: use of medication to
control behaviour, involuntary hospitalisation, case management and assertive
outreach, after-care and community treatment orders. In the UK, the Care
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Programme Approach (CPA) targets and sets out procedures for dealing with
those seen as ‘high risk’ particularly in terms of a potential threat to members
of the public (as motivated by media concerns and the findings of numerous
public inquiries). In Australia, the New South Wales Centre for Mental Health
has introduced across the state a standardised assessment and information man-
agement process – the Mental Health Outcomes and Assessment Project –
which promotes a form of best practice that minimises the potential for risk
errors. It requires practitioners to use standardised and validated instruments at
regular intervals. These approaches to risk management appear to focus on the
negative aspects of risk and may ignore the potential of people with mental
health needs and the organisations working with them to take risks for positive
benefits. Their focus is mainly on the dangers people with mental health needs
may potentially pose to society and organisations’ own liability in not prevent-
ing risk errors.

However, as we have discussed, rational decision making is often limited by
uncertainty. Where there is not sufficient information evaluating the likelihood
of particular consequences or where some consequences are unknown, the
rational decision making process in risk management is compromised.
Sheppard (1995) highlights the difficulties predicting particular outcomes in
social work, especially in some areas (e.g. child abuse, domestic violence and
elder abuse) where there is a lack of clarity in definitions and where there may
be multiple and contested ways of measuring the outcomes of risk behaviour.
A particular concern is the identification of situations when social workers get
things wrong. That is, when we make a decision and take action in a way that
underestimates the likelihood of a negative consequence (referred to in risk
management as a false negative) or when we overestimate this likelihood (a
false positive). In some circumstances the former may lead to disastrous results,
such as a child death, while the latter may lead to overly paternalistic responses
(Kemshall, 1998).

Subjective risk

Inevitably individuals’ experience of risk in their lives and our response to it
will be shaped by other factors, not just a rational scientific evaluation. And as
might be expected there have emerged alternative ways of conceptualising risk
which draw upon social constructionist and postmodern perspectives. These
approaches tend to emphasise not so much the technical or cognitive process
of risk decision making, but the social and cultural contexts in which such deci-
sions are made. For example, the contexts of the decision maker will influence
how the risk situation is perceived. That is, the contexts determine whether or
not, first, a situation is seen as risky and, second, whether the risk is experi-
enced either as an opportunity or as a threat. A range of factors can be identi-
fied as affecting an individual’s subjective experience of risk (Slovic et al., cited
in Ryan, 1998). These include familiarity: the more familiar the person is with
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the risk situation the less risk it seems to pose. Also shared consequences: if the
effects of a risk decision are spread over a number of people, individual expo-
sure to negative consequences may feel lessened (e.g. it may feel safer to make
a team decision rather than an individual decision). Our subjective experiences
are unique and thus it follows that people will inevitably view risk decisions
differently. 

Another approach to understanding risk, drawing on poststructural perspec-
tives, sees all risk as socially constructed and thus ‘the task becomes one of
problematizing the discourses and practices around risk and how they shape
subjectivity’ (Houston, 2001: 222). In reviewing this approach Houston notes
that those who engage in risk behaviours are identified as breaching norms.
Risk management strategies become active tools in the surveillance and control
of particular groups. Most effectively though surveillance is carried out by indi-
viduals themselves who ‘choose’ not to engage in certain behaviours because
they are constructed through discourse as being risky and in need of correction.
According to Kemshall (2002: 123):

A key mechanism of this self-surveillance is self-disclosure, the postmod-
ern version of Western Christianity’s confessional. Such disclosure is seen
as the first step in reconstituting the self as a new, remoralized individual,
subjugated to the instructions of professional expertise. Seeking help,
dealing with one’s problems, changing one’s anti-social thinking patterns,
engaging in self-help and adapting healthier lifestyles are all part of this
reconstituting self-surveillance.

Social workers who act in overly defensive ways can thus be considered to be
exercising this type of self-surveillance, potentially to the detriment of clients
(e.g. acting in overly paternalistic ways).

At the same time that risk seems to be increasingly individualised – in the
sense that blame and accountability for risk errors are laid at the feet of indi-
viduals – it is argued that risk is also increasingly globalised. Most prominently,
as noted in Chapter 2, Beck (1992) argues that in late (reflexive) modernity indi-
viduals are more and more exposed to invisible and unpredictable global
forces. The expansion of information and communication technology means
that private information and behaviour is increasingly exposed (e.g. via hack-
ing or CCTV). The expansion of world travel leads to disease threats (like bird
flu) and the globalisation of liberal capitalism poses considered threats, not least
in terms of environmental damage. While effort is spent on controlling these
risks – by focusing on individuals’ behaviour – inevitably this is an unachiev-
able goal. Beck’s approach attempts to straddle the objectivist/subjectivist
divide: he sees global risks as both real (and observable) and constructed
through powerful discourses and coalitions. Increased reflexivity in late moder-
nity provides the opportunity for people to become aware of the subjective
experience of risk and to take an alternative course. 
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Although critiqued as being overstated (Houston, 2001), Beck’s thesis is
powerful because it captures an experience of the (post)modern age: that of the
individual, stripped of the securities of the nation state, battling against global
forces. Regardless of the empirical evidence for the case, the notion of the risk
society has become a ‘social fact’ (Alexander and Smith, 1996) or at least a pow-
erful discourse. According to Kemshall (2002: 15), ‘risk as calculable probabil-
ities is being displaced by risk as future uncertainty’.

The reflexive modernisation of risk discourse in social policy has had a major
impact on human service organisations in Australia and in other countries, such
as the USA and the UK, where contracted services now predominate. Public
and community sector responses to high-risk or at-risk groups are also appar-
ent in a new reliance on administrative techniques used to govern risk.
Bureaucratic information sharing and contractual policy processes use several
implementation and evaluation tools to conceive the everyday risk of clients
and organisational risks. These include financial and social audits, performance
appraisals, good practice standards, and research and evaluation techniques
(Wearing, 2001: 135). The use of this new administrative technocracy has legit-
imised pro-market agendas of neo-liberal welfare and, in several new and
unique ways, commodified and normalised clients. One of the authors has
argued that this is the new governance and construction of clienthood in social
work as predominantly groupings of risky, under-insured and difficult to man-
age categories of clients, for example ‘high risk’ sexual offenders or mental
health clients, and risky unemployed people who are non-compliant with job
seeking or job training.

Although the organisations in which social workers operate tend toward risk
management (as in risk minimisation) strategies, there are certainly opportuni-
ties for social workers to take on board some of the issues emerging from sub-
jectivist approaches to risk. Davis (1998) overviews a risk taking approach,
which has been developed by those seeking to empower clients, including
those with mental health needs. A key concern has not been so much false neg-
ative risk decisions, but false positive decisions where the risk of harm has been
overestimated and service users have been subjected to paternalistic and intru-
sive responses. A risk taking approach assumes that risks are a normal part of
everyday life. Furthermore, risk taking is seen as a fundamental expression of
human agency and a strategy to enhance autonomy and self esteem. This
approach has commonalities with user-led initiatives as reflected in the social
justice approach to organisational participation discussed earlier in the chapter. 

Where risk minimisation is needed, then where possible the focus of inter-
vention should be directed away from the individual and onto their environ-
ment. Thus, attention is not so much on individual responsibility for social risk
but on social responsibility for individual risk. In the following hypothetical
practice example different risks are encountered which require different
responses. The challenge for staff and the organisation is how to balance risk
minimisation with risk taking. 
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Practice Example 4.2 Responding to risk in a
mental health situation

Tall Trees House is a residential unit for young people with mental health needs.
All 12 residents are male and under the age of 25. The unit is managed by a
recently appointed social work-qualified Director who is responsible to a voluntary
management committee. In the past few years there has been a high turnover of
staff in management and caring roles. The unit operates with few written policies
and, in particular, lacks policies and procedures on the management of risk. Local
social service agencies have expressed concerns that there is a lack of rehabilita-
tion and activity programmes and that there is a need for more staff training. 

Ewan is an 18-year-old man who was recently placed at Tall Trees following a
voluntary admission to a psychiatric hospital. Ewan’s hospital admission came
about after a series of acute psychotic episodes during which he experienced
auditory and visual hallucinations; he was later diagnosed with schizophrenia. At
the time he had been living with his grandparents (his parents having earlier died
in a car accident); they found the incidents to be distressing and impressed upon
him the need to seek help. Initially they thought that his increasing social with-
drawal had been due to his bereavement, as well as the difficulties he was hav-
ing with his school work. In the lead-up to his first major psychotic episode Ewan
had been away from home for a few nights and had, his grandparents later found
out, been drinking heavily with friends. It even appeared as if he had slept rough
one night. 

While at Tall Trees Ewan’s health has been monitored by staff and he receives
oral medication. He has returned to the outpatients department of the hospital
once every three weeks for an injection. He has enjoyed working around Tall
Trees, particularly in the garden, and he has been learning the guitar at a local
drop-in club. 

Last week Ewan absconded from Tall Trees. When he returned it was apparent
that he had been drinking and had been sleeping rough. For the previous week
Ewan had been refusing medication and some of his previous symptoms had been
reappearing. He had refused to go to the hospital and had had a number of argu-
ments with staff about this. He had also been involved in a scuffle with another
resident over the use of the pool table. On investigation with his grandparents, it
became apparent that it will shortly be the third anniversary of his parents’ deaths.
His health has continued to deteriorate and yesterday staff organised for him to be
compulsorily readmitted to hospital where a recovery programme is being provided. 

In consultation with staff and health professionals, the Director is developing a
risk management plan for Ewan in preparation for this return to Tall Trees. This
involves identification of known triggers for Ewan’s withdrawing and aggressive
behaviour, such as anniversaries of stressful events and use of alcohol. It also doc-
uments a series of strategies to facilitate risk taking behaviour, including support-
ing Ewan’s recreational interests and a longer-term plan for him to get employment
(including work training). There will also be a focus on maintaining his friendship
network and educating his friends and family on his condition. For the organisation
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as a whole the Director has decided to initiate a series of risk management meetings.
The aim of these is to evaluate existing strategies to manage risk, including
both risk minimisation and risk taking, and where these are ineffectual. In devel-
oping ways of better responding to these issues, emphasis is placed on residents’
maintaining and building social supports both within Tall Trees and outside.
Protocols and training will be developed to assist staff working with potentially
volatile clients.

Improving risk decisions and responses

While there are enormous challenges in attempting to straddle subjectivist and
objectivist approaches to risk (Houston, 2001), it is our view that social workers
need to draw on both in making decisions in and responding to risk situations.
In doing so, though, social workers need to bear in mind that the central deci-
sion maker remains the client. This is not to deny the authority for decision
making that social workers and others sometimes bring to risk situations – such
as in child protection or involuntary hospitalisation – rather it recognises the
centrality of the client’s subjective experience of risk in all situations. Even
when their wishes are overridden, as might be necessary in Ewan’s situation
highlighted in Practice Example 4.2, their experience and decision making
must remain at the centre of our work.

Drawing on critical realism (Bhaskar, 1991) to inform an approach transcend-
ing the objectivist/subjectivist divide, Houston (2001) argues that social work-
ers need to be tentative about identifying causal factors in any one situation.
They need to think critically about positivist instruments, understanding that in
being based on observed and measurable phenomena they might not always
pick up on the underlying or deep causal factors in people’s circumstances.
Understanding relies on the subjective accounts of those involved, but these too
should not be treated uncritically as people’s experiences and perceptions are
shaped by their contexts. According to Houston (2001: 224), a critical realist
approach to risk work would involve a process of retroduction: ‘constructing
models that tentatively explain how certain events unfold’. This involves setting
up tentative hypotheses grounded in well-established theory and research, then
testing these by applying them to the situation at hand and seeing if they help
explain the phenomena. Where hypotheses are supported, interventions
should be developed; where not, alternative hypotheses are constructed. It is a
careful and tentative searching for explanation within the individual’s circum-
stances and environment that characterises this approach.

Social workers who themselves make or support others to make decisions in
risk situations should also be informed by the ethical dimensions of the situa-
tion and their own ethical stance. Risk situations frequently involve ethical
dilemmas, most obviously tensions between rights to freedom and safety. These
tensions are at the core of social work and all social workers would probably
have been exposed to a range of situations where such rights conflict.
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Importantly, though, our responses in these situations should not become
ingrained or instinctive. Mattison (2000) argues that ethical decisions require
systematic and careful analysis so that social workers can recognise the impact
on their decision making of their own attitudes and values. ‘The challenge is to
use ethical self reflection to learn about oneself as an ethical decision maker’
(Mattison, 2000: 208). The value of ethical reflection for social work practice in
organisations is explored more fully in Chapter 8. 

One strategy that could assist this is critical path analysis, which is advocated
by Kemshall (1998) as a way of making explicit the frameworks practitioners
use in evaluating risk situations and in making decisions. This strategy involves
tracing critical factors involved in decisions that were made as a case devel-
oped. The assumption is that as work progresses practitioners (and clients) are
faced with choices for action or inaction on which they must decide. Each
choice will result in a particular path for the case and will produce particular
outcomes. By examining the choices available at different points in time, the
decisions made, the critical factors (e.g. concerns about risk) leading to the deci-
sions and the outcomes reached it is possible to identify errors in judgment
(producing false negatives or false positives). While sometimes a couple of big
errors can be identified, often it is the cumulative effect of a series of small
errors that can be significant. 

Even though rational decision making in risk situations may be an ideal, practi-
tioner frameworks for making risk decisions are invariably more complex mainly
because they also involve balancing different personal, professional and organisa-
tional values, as well as possible biases and prejudices. For Kemshall (1998: 424),
‘objectives and goals are often unclear or contested, leading to value conflict for
the practitioner, and how these conflicts are resolved directly impinges upon deci-
sion choices and outcomes’. While the use of critical path analysis is obviously
applicable to reflecting on past practice, Kemshall argues that it can also be
applied prospectively – to help plan for future decisions involved in a case and the
possible outcomes and consequences of decisions taken. 
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

1 Identify a risk situation that you have been involved in and where you were
required to make a decision and take action. Who were the different people
involved in this situation and how might they have (subjectively) experienced the
situation differently?

2 Using the above situation or imagining another risk situation in social work (such
as that outlined in Practice Example 4.2), what might be some errors that could
be made? What are some examples of false positive (overly protective) errors and
false negative ones (i.e. that underestimate the potential for harm)? Is one type
of error more common than the other in this risk situation?
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Conclusion

In summary, social workers should be actively involved in making decisions in
and responding to risk situations. Social workers need to be concerned with
minimising the negative outcomes that individuals’ risk behaviour might
expose themselves and others to, as well as identifying and responding to the
risks that individuals’ environments might in turn pose for them. We need to
take a holistic approach to the client’s situation, recognising that their risk expo-
sure is an important but only one part of this situation. Where possible we
should be working with clients to facilitate risk taking in different parts of their
life. Inevitably social workers will be concerned not just with the client’s expo-
sure to risk but also with their own and their organisation’s exposure, particu-
larly if errors are made. This is a reality for social workers today. 

From our perspective, it is necessary for social workers to be honest and crit-
ical of their own work, drawing on strategies such as ethical self-reflection and
critical path analysis, identifying how they influence decision making in these
situations and how things could be better done next time. This involves
reflection not just on the ‘big picture’ decisions and actions, but also on the
everyday and mundane dimensions of organisational life. Some of these every-
day organisational practices are the focus of our next chapter.
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5 Organisational Practices

Introduction

It would be nice to say that most of social workers’ days involved working
directly with clients. The reality, however, is that much of our time is actually
devoted to everyday organisational activities, such as negotiating with col-
leagues, completing paperwork and participating in supervision meetings.
However, rather than being distractions from our real work, these sorts of activ-
ities are central to working effectively with service users and communities. For
example, without an ability to manage conflict in our relationships with col-
leagues then access to resources for clients may be blocked. If we are unable to
properly prepare funding applications then we may be little use to community
groups seeking to develop new services. Failure to engage appropriately in
supervision may result in a lack of feedback on our practice and a reduction in
the quality of our work. 

In this chapter we examine some important everyday organisational practices:

• responding to emotions in the workplace; 
• conflict management, including negotiation, mediation and arbitration;
• written communication for organisational work, including case record

writing; 
• issues in working in partnership with other professionals and service users,

including strategies for improving collaboration and team work; and
• supervision practices in human service organisations, such as performance

management and relational approaches to supervision.

Responding to emotions in organisations

We have argued already that social workers, in order to be effective, need to be
competent, strategic and ethical organisational operators. Implicit in this is a
recognition that social workers need to be effective communicators within their
own organisations and with people in other organisations. The verbal and
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non-verbal skills required in organisational practice are similar to those needed
in other areas of social work practice, as detailed by Egan (2006) and O’Connor
et al. (2003, 2006). Our focus is on three particular areas of communication for
organisational work: responding to emotions in organisations, conflict manage-
ment and written communication. First we turn to emotional issues.

Effective organisational communication requires attention to the emotional
life of the organisation and a capacity to acknowledge and, where appropriate,
respond to our own emotional experiences and those of others, including man-
agers, colleagues and service users. Throughout the book we have noted the
dominance of rational approaches to understanding organisations, such as
when engaging in organisational change, planning and decision making. A con-
cern is that while a rational approach may for many remain an ideal in organ-
isational life, the everyday lived experience of people within organisations
often fails to live up to this ideal. Kersten (2001: 452) says that many of us work
in pathological organisations ‘where conflict, contradictions, and recurring
problematic behaviors are the norm, rather than the exception’. One of the
major problems, according to Carr (2001: 421), is that all the talk about ration-
ality either avoids or problematises emotion – often framed as irrationality:

In our everyday experience in work organisations we have become all
too familiar with the idea that ‘rationality’ – along with its close cousin,
‘efficiency’ – is the sensible ‘good guy’ that is to be used as the touch-
stone by managers. In the shadows it seems there ‘lurks’ a perceived
alternative or dichotomous ‘bad guy’ called ‘emotion’ or ‘emotionality’. 

A similar argument is made by Hoggett and Miller (2000) in their discussion
of the emotional life of community organisations. They argue that the domi-
nance of rational models of social change in community development not only
underemphasises the complexity of social systems and capacity for human
agency, but also ignores the emotion and passion necessary for individual and
collective action. This highlights a useful point: that emotions may not just be
framed as negative experiences or as having negative impacts on organisations,
but may also be understood as a positive aspect of organisational life and be
necessary for carrying out the organisation’s work. For example, in brainstorm-
ing organisational change initiatives, social workers may want to display their
own enthusiasm and excitement about the potential of working creatively
together and about the sorts of changes that could occur.

Sources of emotions

Hoggett and Miller (2000) identify three sources of emotion that impact upon
community life and, we argue, organisational life. First, at a personal or micro
level, people have emotional needs, which they seek to have recognised and
fulfilled. These include needs for companionship, belonging, appreciation,
affection and respect. These needs are present and sometimes fulfilled in
our workplace. Those of us who may at times have been out of work may
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appreciate particularly the role of work organisations in meeting these sorts of
emotional needs. What happens then when these needs are not met in the
workplace? Or if they are undermined and challenged by organisational
experiences? 

Second, Hoggett and Miller (2000) argue that just as there is collective think-
ing at a societal or macro level (e.g. via discourses) so too are there collective
emotions. For example, racism or homophobia can be considered to be as
much a societal collection of expressed feelings (e.g. hatred and fear) as they are
a collection of ideas or beliefs. These collective emotions are present in organ-
isational life, just as they are in other contexts. They will inevitably impact on
how people – such as those from ethnic minority backgrounds or gay and les-
bian people – experience the organisation.

Third, it is also possible to recognise that people in particular groups (at a
mezzo level) have common emotional experiences. Each group – in this case
each organisation and probably each team within the organisation – can be
seen to express particular emotions and, according to Hoggett and Miller
(2000), to express a dominant emotional culture. For example, apathy may
appear to permeate the social networks within an organisation or team rather
than be simply an individually expressed emotion. A new member of the
organisation may easily find themselves taking on the dominant emotion
expressed within the group.

Thus, our emotional experience of an organisation could be seen to emerge
from the unique interaction between each individual’s emotional needs and expe-
riences, the societal collective emotions transmitted within the organisation and
the emotional culture expressed by our particular organisation or team. This
experience is also influenced by non-work aspects, such as family life.

Areas of emotional complexity

All work has emotional qualities, particularly where that work involves contact
with other people. However, arguably social work and other human services
work involves a more frequent and intensive emotional labour than other jobs
(Thompson, 2005). Emotional labour involves managing other people’s emo-
tions and controlling our own emotions (Hochschild, 1983). Social workers are
required to hear other people expressing painful emotions, such as anger and
despair. We are also required to draw on our own feelings and express our own
emotions as if they were a tool. Empathy involves being aware of our own emo-
tional response to other people’s emotions. Hence Thompson (2005) argues
that social workers need to develop an emotional intelligence in their work.

Later in this chapter we examine issues involved in collaboration, teamwork
and supervision. For teams all of the issues and conflicts arising from group
membership are likely to be critical in the emotional experience of the mem-
bers. Additionally tensions around multi- and inter-disciplinary work – such as
anxieties regarding status and role – are likely to affect emotional experiences.
One of the closest emotional relationships a social worker can have in the
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workplace is with a supervisor and when it works well it can be supportive,
empowering and challenging. Sometimes, though, supervision can produce
strong negative emotions; this may arise in the normal course of good supervi-
sion (e.g. when receiving feedback that is difficult to take on board), but it is
more likely where conflict or other difficulties emerge in the relationship. 

Understandably where social workers experience negative pressures on their
role and identity then complex emotions are likely. In the current climate this
is most likely to emerge from threats to status and autonomy arising from
increased managerialism and competition with other professions in the labour
market. According to Jones (2000) social workers often find it difficult to match
their ideals of social work with their organisational realities. In these dilemmas
they struggle to maintain a sense of integrity – or being true to oneself and one’s
profession – while accommodating management and organisational demands.
The key tension is between the emotions of hope and despair.

Organisational change, as we discussed in Chapter 3, is likely to elicit strong
emotions among employees, social workers included. We considered some fac-
tors that might lead to a positive response to organisational change and thus it
is possible to recognise that people may not always respond negatively to
change situations. Indeed they may be a source of excitement and motivation.
Invariably though change situations are likely, at least initially, to be accompa-
nied by some degree of anxiety. This may not mean that people are innately
oriented to resist change (Dent and Goldberg, 1999), rather that people strug-
gle to deal with the emotional experience of change, particularly in relation to
a loss of how things were. Indeed, as noted in Chapter 3, it is quite common
within the organisations literature to find references to grief and loss theory –
such as Kubler-Ross’s (1969) stages of grief – when describing the emotional
experience of organisational change (Elrod and Tippett, 2002).

Social workers’ capacity to deal with the complexities, including the emotional
complexities, of our work has important ramifications for the quality of organisa-
tional practice and ultimately for the quality of service delivered to clients. As dis-
cussed in Chapter 3, social workers may need to develop a degree of negative
capability; that is, a capacity to live with uncertainty, ambiguity and paradox
(French, 2001). This is a challenge as there are inevitably times in social work
practice when we are confronted by complex situations where there are compet-
ing ethical principles and where there may be no perfect decision that will make
all parties happy. If workers are unable to cope emotionally with such difficulties
then they may respond by avoidance, denial or other forms of resistance.
Alternatively they may rush headlong into action or try simplistically to break
down complex problems into manageable bits (French, 2001). 

To avoid the traps of street-level bureaucracy and defensive social work (as
discussed in Chapter 4), social workers need to recognise their own emotional
experiences and similarly be able to recognise and respond to the emotional
experiences of others within the organisation. In the following hypothetical
practice example a team is faced with complex emotions when a staff member
acts unprofessionally.
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Practice Example 5.1 Acknowledging and responding
to powerful emotions

John has worked as a social worker in a youth offending team for about 12 years.
He is a well-liked member of the team, although some team members have
expressed concerns that John has difficulty establishing appropriate boundaries
between himself and his clients. On a number of occasions he has been formally
cautioned by his supervisor for inviting young people to his home and arranging
activities with them on the weekend while he is off duty. This contravenes the
organisation’s policy on appropriate conduct with young people. 

Yesterday a complaint was lodged by a parent to the duty social worker. She com-
plained that she didn’t know where her 15-year-old son (Graham) was, although he
had had an appointment with John earlier that day (even though it was John’s day
off). After tracing John down, the duty social worker discovered that Graham had
been playing computer games at his house. The duty social worker took the issue
up with the manager, who gave a final warning to John the following day.

This situation generated strong feelings between Graham’s parents, John, the duty
social worker and the manager. While there was no suggestion that there had been any
abuse, the parents felt that John’s behaviour was unprofessional and that their son was
potentially at risk. The duty social worker was also upset with John because she had to
deal with the parents’ initial anxieties and with their anger once they discovered what
had happened.

In dealing with the strong feelings relating to this situation, the manager organised a
series of meetings with Graham’s parents and with John and the duty social worker. A
key part of these meetings involved encouraging people to identify and name the emo-
tions they were experiencing and clarify the impact the situation had on them. The sit-
uation was partly resolved when John recognised the impact his behaviour had had on
the other people involved and when he agreed to work closely with his supervisor on
boundary issues. Through this supervision process John developed a greater aware-
ness of his emotional responsibilities in relation to clients and other staff. Members of
the team also decided to seek out training on conflict management. 

Responding to conflict in organisations

One form of communication which inevitably involves emotional investment
is interpersonal conflict and routinely social workers are required to respond to
conflict situations within organisations. A useful starting point is the recognition
that conflict is a normal part of everyday life (O’Connor et al., 2003, 2006).
Indeed, sometimes conflict provides an opportunity to strengthen relationships
and may stimulate personal growth (Kruk, 1997). This is not to suggest that all
conflict is positive; indeed some responses to conflict – such as violence –
should be abhorred. Rather, as Kruk (1997: 3) says, ‘conflict is unavoidable in
daily life; what is important is how we respond to it’. 

Condliffe (1991) argues that there are three broad components of conflict:
interests, emotions and values. He claims that when responding to conflict
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situations it is important to respond first to the emotional dimensions of
the conflict and then to the competing values and interests. The value of
responding to the emotional aspects was highlighted in Practice Example 5.1.
Acceptable levels of disagreement and response strategies are culturally defined
and often highly gendered; for example, in western cultures physical violence
as a means of resolving conflict has traditionally been seen as more culturally
acceptable for men than women. Conflict situations can be seen as involving a
number of stages:

1 Articulation: saying there is a conflict and what the nature of that conflict is.
2 Mobilisation: seeking out others or other information to support your point

of view.
3 Personalisation: targeting a particular person and expressing emotions

towards them, e.g. anger, disappointment, frustration. Personalisation may
involve some attempt to discredit the person which may end up escalating
the conflict.

4 Redefinition: rethinking the options, including possible strategies for
resolution.

5 Resolution and institutionalisation: resolving the conflict (e.g. one party
accepts defeat or compromise is made) and restructuring the relationship
to accept this and prepare the way for managing future conflict. (O’Connor
et al., 2003, 2006)

How people handle conflict situations can vary. The most common styles iden-
tified from research include:

• integrating: a collaborative style that seeks to maximise advantages for both
parties;

• compromising: both parties give some ground to resolve the issue;
• obliging: one person denies their own interests by acceding to the other’s

position;
• avoiding: one party withdraws from the conflict and consequently the other

party’s position prevails; and
• forcing: one party forces their interests to be accepted, at the expense of the

other party’s interests. (Meyer, 2004)

The integrating style is usually demonstrated through research to be the most
effective in terms of reducing disruption to the workplace and maximising per-
formance, whereas forcing styles tend to be associated with workplace acci-
dents, absenteeism and generally increasing the intensity of conflict situations
(Meyer, 2004). 

Integrating styles are thus promoted as a basis for successful conflict resolu-
tion and are integral to three common resolution strategies: negotiation, medi-
ation and arbitration. These conflict resolution strategies are usually discussed
as methods of alternative dispute resolution (ADR) in that they are considered
alternatives to legal remedies. While this terminology implies their usefulness
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in such arenas as community justice, relationship breakdown and industrial
relations, they can also be identified as strategies occurring within and between
human service organisations. 

Negotiation

Negotiation is a non-assisted form of conflict resolution; that is, it does not
involve third-party intervention. Lens (2004) identifies a range of situations
where social workers are likely to be involved in negotiation. These include
case advocacy: where workers negotiate with managers or other organisations
to further the interests of a particular service user. It is also a common strategy
used in service brokering (where workers negotiate with a range of services to
set up a package of care) and in class or cause advocacy (where workers nego-
tiate with law and policy makers to further the interests of a group or ‘class’ of
people around a particular issue). Lens also identifies negotiation as a technique
used within a problem-solving approach to practice and, in particular, argues
that the modeling of appropriate negotiation skills by workers can assist clients
in expanding their own problem-solving capacity.

A particular approach to negotiation that is widely used within the legal and
business sectors is principled negotiation (Fisher et al., 1991). Lens (2004)
applies this approach to social work. It is based on four principles:

1 separate the person from the problem: this requires negotiators to hold back from
blaming the person and to create a positive working relationship. It is
important to ‘acknowledge an adversary’s humanness and that emotions
can become entangled with the problem, creating misunderstandings and
hurt feelings that can impede its resolution’ (Lens, 2004: 508);

2 focus on interests not positions: this involves the negotiator stepping back from
an entrenched position and looking to see if both parties have some inter-
ests that coincide; 

3 invent options for mutual gain: the negotiator should try to brainstorm differ-
ent solutions with the other party’s interests in mind and introduce these
ideas into discussions if no other mutually agreed solution emerges;

4 use objective criteria: this requires negotiators to introduce credible knowl-
edge and procedural fairness into the negotiation process so that decisions
are based not so much on a battle of wills as an evaluation of what might be
best in the given circumstances. 

The use of objective criteria is particularly important where the negotiator per-
ceives him or herself to be in a less powerful position (Lens, 2004). The appli-
cation of criteria can express an authority which counteracts the pre-existing
authority of the other party. While power differences can be challenging,
inevitably if the other party did not hold power – that is, the power to change
the situation – then there would be little point in negotiating with them in the
first place. In summary, the value of negotiation can be that, if done well and
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in a principled way, it ‘pays equal attention to relationships and substance and
provides a framework for working out disagreements where both parties can
feel they have won’ (Lens, 2004: 506–7). 

Mediation

Mediation is an assisted approach to conflict resolution in that it involves a
third person, albeit without the power to make a decision in favour of either of
the two disputant parties. Mediation aims to assist people to find their own solu-
tions to their difficulties (Mantle and Critchley, 2004). The main activities
involve getting people to articulate their concerns, suggest solutions, discuss
areas for compromise and try to reach an agreement (Severson and Bankston,
1995). The benefits of mediation can include favourable agreement, satisfac-
tion, improved relationships, procedural justice and improved problem solving
(Wall et al., 2001).

Severson (1998) argues that mediation is well suited to social work: the
‘win–win’ orientation of mediation sits easily with social work values such as
respecting the dignity and worth of every person, the importance of maintain-
ing relationships and pursuing social justice. In social work discourse, media-
tion appears as an everyday part of generic social work practice (e.g. as
something that is regularly needed to manage organisational relationships), as
an activity undertaken by other professionals (e.g. lawyers), and as a central
part of social work in specific practice areas, such as in assisting families and
children in separation and divorce proceedings, and in work bringing victims
and offenders together to seek restorative justice (Mantle and Critchley, 2004).
According to Severson and Bankston (1995) social work also has much to offer
mediation (e.g. its relationship, problem solving and communication skills),
although there is sometimes a danger that social workers may slip into a coun-
selling role with one or both parties, thus undermining the mediation process. 

Arbitration

Arbitration is another form of assisted conflict resolution and involves a third
party who has the authority to make a decision in favour of either of the two
disputant parties. Unlike negotiation and mediation, arbitration is rarely dis-
cussed in the social work literature as an intra-organisational strategy. Most of
the literature on arbitration relates to it as a method of resolving industrial dis-
putes (e.g. to avoid strikes) and its framing as a mechanism within various
pieces of legislation or as a resolution strategy recommended by the courts (e.g.
to resolve neighbourhood disputes). Nonetheless, it is likely that informal arbi-
tration processes do occur within human service organisations, most probably
with a manager or supervisor acting as the arbitrator of conflicts between
employees. 

Typically arbitration procedures reflect legal or quasi-legal processes. For
example, in industrial relations arbitration involves a third party holding a
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hearing for disputants to state their positions, call witnesses and provide
evidence for their positions (Ross and Conlon, 2000). After considering the evi-
dence the third party produces a binding decision. The benefit of arbitration
compared to negotiation and mediation is that it usually produces a settlement
(Ross and Conlon, 2000). 

Ross and Conlon (2000) also highlight the ways arbitration can be used in
conjunction with mediation. For example, if mediation is unsuccessful then
arbitration may be presented as the next step in the conflict resolution process.
Knowing that arbitration is the next step and thus knowing that the final deci-
sion will be taken out of their hands may provide the necessary motivation for
disputant parties to resolve the conflict on their own terms. 
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

1 Consider a conflict situation you have been involved in or the situation outlined in
Practice Example 5.1. What would have been the plusses and minuses of the dif-
ferent conflict resolution strategies?

2 What skills do you think social workers have that can help manage conflict in
human services organisations?

Written communication in organisations

The third area of communication practice that we discuss in this book and that
particularly relates to organisational issues is written communication.
Inevitably the written documentation of social work practice reflects the prior-
ities of a particular workplace. Although the literature on writing for practice
tends to focus on case recording, there are of course many other types of doc-
uments that social workers are required to write. According to Waller (2000:
161), ‘on a given day, a social worker might be called upon to write a process
note, a treatment plan, a needs-assessment, testimony, a court report, a press
release, a grant application, a referral letter, or any of a variety of other profes-
sional documents’. In this section we focus on case recording, funding applica-
tions and computer-based writing. 

Case recording

Over time there have been changing fashions in case recording. As McDevitt
(1994) outlines, process recording was common in the 1940s and 1950s, reflect-
ing psychodynamic influences. Process recording involves writing a verbatim
transcript of an encounter with a client(s); this is written up as soon as possible
after the event. It is usually accompanied by a subjective account of the
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experience of the encounter, a critical analysis of what took place and the skills
employed, as well as a commentary by the worker’s supervisor. 

Since the 1970s medical styles of recording have been influential in social
work (McDevitt, 1994). For example, the SOAP format outlined by O’Connor
et al. (2003, 2006) is widely used by nurses and doctors. This format requires
writers to document:

• Subjective data: what service users identify as the issues that need addressing;
• Objective data: factual information that can be measured or observed;
• Assessment: the conclusions drawn from an analysis of the data; and
• Plan: the proposed intervention or action plan. 

Other influential medical styles of recording (such as Goal-Attainment Scaling
and Problem-Oriented Recording) similarly emphasise the setting of time-
limited goals and objectives (McDevitt, 1994). Traditionally both process
records and medical-style records were not written with a large audience in
mind. In particular they were generally not written with the intention that the
client or service user would be the audience.

Nowadays, however, there is a greater chance that organisational documents,
including case records, will be seen by a wide range of people, sometimes
external to the agency. The development of freedom of information policies
and laws means that clients now have more access to social work documenta-
tion than they had in the past. This has fundamentally shifted the way social
workers record their contacts with service users and, hopefully, has led to more
careful and transparent accounts of these contacts. According to Reamer
(2005), social work documentation needs to facilitate the delivery of high-
quality and well-coordinated services, to protect clients’ privacy, and to protect
workers against allegations of professional negligence and ethical misconduct.
He identifies six primary functions of documentation:

1 assessment and planning: clear and comprehensive documentation is needed
on assessment and planning so that the reasoning and decision making of
social workers is understandable and justifiable; 

2 service delivery: the way services are delivered needs to be explained; 
3 continuity and coordination of services: documentation facilitates professional

and interdisciplinary collaboration and teamwork; 
4 supervision: documents explain the nature of supervision, the agreed purpose,

agendas, tasks to be completed, and how staff will be assessed and disciplined;
5 service evaluation: research documentation evidences the quality of service

delivery and its outcomes;
6 accountability: documents are needed to justify the work undertaken and

future work proposed. 

Careful case recording plays a central role in information management, deci-
sion making and the management of risk in human service organisations. This
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latter point is emphasised by Reamer (2005) who outlines a series of risk
management guidelines that can be used to inform appropriate documentation
of practice. For example, it is important not to have too much detail in case
recording or too little. Too much detail can be confusing to read and provides
ammunition for complaints. Too little does not give enough to justify decisions
taken. While documents should facilitate service delivery, care should be taken
to protect workers in the event of complaints or lawsuits (Reamer, 2005).
Similarly care should be taken when selecting language used: loose, ambiguous
or casual language should be avoided as should defamatory language.

Funding application writing

Neo-liberal welfare restructuring over the past 20 years has put many voluntary
or community sector organisations at the forefront of human service delivery.
In the UK, Australia and New Zealand much emphasis has been placed on sep-
arating the role of governments as assessors of need and purchasers of services
from the role of the voluntary and private sectors as providers of services. In
order to be selected as appropriate service providers and thus be allocated pub-
lic funds, organisations usually need to prepare funding applications, typically
in the form of grant or contract (tender) applications.

Before outlining some issues in writing funding applications, it is important
to note some distinctions between grants and contracts. When applying for a
grant, organisations are seeking from the government (or other funding body)
a specific amount of money per annum in order to provide a programme or
service the organisation believes is needed. Payment is usually made as a lump
sum, which can sometimes be used flexibly, although any surplus will usually
need to be returned to the funder. In contrast, a tender is a bid for a contract to
provide a service which the funding body has already decided is needed. The
provider must cost the service and set a competitive price, although their aim
(especially for private-sector providers) is usually to make a profit. Providers
are locked into a legally binding contract and often they will be funded incre-
mentally as particular outcomes are achieved. Neo-liberal reforms have meant
that community organisations are increasingly involved in competitive tender-
ing processes (Munford and Sanders, 2001).

According to Kramer (1994) the shift towards contracting in the human serv-
ices means that some community-based organisations now live (and presum-
ably die) according to the quality of their grantsmanship skills. The term
‘grantsmanship’ is widely used in the United States and refers to organisations’
capacity to sell themselves as the right agency to deliver a programme or serv-
ice. It requires a particular form of writing that is carefully focused on the needs
and criteria of the audience (the funding body). Some tips for preparing fund-
ing applications are presented by Chavkin (1997). These include being proac-
tive, clearly demonstrating need and explaining organisational capacity to
deliver the programme. According to Skidmore (1995: 93) funding applications
need to be ‘written in a clear, interesting, and forceful manner’. They must be
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based on a close reading of the funding guidelines, link to the funding body’s
objectives and demonstrate in detail how these will be achieved. Preparing
funding applications well is a time-intensive activity and for small organisations
or newly qualified workers it may well be worthwhile gaining advice from an
experienced application writer.

Computer-based writing

The expansion of information and communication technology into the human
services sector has been widely commented on, although arguably this take-up
has been slower than in other sectors and has, thus far, not fundamentally trans-
formed the nature of organisational practice (O’Looney, 2005). Nonetheless,
social workers and other employees are required to be proficient in using (rel-
atively) new technologies, including internet and email, word processing and
database software, as well as text messaging (SMS) and electronic organisers.
Much of this technology relies on electronic reading and writing, which may be
quite different to their paper-based counterparts. 

Probably the most common computer-based writing technology in human
service organisations, apart from word processing, is email. The decision to use
email to communicate rather than, say, writing a letter or a memo, in the past
reflected something of the nature and significance of the communication (e.g.
something that can be discussed quickly) and the relationship between the
sender and receiver (e.g. a less formal relationship). As email communication
becomes increasingly common even for formal communications (e.g. outcomes
from job interviews), these issues are now mainly apparent in the style and tone
of the writing. According to Baron (2002) how people formulate emails
also varies according to their familiarity with popular conventions (e.g. new
email users often construct their messages in letter or memoranda formats) and
their perception of it as a spoken or written medium. Numerous books are
available on ‘netiquette’ (e.g. Shea, 1994), which invariably point to the dangers
of ‘flaming’ (sending abusive messages) and capitalization (interpreted as
‘SHOUTING’). 

Some of the limitations of email communication are also becoming apparent.
Group communication via email (which is asynchronous) appears less effective
in producing collaborative written documents (such as a report) than face-to-
face meetings or synchronous computer-mediated communication (e.g. via soft-
ware such as Microsoft’s Netmeeting) (Barile and Durso, 2002). According to
IText Working Group et al. (2001) the circulation of multiple drafts of docu-
ments around an organisation via email also makes changes difficult to track,
authors are sometimes hard to identify and the document may end up in the
hands of an unintended reader (e.g. one outside the organisation). 

The lack of body language and speech cues in email also means that employ-
ees often feel uncomfortable communicating with superiors via this medium,
especially when they need to express themselves carefully, such as when
requesting something or providing feedback (Chen, 2006). The lack of such
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body language and verbal cues also leads people to develop paralinguistic cues
within the text of the email, for example by using multiple vowels (e.g. ‘soooo’),
multiple punctuation marks (e.g. ‘????’, ‘!!!!’), and emoticons (e.g. *^_^*),
although these are generally seen as inappropriate in formal email communica-
tion (Chen, 2006). 

In some human service organisations new structured databases are report-
edly having an impact on social workers’ style of practice and their decision
making. Although databases do not require extensive writing, what is written
or selected (often from pull-down menus) has considerable significance. Great
care is required to ensure that what is entered or selected is not only correct,
but also that the ramifications of what is entered or selected are carefully con-
sidered. Garrett (2005) discusses the deployment of RYOGENS (Risk of
Offending Generic Solution) software across Youth Offending Teams in the
UK. Based on the Youth Justice Board’s ONSET form and the Department of
Health’s Framework for Assessment of Children in Need, the software involves
practitioners selecting options from a pre-defined list of concerns. Many of
these options are, according to Garrett (2005: 541), focused on ‘subjective and
vague accusatory categories’. Garrett further argues that that there is a danger
that new information and communication technology ‘could be viewed as pro-
viding swift and easy “solutions”. That is to say, a greater reliance on databases
and other e-technologies risks promoting the idea that complex social problems
relating to children and families requiring child welfare services can be quickly
solved.’ It would seem that the expansion of such technologies is inevitable
within social work but what is needed is a greater awareness of how they reflect
ideological agendas and how they are implemented on the ground (Garrett,
2005). 

Learning how to write effectively for each of the new information and commu-
nication technologies that is developed is no doubt an ongoing challenge. Clearly
there are some obvious benefits by engaging with such technology. For example,
the continuing development of assistive technologies, such as speech recognition,
has much to offer people (including staff) with communication and learning dif-
ficulties (MacArthur, 2000), while written electronic conferences (e.g. via chat
rooms) are often identified as a preferred mode of communication for people
who are not able to communicate with others in their first language (Fitze, 2006).
As Garrett (2005) and O’Looney (2005) identify there are also numerous
challenges. For O’Looney these are partly addressed by developing technology
that fits with the complexities and routines of everyday social work practice.
Inevitably though, social workers’ everyday routines, such as their writing prac-
tice, will also need to shift to meet the demands of the new technology.

Working together

In Chapter 1 we noted that the ongoing competition between professional
and other occupations in the human services labour market is a key tension in
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collaboration, partnership and teamwork. This is not to suggest that such
arrangements are to be avoided. Partnership and collaboration are argued to be
aligned with social work values, particularly those around social justice and
anti-oppressive practice (Taylor et al., 2006). They are further prioritised in
the practices and rhetoric of modernisation, joined-up working and whole-of-
government approaches associated with both managerialist (particularly new pub-
lic management) and third way ideas (Burnett and Appleton, 2004; McLaughlin,
2004). Fields of practice where the importance of working together is often
highlighted include:

• health care, including hospital and community health care;
• mental health care;
• youth offending;
• aged care;
• hospice care;
• general medical practice;
• child care and child protection;
• schools; and
• disability and rehabilitation services.

In this section we particularly highlight collaboration and teamwork issues that
arise in attempts to bridge the gap between the health and social care sectors,
a divide which in the UK was infamously referred to as a ‘Berlin Wall’ by for-
mer Labour health minister, Frank Dobson.

Before looking at some of the benefits and challenges of joint work, it is nec-
essary, as others have done (Taylor et al., 2006), to acknowledge the confusion
surrounding the terminology on working together. More often than not a range
of terms are used loosely, including partnership (common in the UK), collabo-
ration (common in the USA), teamwork, participation, involvement, coopera-
tion, coalition building and joint working. For us the way forward is to state our
own definitions of some of these concepts in line with our evaluation of com-
mon conventions. The key concepts we use are: collaboration, partnership and
teamwork. 

We follow the lead of Payne (2000) and Scott (2005) in conceptualising col-
laboration as working across organisations to improve practice and service deliv-
ery. We use the term partnership synonymously with collaboration, although we
also recognise that in discussions of partnership in the UK there is emphasis on
the values of social justice and empowerment, as well as overlap with concepts
of service user participation and involvement (McLaughlin, 2004). 

Teamwork is framed as the inter-personal processes – the activities of working
together – involved in a group of people who regularly work closely together
(Payne, 2000). This usually occurs within a single organisation, although in
some cross-organisational work – particularly where there has been a long-
standing relationship between the organisations – the members of the different
organisations can be seen to be operating as a team. 

ORGANISATIONAL PRACTICES 113

Hughes-ch-05.qxd  8/7/2007  4:39 PM  Page 113



 

We identify multi-disciplinary work as drawing on multiple bodies of knowl-
edge in practice, while multi-professional work suggests the working together of
multiple professions. In both these cases there is no sense that practitioners
change or adapt their roles in accordance with the needs of others or to meet
agency or cross-agency requirements (Payne, 2000). A multi-professional team
would involve different professions working together by performing different
roles in line with their own fields of practice. For example, in health care set-
tings, members of multi-professional teams (such as doctors, nurses, social
workers, physiotherapists, occupational therapists, etc.) each have their own
role and tasks to pursue that together contribute to optimal patient care and key
organisational requirements, such as speedy and effective hospital discharges. 

In turn, inter-disciplinary work involves the bringing together and interaction
of different bodies of knowledge in practice. Inter-professional work, then, is
‘the process by which professionals reflect on and develop ways of practicing
that provides an integrated and cohesive answer to the needs of the client/
family/population’ (D’Amour and Oandasan, 2005: 9). An inter-professional
team would involve members of different professions working closely together,
taking on board each other’s perspectives and adapting their own roles and
work accordingly. Emphasis is placed on the synergies of working closely
together and influencing each other: it is ‘an active, ongoing, productive
process’ (Parker-Oliver et al., 2005: 279). Hospice teams, for example, are
demonstrated to involve high levels of inter-professional and inter-disciplinary
work, which draw on a long history of working together in the hospice move-
ment. Important features of this work include a sense of inter-dependency and
sharing common goals (Parker-Oliver et al., 2005). 

Finally, trans-disciplinary and trans-professional work involve working across
and beyond disciplinary and professional boundaries. In fact, these boundaries
are at least partly dissolved and a new, wholly integrated, way of working is cre-
ated (Thylefors et al., 2005). So a trans-professional team might involve team
members performing the roles and tasks usually ascribed to a different profes-
sion or enacting newly developed roles and tasks. In a Swedish study examin-
ing perceived efficiency and team climate across 59 teams comprising 337
individuals, trans-professional teams were identified not only as more efficient,
but also as comprising greater team spirit, openness and trust (Thylefors et al.,
2005). While this suggests that striving to become a trans-professional team will
facilitate an equitable and empowering work environment, it is nonetheless the
case that the intra- and inter-organisational environment will determine what
type of team is likely to evolve.

Benefits and challenges of working together

The imperative for members of different organisations and professions to col-
laborate and work in teams is frequently stated and widely accepted as a good
thing. ‘To argue the importance of partnerships is like arguing for “mother love
and apple pie”. The notion of partnership working has an inherently positive
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moral feel to it and it has become almost heretical to question its integrity’
(McLaughlin, 2004: 103). Benefits of working together are reported to include:

• sharing knowledge and expertise;
• improving referral processes;
• facilitating holistic care;
• improved continuity of care; and 
• enhancing creativity and problem solving. (Burnett and Appleton, 2004;

Darlington et al., 2004)

In an Australian study of 300 cases where child protection and adult mental
health intersected, a positive collaborative experience was reported in 57.5 per
cent of cases, with improved client outcomes identified in 12 per cent of cases
(Darlington et al., 2004). While these are important findings, overall there
remains inconsistent evidence, across different sectors in different countries, of
the extent to which collaboration, partnership and teamwork strategies produce
tangible outcomes, particularly for service users and carers (e.g. McWilliam
et al., 2003; Kharicha et al., 2004). 

Given that collaboration, partnership and teamwork are often ascribed
generic positive traits, it can sometimes be difficult to uncover some of the chal-
lenges of working effectively together. As in other types of relationships where
conflict may emerge, power is a key concern. According to Longoria (2005),
the language and ideology of partnership may obscure underlying power issues
and inequalities in relationships. In multi-professional teams there is a sense
that, despite the potential for egalitarian ways of working, they continue to
‘reflect, reproduce and perpetuate the traditional divisions of labour, status sys-
tems and systems of authority’ (Irvine et al., 2002: 204). For example, in a US
study of 591 medical, nursing and social work students undergoing ‘geriatrics
interdisciplinary team training’ about 52 per cent of the medical students saw
medical practitioners as the natural leaders in teams, while only 14 per cent of
nursing and social work students agreed with this (Leipzig et al., 2002). Across
other items – such as medical practitioners should have the final say in decision
making – it was clear that medical students saw the physician as being the most
important member of the team.

Language and communication issues are reported to affect the ways in which
professionals work with each other. In some cases this relates to tensions over dif-
ferences in language. For example, in a study of a newly formed youth offending
team in the UK, probation staff reported concerns that non-social work staff used
terms like ‘love’ and ‘dear’ when referring to service users, while some police offi-
cers justified the use of swear words when talking with clients because it signified
a genuine engagement with young people (Burnett and Appleton, 2004). The
potential for miscommunication is also considerable. Not only does each profes-
sion have its own jargon, but increasingly the professions are using the same
terms with different assumed meanings based upon their own disciplinary knowl-
edge (Irvine et al., 2002). Thus, what a psychiatrist might mean by terms such as
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social exclusion, participation and empowerment might differ considerably from
that meant by a social worker or a police officer.

A lack of understanding about the social work role is sometimes identified as
a barrier to effective collaboration between social workers and members of
other professions, particularly the health professions. For example, medical
practitioners in the United States are reported to have little understanding of
social work’s advocacy role (Mizrahi and Abramson, 2000). Thus attempts
within a hospital to advocate on behalf of a patient may be perceived as being
obstructive rather than as being patient- or client-focused. In a UK study of
social services staff joint working with general practitioners, a lack of under-
standing of each other’s roles was seen as a key problem (Kharicha et al., 2005).
A social worker in this study reported that:

I find doctors don’t sometimes seem to understand that we have to do an
assessment from a different perspective than they do and they seem to,
quite often, have made up their minds of how things are supposed to go and
then, it almost feels like they’re instructing us, ‘this client needs a residen-
tial home – and you arrange it’. (Cited in Kharicha et al., 2005: 401)

Similarly, there may be variations in how particular values are weighed up
in relation to competing values. For example, differences over balancing confi-
dentiality and information sharing were identified in Robinson and Cottrell’s
(2005) study of five UK teams in the fields of youth crime, child mental health,
special needs child care, neurorehabilitation and child development assess-
ment. Social services staff complained that they had difficulties accessing health
databases because of privacy restrictions, while the same was not true in
reverse. Community or voluntary agencies also report difficulties accessing key
client information because of the confidentiality procedures of statutory agen-
cies (Secker and Hill, 2001). While other professionals no doubt have a respon-
sibility to better understand social work roles, skills and values, it is also the
case that social workers could be better at articulating what we do and how it
contributes to client and organisational objectives. 

Organisational issues are also often reported as challenges to effectively
working together both across and within organisations. Cross-organisational
issues in collaboration include:

• not accepting responsibility or ‘passing the buck’;
• blaming other agencies;
• withholding information;
• covering up mistakes; and
• terminating collaboration arrangements prematurely. (Okamoto, 2001)

Intra-organisational concerns often focus on a lack of resources to build
and maintain relationships. Other factors include concerns about the effects of
both rapid internal organisational change and a rapidly changing environment
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(Hiscock and Pearson, 1999). The implications of this for staff may be changing
workloads and threats to job security. Where the eligibility criteria for some jobs
are opened up to include a wider range of professional and para-professional
occupations, the interest in collaborative work or inter-professional teamwork
may understandably be diminished. A further issue may be differences in pay
and leave entitlements across the different professions (Burnett and Appleton,
2004), especially in teams that are shifting from being multi-disciplinary to
being inter- or trans-disciplinary. In newly integrated youth offending teams,
Burnett and Appleton (2004) report that middle managers from youth justice
backgrounds sometimes supervised staff on higher salaries. 

Improving collaboration, partnership

and teamwork

In building successful coalitions – broad networks of organisations working
together towards a common goal – Mizrahi and Rosenthal (2001) identify the
importance of four key components: conditions, commitment, contributions and
competence. These components can also be seen to apply to other strategies for
improving joint working, whether they are within or between organisations. 

First, the conditions need to facilitate working together. Organisations need
to be flexible enough to accommodate the creativity and change that can emerge
from people and organisations working more closely together. For cross-
organisational work the timing often needs to be right and there needs to be
wider political will. 

Second, people and organisations involved in working together need to be
committed to this ‘for the long haul’ for the benefits that come from mutual
engagement and not just to maximise their own position. For social workers,
linking core values – such as social justice and empowerment – to partnership
strategies can help engender such commitment. 

Third, contributions are needed from people and organisations in order for the
strategies to be maintained long enough to be effective. Contributions include
both tangible and intangible resources (such as expertise), values and ideologies
that will influence and motivate others, and power so that the new groupings of
staff or organisations can operate with some autonomy (Mizrahi and Rosenthal,
2001). 

Fourth, competence: people need to have the capacity to work effectively
together by building and maintaining relationships in the face of differences in
values, knowledge and skills. Effective leadership in this context is about facil-
itating safe and participatory environments (Mizrahi and Rosenthal, 2001). 

In terms of teamwork, Payne (2000) advocates assessing and reviewing teams
as a preliminary step to team building. One strategy involves evaluating
whether or not a team has the key characteristics usually ascribed to effective
teams. Important characteristics summarised by Payne (2000: 52–3) from the
literature include:
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• clear and common purpose;
• sense of belonging;
• synergy;
• cooperation and mutual support;
• clear roles and responsibilities;
• sound procedures;
• appropriate leadership;
• regular reviews;
• individual development;
• involvement in good group relations;
• effective external relations; and
• working creatively.

Another approach is to review the relationships within the team and its group
dynamics. This approach acknowledges the existence of powerful emotions
arising from team experiences and pays attention to the expression of these
within the team. It also values an understanding of processes, not just content or
tasks, and that conflict and other relationship issues may need to be addressed
to improve group processes and functioning. Team building strategies com-
monly involve strategic management activities, such as those based on total
quality management principles (Payne, 2000). Other strategies include max-
imising individuals’ capacity to be involved in teams, setting ground rules, gen-
erating shared learning, encouraging conflict resolution, and stimulating
informal or diffused leadership capacity (as discussed in Chapter 4). 

Fostering communities of practice is advocated as one particular approach to
organisational working to improve organisational outcomes and capacities, as
well as people’s experience of work and professional development (Wenger
et al., 2002). Communities of practice are described as the naturally formed
relationships that occur between people who ‘share a concern, a set of prob-
lems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expert-
ise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis’ (Wenger et al., 2002: 4). They
can occur in a range of contexts and would not have to exist just in formal
organisations. For example, a group of young parents who meet regularly
together may come to form such a community as they share parenting experi-
ences and further develop their knowledge. The experience of shared learning
comes to define the community and promotes spiralling expertise and capac-
ity. This is an invaluable resource for organisations, which in the twenty-first
century are claimed to need to become more flexible and learning-centred in
the ‘global knowledge economy’ (Wenger et al., 2002).

Drawing on associated concepts such as reflective practice (Schön, 1983) and
the learning organisation (Senge, 1990), advocates of communities of practice
recognise that knowledge is not just held individually but also collectively and
that it is dynamic and constantly evolving. While communities of practice
already exist within organisations – they are naturally occurring – managers
and others can cultivate such communities by, for example, linking pockets of
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expertise with isolated workers and identifying organisational problems that cut
across team boundaries (Wenger et al., 2002). For organisations, including
human service organisations, the aim would be to harness the power of these
naturally occurring networks and cultivate them to help meet the knowledge
requirements of the organisation. But, ‘the organic nature of communities of
practice challenges us to design these elements with a light hand, with an appre-
ciation that the idea is to create liveliness, not manufacture a predetermined
outcome’ (Wenger et al., 2002: 64). 

Clients, carers and parents in collaboration,

partnership and teamwork

Our discussion thus far has acknowledged differences in working together with
people in the same organisation, compared with working with people across
organisations. However, a clear demarcation between intra- and inter-organisa-
tional joint working may not always be helpful nor may it reflect the realities of
workers’ everyday practice. In the UK, for example, efforts are being made to
shift organisational boundaries so that social services departments are inte-
grated with education departments (for child care) and with health authorities
(for health, mental health and community care). Payne (2000) advocates an
open approach to teamwork that understands intra-organisational teams ‘within
wider multiprofessional, service user and community networks’ (p. 3). This
approach is useful in that it recognises that professionals are not only account-
able for effectively maintaining relationships with the people they work with
every day in the office, but also that they are accountable for maintaining con-
nections with a range of networks and communities. 

Recent policy initiatives, particularly in the UK, have exhorted social work-
ers and other professionals to work in partnership with service users in order to
improve the quality and responsiveness of services. The focus of professionals
working in partnership with parents and carers is not so much on their own
needs, but on working together to better meet the needs of their children or
adult care-receivers. 

As we discussed in Chapter 4, how service user participation and involvement
occurs in practice is variable and runs the risk of being tokenistic if not properly
resourced. There are also questions about the appropriateness and capacity of
some to be involved in organisational and other forms of decision making in
some areas of practice, such as child protection. Empowerment is a frequently
stated aim in social work and also increasingly in health care partnerships.
However, how empowerment is put into practice often falls short of the progres-
sive transformation, espoused in the literature, because professionals resist step-
ping down from their expert roles (McWilliam et al., 2003). As others have done,
we express concerns that the rhetoric around empowerment and partnership
may not be matched by the realities of everyday organisational practice.

Recognising the limitations of engaging in ‘partner relationships’ with serv-
ice users, carers and parents should not, however, undermine the importance
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of service user needs being at the centre of collaboration, partnership and
teamwork strategies. McWilliam et al. (2003) advocate a flexible client-centred
approach to partnership that supports the client as the central partner in his or
her care. They argue that the engagement of a service user and a professional
should involve a negotiated process of:

• building trust and understanding: this emerges as the client shares their cir-
cumstances and expectations;

• connecting as a partner in care: professionals encourage and support com-
fortable expression of concerns, e.g. via active listening;

• experiencing a sense of caring in the relationship;
• facilitating a deeper mutual knowledge which draws on a greater awareness

of clients’ own resources, strengths and potential; and
• mutually creating ways of working together to achieve goals. 

The aim of the partnership approach is to stimulate increasing levels of client con-
trol over their own care. Thus, professionals should be able to work together in a
way that respects clients’ own leadership roles in relation to their own care. This
requires considerable organisational support, including training in communica-
tion, teamwork and relationship building (McWilliam et al., 2003).

There is little doubt that collaboration, partnership and teamwork are core
social work practices. Nonetheless, there will be times when a social worker
shouldn’t be a ‘team player’, particularly when the norms and practices of
the team run contrary to social work values or to organisational standards.
Knowing when and how to challenge the assumptions and practices of a work
group or team is difficult. Managing the demands of teamwork and cross-
organisational work can be mediated by a range of professional development
strategies, including professional supervision. 
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

1 Consider an organisation of which you have experience. How might a ‘community
of practice’ be formed around a key issue (e.g. improving practice standards)
within the organisation?

2 What might be some internal pressures within a team as an organisation strives
to work in partnership with other organisations?

Supervision

In Chapter 4 we discussed the potential for social workers to exercise leader-
ship within human service organisations, particularly in initiating and leading
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organisational change. Although it may not necessarily be about facilitating
change – at least not at the organisational level – a situation in which social work-
ers frequently demonstrate leadership capacity is when they act as supervisors. 

For students and newly qualified social workers their main experience of
supervision will be as supervisees, although it is sometimes surprising how
quickly new graduates can end up taking on supervisory duties. While recog-
nising that group supervision is an increasingly common experience in some
settings, the focus of our discussion is on dyadic supervision relationships.
Additionally the type of supervision examined in this chapter is that occurring
between paid employees within human service organisations. While many
points are relevant, our focus is not on practice assessing and practice teaching
relationships in the social work degree.

A common definition of social work supervision focuses on the supervisor’s
administrative, educational and supportive functions (Kadushin, 1976). But,
according to Kadushin (1976: 21), the ultimate purpose of supervision is to pro-
duce a high quality service, both in terms of experience and outcomes, for serv-
ice users. This is inevitably constrained by the boundaries of the organisation.
Thompson (2005) and Morrison (2001) identify similar elements to social work
supervision. These include:

• performance monitoring: making sure that employees are carrying out their
duties appropriately. While this is an essential part of supervision and one
that cannot be avoided, Thompson (2005) argues that supervision practice
should be wider than this. Thus supervision should also include, as Morrison
(2001) outlines:

• professional development: promoting learning and continuous professional
development, e.g. by adopting a reflective practice approach.

• staff care: supporting staff and helping equip them psychologically to under-
take the tasks involved in a social work role. This may involve an awareness
and capacity to assist with the emotional aspects of everyday practice.

• conflict mediation: invariably supervisors are located between supervisees and
the agency and thus they are in a key position to mediate disputes between
the supervisee and others within the organisation. 

Approaches to supervision

Different approaches to supervision are evident within the social work litera-
ture and these approaches variously emphasise particular aspects of supervision
as we have just discussed. These approaches are not necessarily mutually exclu-
sive and, as Cohen (1999) suggests in relation to strengths-based supervision,
different approaches might suit different supervisees depending on their own
perspective and style of practice. 

In some human service organisations the dominant approach to supervision is
managerialist. That is, the focus of supervision is on performance monitoring
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and maximising organisational benefits with less emphasis on a wider develop-
mental or supportive role. It may be that this is more common in situations
where social workers are supervised by a manager who does not have a social
work or similar professional background. In Chapter 6 we examine in some
depth the implications of a reliance on managerial approaches to supervision,
especially for producing a restricted sense of professional accountability and
responsibility. 

A traditional social work approach to supervision is often referred to as prob-
lem focused (Cohen, 1999). The emphasis is on the supervisor providing advice
and assistance to the supervisee in their day-to-day practice. Thus inevitably the
focus is on resolving day-to-day practice problems. While this is an important
part of supervision, arguably it reflects a reactive orientation and does not par-
ticularly stimulate the longer-term learning and professional development of
the supervisee. Some of the games that Kadushin (1968) identifies as occurring
in supervision can be seen as arising from this problem-focused approach, par-
ticularly where the supervisee unrealistically elevates or covertly undermines
the supervisor’s expertise (Cohen, 1999).

While much of the work that happens in supervision reflects a concern about
problems – supervisees and supervisors are no doubt anxious to resolve diffi-
culties that the worker may be having – other approaches to supervision have
emerged that focus more on the supervisee’s capacity to resolve these for her
or himself rather than on the supervisor handing down advice. 

Developmental approaches to supervision identify the purpose of supervi-
sion as enabling the supervisee to develop their own professional identity and
to facilitate confidence in their own professional role (Itzhaky, 2000). In this
way, developmental approaches see supervisory relationships as mirroring
parent–child relationships. According to Itzhaky (2000: 530), ‘while the aim of
the parents is to help their children be independent, the aim of the supervision
process is to create an independent, professional social worker, free of depend-
ence on the supervisor’. Writers from this position, such as Itzhaky, commonly
identify a series of developmental stages that reflect lifespan or child develop-
ment stages, as conceptualised by lifespan theorists such as Erikson (1968).
Commonly identified are characteristics of supervision that are dominant at dif-
ferent stages of the supervisee’s professional development. For example,
Itzhaky highlights the following stages: 

• Beginning stage: the supervisee often feels threatened in supervision and feels
unable to fully trust the supervisor, even though he or she may rely heavily
on the supervisor for assistance. Performance may be low in this stage.

• Intermediate stage: the supervisee is feeling more confident and is drawing on
a wider range of sources of knowledge from the environment, although
there may be a gap between knowledge and performance. Supervisees are
likely to respond more positively to feedback from supervisors in this stage;
however, there may be some conflict as the supervisee struggles to become
more autonomous.
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• Advanced stage: supervision becomes a more flexible learning environment,
with the supervisee being adept at taking initiative and choosing between a
range of alternatives. The relationship becomes more egalitarian.

• Final stage: the supervisee is now independent and feels a strong sense of his
or her own professional identity, competence and style of practice. The
supervisee is well placed to now take on the role of being a supervisor. 

This approach highlights some of the different issues that might be facing super-
visees and supervisors and the need for different supervision styles depending
on the stage of the supervisee’s professional development. It also acknowledges
the role of the supervisor as a supporter and encourager of change in the super-
visee’s professional life.

While psychodynamic approaches to social work may be less common today
than in the past, because supervision is so important within psychotherapy and
is so extensively discussed in the literature, these approaches have much to
offer social work supervision. In particular, they offer insights into the emo-
tional and psychological dimensions of supervision and the unconscious reflec-
tion of emotions, especially those relating to intra- and inter-personal conflicts,
within the supervisory relationship. Having said this, it is important to bear in
mind that there are likely to be quite different organisational constraints
impacting on social work supervision compared to psychotherapeutic supervi-
sion, particularly where the psychotherapy supervisee is in private practice.

One psychodynamic approach to supervision that has much to offer social
work is the relational model. This model – as presented by Frawley-O’Dea and
Sarnat (2001) and Ringel (2001) – seeks to move beyond the idea that the super-
visor knows best and aims to encourage collaboration as the basis for effective
supervision. According to Ringel (2001: 172), rather than seeing the supervisee
‘as developmentally immature, or as a novice who is there only to learn from
their supervisor’s knowledge and expertise, both [supervisee] and supervisor
contribute their insights and utilize the supervisory relationship to further
mutual learning and growth’. This demands a high degree of honesty and open-
ness on the part of both supervisor and supervisee and will inevitably lead to
some feelings of vulnerability that should be explored and discussed. Other
issues that are important in a relational approach reflect years of psychody-
namic scholarship. They include such concepts as transference, which in super-
vision, refers to a process whereby emotions are displaced from the supervisee
to the supervisor (or vice versa) often because a powerful emotional memory
has been evoked.

In line with the popularity of strengths-based social work, which draws on
the work of Saleeby (1992) and others at the University of Kansas, a strengths-
based approach is also promoted as effective for supervision. A strengths-based
approach refuses to accept that people should be identified according to profes-
sional determinations of their deficits, problems or conditions. Rather, practi-
tioners are encouraged to work with people to identify past sources of strength
and resilience in their lives and to apply these to present situations (Cohen,
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1999). Thus, according to Cohen, supervision from a strengths-based perspective
would primarily focus on the successes workers experience in their practice,
rather than on the problems and frustrations of their work. Supervision should
not be reactive or crisis-driven; rather, it should be proactive and occur regu-
larly at a predetermined time. It should also focus on enhancing professional
development and promoting quality. Learning from success is the key. In the
following hypothetical practice example a social work supervisor seeks to
develop a more supportive and responsive relationship with her supervisee.

Practice Example 5.2 Different approaches to supervision

Kerryn works as a senior social worker in a community centre that provides both
community development and counselling services to the local area. She has been
supervising Hannah since she joined the team six months ago. Although Kerryn
has enjoyed working alongside Hannah – she is a committed and diligent staff
member – she feels that supervision hasn’t been as successful as it could be.
Most of the discussions they have had in supervision have revolved around partic-
ular problems Hannah encounters in her work and Kerryn has found it easy to
fall into a ‘teacher–student’ type of relationship in these discussions. She has
noticed that Hannah has seemed less motivated about work recently and she
knows that she has been under stress lately given the recent break-up of a long-
term relationship. 

When Kerryn talked to Hannah about her experience of supervision, Hannah
acknowledged that while she feels more comfortable with managerialist and problem-
focused styles, these were not going to help her address her reducing motivation
at work. This acknowledgement allowed Kerryn the opportunity to explore some of
Hannah’s personal issues and how they were impacting on her work experiences.
By discussing Hannah’s work experience without reference to her performance,
Kerryn was able to refocus the style of supervision towards more relational and
strengths-based approaches. Kerryn was careful not to overly focus on Hannah’s
personal issues and initiate some form of therapy. Rather, she spent time identify-
ing and supporting Hannah’s strengths in her practice and encouraging a more
open discussion of areas for further learning.

Issues in supervision

As our discussion of supervision approaches has highlighted, a range of issues
commonly emerge in supervision relationships and consume considerable
energy – often emotional – on the part of both supervisors and supervisees.
Many of these issues relate to the negotiation of power and authority in the rela-
tionship, as is suggested in the developmental approach. Regardless of the
extent to which a collaborative environment is created – as recommended by
the relational approach – the supervisor, by the nature their role, will always
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occupy a position of greater power in relation to the supervisee. That supervision
usually takes place ‘behind closed doors’ raises the possibility that supervisors
may sometimes exploit their position (Itzhaky, 2000). 

Difficulties between supervisors and supervisees may sometimes occur
where they have different styles of practice or different priorities in supervision
(Korinek and Kimball, 2003). Conflict is not an unlikely event in supervision –
although it is not inevitable – because such relationships involve a high degree
of interdependency. For example, while the supervisee needs the supervisor to
assist their professional development, the supervisor might in turn need the
supervisee as a source of professional identity and work responsibility (Korinek
and Kimball, 2003). Where there is a sense of different needs and incompati-
ble goals then conflict can emerge (Korinek and Kimball, 2003). 

Where learning is a key feature of supervision, differences in learning style –
such as one person prefers to observe while another prefers another to act –
may produce challenges (Korinek and Kimball, 2003). Invariably the key is to
talk about these differences and for the supervisor to focus on what is most
effective for the supervisee. Assessing learning styles by using a learning style
inventory (e.g. Honey and Mumford, 1986) may be a useful strategy and may
open up some discussion of difference between the supervisor and supervisee. 

Of course there are other differences between supervisors and supervisees
that may affect their relationship. Either party may feel powerful in the relation-
ship depending on the context, as well as depending on their own personal
identities, characteristics or histories, and their affiliation with disadvantaged
social groups. For example, how might a woman in her late twenties feel super-
vising a man in his late forties? Or how might a supervisee whose first language
is not English feel about showing written work to a supervisor who is a native
English speaker? Ideally, as suggested in the relational approach (Ringel, 2001),
they should try to talk about these differences so that the power implications
can be identified. Additionally the differences may provide access to knowl-
edge and resources that might not otherwise have been considered. 

Power issues in supervision are also evident when a supervisee’s perform-
ance is being assessed. Although supervision usually involves an ongoing
assessment function, assessment may come into sharp focus at particular points
in time, for example when a performance appraisal is being conducted or when
a supervisee applies for promotion. As in practice teaching relationships
(O’Connor et al., 2006), for us it seems important that supervisors are upfront
and open about points where a supervisee’s performance is being formally
assessed. If supervision includes professional development, support and con-
flict mediation, then hopefully the supervisee feels secure enough to trust the
supervisor and be honest about mistakes made or difficulties encountered.
However, if the supervision is primarily about performance monitoring or has
been overly problem focused, then it is possible that supervisees may seek to
conceal such information in order to protect themselves (Itzhaky, 2000).

Social workers are not always fully prepared to take on supervisory roles
within human service organisations (Cousins, 2004). While most of us have
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experienced supervision – sometimes good and sometimes not so good – not
so many social workers have undergone post-qualifying training in supervision.
One of the difficult issues that new supervisors must face is the authority that
accompanies the role. As Cousins (2004) argues, trying to delegate such author-
ity or pretending that it doesn’t exist denies the reality of the situation and fails
to best serve both the supervisee and the organisation. Going to the other
extreme and excessively asserting one’s authority or expertise over that of the
supervisee’s is equally – or arguably even more – damaging. Korinek and
Kimball (2003) present a range of strategies for supervisors to try to minimise
conflict in supervision relationships, such as having a clear supervision contract
and adopting a supportive attitude that emphasises strengths rather than
deficits.

Finally, just as some social workers may not be fully prepared to be supervi-
sors, so too might some not be ready to be supervisees. While all newly quali-
fied workers should have received supervision in the form of practice teaching
and assessing while doing their social work degree, unfortunately such supervi-
sion may not always have met expectations. Additionally, the increased organ-
isational accountability that comes from being an employee supervisee as
opposed to a student supervisee means that supervision in paid employment is
often a different experience. 

So, how can supervisees get the most out of supervision? First, we would
argue that it is important to stay focused on the purpose of supervision in paid
employment: to promote high quality practice with service users and commu-
nities, in line with organisational constraints. It is necessary to be clear that
supervision is not about personal issues except where these affect practice.
Thompson (2005) offers some other useful suggestions:

1 be honest: try not to keep secrets or engage in game playing;
2 be prepared: make sure the time spent in supervision is quality time;
3 be assertive: if things are not going well then it is important to speak up.

Supervisees need to be committed to maintaining a good working relationship
with their supervisor and recognise that this is necessary even when they may
be quite different from their supervisor or when they might not see ‘eye to eye’
on some issues.

Conclusion

Everyday organisational experiences may appear mundane; however, their
sometimes hidden and assumed nature highlights the importance of bringing
them into the open and exposing them to scrutiny. In this chapter we have
examined some common organisational practices that are important for social
workers to be aware of and to become skilled in. While the emotional life of
the organisation is rarely scrutinised, we argue that social workers should
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become attuned to this dimension in order to be effective organisational operators.
This is particularly important when responding to conflict situations. Similarly,
written communication practices may often go unexamined. In this chapter, we
have suggested that social workers need to be skilled in different styles of writ-
ing depending on the type of document and the needs of the audience. Other
essential aspects of everyday organisational life include working effectively
with others within and across organisations, and being involved in supervision
processes. 

As with other organisational work, it is possible to engage in these practices
in a way that is particularly supportive of social work values. For example, pro-
viding opportunities for service users to review and contribute to case files facil-
itates transparency and reflects the service user’s own agency. This highlights
the importance of social workers enacting everyday organisational practices in
a responsible and ethical manner. In the next chapter we explore these issues
in more depth as we discuss accountability within human service organisations
and the opportunities for increasing service user participation. 
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6 Accountability and Participation

Introduction

How is social work accountable and to whom is it accountable? How is a social
worker required to demonstrate competence or professionalism within organi-
sational contexts? The newly qualified social worker may quickly learn that
there are professional ethical and operating principles that require them to act
in different ways to those prescribed by organisational roles and responsibili-
ties. What tensions are there between a social worker’s ‘felt’ and professional
accountability and the organisational or public accountability systems? A social
worker may have to choose between following personal views based on what
is the responsible thing to do and following official views that effectively
encourage covering one’s back and compliance (possibly inadvertently) to
legitimate unethical or other malpractice. 

In this chapter we focus on:

• definitions of accountability;
• the significance of codes of practice and quality standards;
• managerialism and accountability, including new accountability techniques;
• accountability and participation for service users and front-line staff; and
• service user movements, including disability rights and mental health survivors’

movements.

Understanding accountability

Several writers in the social work literature have addressed both the philosoph-
ical and practical dimensions of accountability (Banks, 2002, 2004; Ospina
et al., 2002; Walker, 2002; Munro, 2004, 2005). Questions about accountabil-
ity have also been raised in relation to the tensions between the professional
values in social work and the increasing use of user-pays and market-based
service delivery. Typically these tensions involve a concern for process issues,
such as quality of care, versus a concern for outcomes and efficiency. In such a
climate social workers need to guard against the drive for short-term efficien-
cies that can override longer-term effectiveness in programme delivery. 
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Organisational change brings with it important questions for professional
ethics and accountability. Recent management and government reforms in
terms of assessing, monitoring and ensuring quality control in human services
have identified performance accountability as a key concern. This form of
accountability focuses on monitoring the performance of staff in terms of their
roles, responsibilities and duties. Will this satisfy the critics who want social
work to maintain better standards and quality in their interventions? Social
work will increasingly be subject to exacting standards as management and
organisations ‘drill down’ into the fabric and interactions of organisational life.
Further, the need for systems of professional and expert accountability in part
results from social work becoming a high profile profession given the social
problems, issues and risks it must confront and their severity as perceived by
the community and media. 

The forms of accountability in social work and in human service organisa-
tions are multiple. One area of complexity is the sources of authority that hold
social work to account as these are diverse in nature and significance. Banks
(2002: 30–3), for example, based on actual cases, argues for four forms of social
work accountability. They are: 

• technical: accepted knowledge and skills about what works and how to do things; 
• procedural: sets of rules and procedures about how to do things; 
• managerial: orders or requests from a service manager; and 
• ethical: accepted values and what is right or wrong. 

The combination of these forms of professional accountability for social work can
create confusion for newly qualified workers and needs to be weighed up in ethi-
cal decision making. Part of the key to understanding how such accountability
practices work is to follow the activities and understand the actions of social work
in specific organisational contexts. Further questions are raised by focusing on
how staff and clients experience the organisation. Can and should staff members
participate in the decisions usually made by managers? Specifically, can clients as
users of services also participate in management and programme decisions? 

In Chapter 1 we argued that social work’s commitment to social justice
marks it as distinct from other professions. Such professional action marks out
the domains of intervention and change for social work involvement. Social
work is involved in many areas of activity that make the profession multi-
faceted and multi-layered. Issues of accountability are multiplied by the audi-
ence to which social work finds itself accountable. 

In a later section of this chapter and following Corbett (1991), we explore the
concepts of responsibility and accountability upwardly to the organisation,
downwardly to the client, inwardly to the profession and outwardly to the com-
munity. Corbett’s model is examined further in relation to Practice Example
6.2. Some difficulties and tensions are apparent when using this model. For
example, social workers might be involved in ‘blowing the whistle’ on illegal or
unethical organisational practices that could include fraudulent use of funding
or misrepresenting the extent of personal or familial problems. Following an
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examination of Corbett’s model, we highlight two different forms of responsi-
bility: passive responsibility or being held to account for past actions, and
active responsibility or being more responsible to ensure future behaviour is
appropriate (Bovens, 1998). 

The term ‘accountability’ also has a strong source of meaning in legal sci-
ence; that is, it is defined in legalistic terms as liability for conduct or action.
This form of accountability is about who bears responsibility (Bovens, 1998).
Why did you do it? What is to be done? In order to feel responsible and take
responsible action we are answerable to formal, informal and metaphysical
forums (e.g. tribunals, appeal systems and/or the law). So accountability is the
classical form of taking responsibility. Personal and systemic forms of being
held to account are different and sometimes overlapping phenomena. The
dimensions and interactions of felt and system accountability are key to under-
standing human service organisations and professional practice (Ebrahim,
2005). The added dimension of ‘negotiated’ accountability between organisa-
tion and community in social services has featured strongly in the customer-
and consumer-based rhetoric of service organisations in recent years.

Audits and codes of practice

One crucial dimension to social work accountability is the tension between pro-
fessional and organisational agendas, especially around professional values and
identity versus desired programme and organisational outcomes. This can raise
issues and sometimes conflict about what knowledge base constitutes profes-
sional identity and what are the core values of the profession. Codes of ethics
offer suggestive guidelines for ethical decision making and behaviours that
can help cohere professional identity. The 2003 British Association of Social
Workers’ Code of Ethics for Social Workers spells out the potential for conflicts of
interests and values between the profession and organisation:

Uphold the ethical principles and responsibilities of this Code, even though
employers’ policies or instructions may not be compatible with its provi-
sions, observing the values and principles of this Code when attempting
to resolve conflicts between ethical principles and organisational policies
and practices.

Interestingly codes of ethics are only directly applicable to members of profes-
sional associations and thus breaches of these ethics can only be investigated in
respect to members. In countries such as Britain and Australia, membership of
the professional associations is notoriously low and thus one is left wondering
about the utility of such codes. Nonetheless, they do provide a touchstone for
appropriate conduct in professional relationships. 

Recently in Britain further steps have been taken to ensure professional stan-
dards. The Code of Practice for Social Care Workers (General Social Care Council,
2002) provides one part of a national quality assurance system, based on
National Occupational Standards, which also includes a system for social care
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inspection and registration of social workers. This code of practice is applied to
all those registered with the various social care councils across the UK (e.g.
England’s General Social Care Council). While lagging behind New Zealand
and the UK in regard to registration, plans are currently being considered in
Australia for social work to become a licensed profession.

Space does not permit a full account of British codes of practice that relate
specifically to social work and social care. However, adherence to designated
‘key roles’ in social care are relevant here as examples. Key role 6 states: social
care workers ‘must be accountable for the quality of your work and take
responsibility for maintaining and improving your knowledge and skills’
(General Social Care Council, 2002: 20). Such formal public service and pro-
fessional codes of practice need adherence as both guidelines and, sometimes,
as statutory requirements in organisational contexts. The changing nature and
role of non-profit contracted service organisations in the provision of services
has increased the need for British social work to comply with such quality assur-
ance measures and its own codes of practice. This may be a trend in Australian
social work in the future and national competency standards that affect social
workers are already being set in areas such as mental health and child welfare
(e.g. New South Wales Department of Community Services, 2004). 

Importantly, many social workers will find themselves working within
organisations that adopt traditional accountability concerns around finances,
internal controls and regulatory compliance and what is now called ‘negotiated
accountability’ with client groups and the community (Ospina et al., 2002).
Negotiated accountability comprises collaborative and partnership approaches
to service delivery. This approach also coalesces with managerial ‘customer
service’ ethos, which influences social services.

The main political, social and administrative context for increased public
and professional accountability in the delivery of social work services is the rise
of what Power (1997) terms the audit society. As Munro (2004: 1091) points out:

To some extent, the audit system is not a cause but a symptom of what is
essentially social change. Professionals are given autonomy when the gov-
ernment and the public trust them to perform well. Auditing is introduced
when the trust is lost and professionals are asked to make their practice
transparent and accountable. Society’s increasing distrust of social work-
ers is part of a far wider process affecting professionals and officials.

Modern governments use strategies of new public management or managerial-
ism, such as increased financial auditing, in their efforts to control the efficien-
cies of services. There is a stronger ethos of customer service and value for
money with the introduction of user-pays models and privatisation in services.
The audit provides a way services can be held to financial and administrative
account. Some of the problems with this management approach, as the quote
illustrates, is how autonomy and flexibility of professional services and trust
between providers and users of services can be maintained given the watchdog-
like imposition of these measures. At a ‘big picture’ level, it is therefore
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important for social work to understand accountability measures in the context
of social change and shifting societal arrangements.

The use of audits and competency and quality standards in professional work
raises new questions and difficulties in organisational contexts. In the next sec-
tion we explore how some of these new standards are often contradictory in
purpose: imposing top-down monitoring of actions while wanting more front-
line flexibility and risk taking by staff.

Competency and quality standards

In social work practice in organisations we can say that accountability is
affected by three main levels of organisational activity. First, ‘one-on-one’
encounters in social service organisations are the most visible level of relation-
ship either between staff or between staff and clients/communities. Second,
there is the level of formal performance standards and indicators and other
requirements for workers or managers to fulfil their roles in the organisation.
Finally, there is the level of external accountability, for example to funding
bodies, which extends beyond individuals or formal internal organisational
arrangements. Confusion about what priority should be given to each level of
accountability can lead to multiple and often competing senses in which an
individual social worker is or feels accountable (Walker, 2002: 62–3). This
makes it difficult to discern whether evidence-based practice and best practice,
as detailed in Chapter 1, is a professional movement or a political outcome of
managerialism or both. This is further explored in the next section.

A further dimension to social work accountability is that social work itself is
a professional community that has values and standards set by formal training,
education and other socialisation processes. These educational representations
of social work in particular can conflict with organisational or societal views
about how the profession is held to account (Banks, 2002, 2004). For example,
the societal and media driven expectations of social work might be to manage
and solve social problems like poverty or domestic violence, whereas educa-
tional agendas might expect social workers to advocate on behalf of poor
people or women as victims of domestic violence. The new accountability of
social work is evident in detailed procedures and monitoring systems that both
regulate and account for practice. The complexities of ethical reasoning and
justifications for social work’s actions in organisations cannot be adequately
addressed here (see Munro, 2005 and Chapter 8 for some limited discussion).
However, there is little doubt that in today’s climate of restrictive budgets and
staff shortages, quality resources for information gathering and sharing may be
in short supply. Nonetheless, service users have a right to both information on
professional performance and a level of sensitivity and appreciation of their cir-
cumstances. If social work’s monitoring and compliance systems are increased
under the ‘new accountability’ of managerialism it is likely that the sensitivity
of intervention, say to cultural differences, will lose out. Chapter 7 will address
some of these issues and examine evidence of work pressure and work intensi-
fication based in performance appraisal and monitoring in human services.
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Central to current debates are the issues of quality standards and professional
competence. These relate to the second level of accountability: performance
accountability. During the 1990s the construction of competency in social work
was a key debate in social work and social work education in particular.
Coulshed and Mullender (2001) discuss the tension between standards of excel-
lence that encourage professional autonomy (and thus active responsibility)
and the restrictions of top-down competency-based approaches that limit risk
taking and innovation. Recent British government agendas appear to want to
secure top-down regulation over bottom-up autonomy and initiative by using
performance indicators and national standards frameworks. In this scenario
service organisations are not ‘freed up’, as the politicians claim, but are sub-
jected to more constraint by hierarchies and authority. This has been demon-
strated through the use of audits to secure top-down financial and performance
accountability in social work (Munro, 2004).

A central question then is how can quality practice be achieved in social
work? Competency and professional autonomy need to be situated in the con-
text of organisational practice and the organisation’s socio-cultural connection
to local community life. In order to work effectively, managers and front-line
staff, including social workers, need to have clear boundaries with clients and
maintain their sense of practice integrity with the community using clear guide-
lines and ground rules for practice. In a general way, codes of ethics and codes
of practice can enhance such work if used flexibly. Additionally, front-line staff,
in particular, need to enhance their own autonomy with good practice supervi-
sion and in-service training to sustain quality services. 

The question of quality practice can also depend upon the perspective taken
in achieving organisational and professional goals. The metaphors and theories
of organisations (discussed in Chapter 2) can be linked to these issues. How we
see ourselves in an organisational setting and under what operating principles
can determine choices and decisions in these contexts. For example, the
machine metaphor of Taylorism versus the constructed other metaphor of post-
colonial theory give different understandings of how clients from different
racial backgrounds are managed or encountered by human services and social
work. Theories of accountability in social work can link to these organisational
metaphors and other important creative areas of social work, such as pro-
gramme design and clinical practice (Webb, 2001; Banks, 2004).
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

1 How can codes of practice be linked to demonstrating effective and quality social
service delivery in organisations? 

2 What values and intervention strategies across the micro, mezzo and macro lev-
els of practice will contribute to the effectiveness of smaller to medium organisa-
tions with their clients and local communities?
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The impact of managerialism

It is important to understand that the new agendas for accountability in organ-
isations are a response to wider social policy trends and economic and political
developments in service delivery in Anglo welfare states. The post-World War
II welfare state has in recent years become increasingly market oriented. This
has resulted in shifts towards greater selectivity, residualism and privatisation in
social services delivery. Arguably some of this has changed in ‘third way’
British social policy and its impact on social work ( Jordan and Jordan, 2000).
In Australia new accountability agendas reflect a conservative form of commu-
nitarianism developed in national social policy that relies upon the language
of social capital, social enterprise and capacity building in communities.
Nonetheless, the world-wide trend towards privatisation and user-pays services
has resulted in a smaller public sphere for debate and accountability on social
welfare issues. 

As suggested in earlier chapters of this book, there is now an ethos of man-
agerialism in the public sector and social welfare services which emulates many
private sector management developments. This trend has had a major effect on
social work’s ability to deliver effective services in a period heavily focused on
cost efficiency. Many writers have been critical of the mismatch between this
private sector ethos and the common values and core focus of social services
(Ife, 1997; Thompson, 2000; Briskman et al., 2003). One social work critique of
managerial strategies sees these as imposing certain modes of practice: 

In managerial discourse, social workers are seen as largely accountable
to their organizational superiors, namely managers and supervisors,
through normal bureaucratic channels. (This) … requires that social work-
ers ‘do as they are told’, following polices, procedures and regulations laid
down ‘from above’. (Ife, 1997: 53)

This managerial discourse is perhaps the most common one used when social
work is held to official account. However, Ife also mentions three other com-
peting discourses:

• market discourse, which defines accountability by customer choice or satisfaction/
consumerism; 

• professional discourse, which defines it as a duty to the client (not customer);
and

• community discourse, where the worker is held to account through democratic
decision making, for example in community management committees, col-
lectives or service user participation. 

The argument could also be made that managerial discourse has intensified in
recent years and has unfolded from earlier models and theories about ‘good’
management practices such as the total quality management (TQM) movement
of the 1990s (see Chapter 1). 
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Ife’s (1997) model is useful for understanding how competing discourses can
sometimes overlap and run parallel in human services and in social work. Ife
(1997: 57) claims that social work can be ‘practised within any of the four dis-
courses’ and he explores the possibilities and contradictions of such practice as
assessed against hierarchical to anarchistic and positivist to humanist dimen-
sions. In terms of critical organisational theory all these discourses have a pur-
chase on organisational practices but some discourses dominate more than
others in the current system. The political and policy implications of such dis-
courses in social work and human services are even more apparent ten years
after Ife (1997) proposed his model. 

The depoliticising of human services work is not a new effect of top-down
managerial approaches. Since the early 1990s in the Australian public service,
for example, there have been clear programme agendas and guidelines relating
to the performance of staff using new accountability practices: ‘Accountability
is defined as existing where there is a direct authority relationship within which
one party accounts to a person or body for the performance of tasks or func-
tions conferred, or able to be conferred, by that person or body’ (Management
Improvement Advisory Committee, 1991: v). This definition heralded the new
organisational theme of ‘performance’ as a key to accountability in Australia’s
public and social service cultures. ‘Performance’ accountability is dependent on
many factors such as the generosity of resources, workplace morale and the
nature of relationships established between people in any organisation. The
frustration for many public sector employees today, including social workers, is
that there is little regard to questions of how performance is governed by
accounting and auditing techniques. Social workers increasingly find their time
taken up with the filling-in of data sheets and accounting for their daily activi-
ties in new performance monitoring systems. The jury is still out as to whether
the actual performance of staff is improved by the use of such techniques.
Effectiveness of performance may depend as much on the health of organisa-
tions in any one sector or policy domain and the resources available in that sec-
tor as it does on tighter performance appraisal.

Research and managerialism 

Government-led reforms have instituted new accountability techniques in line
with the shift towards managerialism. In particular the increasing use of
research and evaluation instruments to measure standards and quality in
human service organisations has raised difficult issues for professional social
work. One key tension emerges between organisational (formal and informal)
trust in professionals’ work and mechanisms of formal accountability (Walker,
2002; Munro, 2004; Ebrahim, 2005). We have discussed the links between
managerialism and new accountability as the general context for breaking or
establishing new relationships between service providers and users. The social
work profession has adopted feedback loops, such as client satisfaction surveys,
in organisations to help evaluate programmes and professional effectiveness
within these organisations. The new focus on performance in managerial
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approaches raises both anxiety in staff about their actions and also decreases
risk taking on behalf of clients. 

Munro’s (2004, 2005) most recent work on child protection points to organ-
isational contexts as central to understanding good practice and professional
accountability in social work. This raises questions about workers’ knowledge
and experience in organisations so that they can appropriately account for and
reflect on their practices. The political driver for evidence-based practice (EBP)
across professions such as medicine, nursing, psychology and social work is the
new accountability and auditing agendas that Munro (2004) alludes to. The
increased emphasis on EBP is in line with the introduction of quality and com-
petence standards in British and Australian social work. Should ‘evidence’ be
used as a criterion for judging the competence or standards of professional
social work in organisations? 

Social work, as a profession, has always been concerned with an adequate
knowledge base for the kinds of occupational tasks and activities practitioners are
involved in. Evidence can be understood as a narrower term referring to particu-
lar types of knowledge acceptable to a profession such as that gained from empir-
ical research, government reports and academic theories and arguments in
particular disciplines like psychology and sociology. Further, the debate in social
work on EBP appears to be on how positivistic and ‘scientific realist’ notions of
evidence govern professional work. As discussed in Chapter 1, some argue that
this is a narrow and unhelpful focus for a profession that needs a holistic under-
standing of human beings and human interactions (Webb, 2001; Larner, 2004). 

In one of the few studies on EBP in Australian social work, EBP was seen by
social workers in a multi-disciplinary health team in rural Victoria as incompati-
ble with their humanist knowledge base, which focused on the clinical experience
of clients (Murphy and McDonald, 2004). Non-social work team members, such
as nurses and physiotherapists, de-legitimated social work by saying that it
seemed to have no or little evidence for its practice. The important organisational
context was the introduction of EBP in health and the exacerbation of the divide
between those with a bio-medical focus and those health-related professions, such
as social work, that did not have access to such tangible knowledge. The prob-
lems were intensified by the dominance of the medical model in health settings
and the social effects of undermining social work knowledge with bio-psycho
quantitative science. The reach of ‘medicalised governance’ of local health serv-
ices even in such rural settings means that the medical model, including its
reliance on positivist and quantitative science, can de-legitimise social work’s
humanistic knowledge base and experiential emphasis (Wearing, 2004: 264–5).

How can social work offer its own and often unique perspectives on human
service organisations through research and pursue a commitment to improve
the quality of our practice? There are a variety of methods related to practice-
based research that can yield new insights on change and cultures in human
service organisations. These alternative ideas on how to determine good prac-
tice and useful knowledge in social work are based in humanistic, existential
and postmodern views as several of the critics of EBP have claimed (Webb,
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2001; Sellick et al., 2002; Larner, 2004; Murphy and McDonald, 2004). These
include the reliance upon experiential and practical knowledge to form on-the-
ground judgments and decisions in practice.

One source of experiential knowledge of clients comes from service user-
based research and participation in health and social care organisations. We
suggest in later sections in this chapter and Chapter 7 that service user partici-
pation in service delivery and research can have a major impact on human
service organisations, their governance and management structures. There
have been stronger parallels in health services. One area that has over the last
ten years or more demonstrated a useful re-orientation of research practice is
mental health research, which has sought to actively elicit service user views.
Again, these areas are used as an example in later sections of this chapter and
in Chapter 7. In the following hypothetical practice example, research findings
are used as a basis for developing holistic practice with service users.

Practice Example 6.1 A refugee mental health and
counselling centre

How can research be used to understand the outcomes and practices used in
organisations and their effectiveness? The Refugee Mental Health and Counselling
Centre works with refugees and asylum seekers to empower them in terms of psy-
chological difficulties and needs. There are social workers, specialist youth and
children workers, psychologists and a psychiatrist working as counsellors and ther-
apists. The organisation therefore requires complex inter-professional practice and
referral systems in order to work with the needs of refugees and asylum seekers.

In working with this client group, the Centre staff assess and write up psycholog-
ical reports and advocate on behalf of clients for citizenship status and other legal
matters. Using evidence on the mental and physical health needs of refugees and
holistic practice, the workers are able to better understand and work with their
clients and families. Among other issues, mental-health concerns for this group
can result from the loss of and separation from loved ones. On the basis of prior
research, other general life issues that have been identified include: 

• money;
• finding employment and being under-employed;
• finding secure accommodation;
• education;
• learning English;
• maintaining their cultural practices;
• developing a social network;
• experiencing discrimination and racism;
• tracing friends and family still in danger; and
• supporting friends and family overseas through remittances and sponsorship.

(STARTTS, 2004: 17)
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Thus the Centre adopts a holistic approach to clients’ psychological and physical
needs. Appropriate settlement is seen as a crucial part of this approach. So too
are partnerships across a wide range of organisations in order to develop a coor-
dinated response to clients’ complex needs (STARTTS, 2004: 17). 

Practice Example 6.1 outlines a hypothetical refugee mental health organisa-
tion that deals with the complex health, mental health and cultural needs of
refugees and asylum seekers. The holistic and (self-)empowerment approaches
taken by this organisation are underpinned by values and process models that
loosely base their knowledge for practice on experience and research in work-
ing with refugees. Health, mental health and socio-cultural understandings of
refugees can be based in research on their needs and is immensely useful in
enhancing the quality of such services. This knowledge base appears evident in
the centre’s literature and in the aims and mission of the organisation thus
encouraging a flexible and holistic wellness model, and making practice trans-
parent to service users.

Public accountability and social work

A broader way of talking about social work accountability is to link organisa-
tional and professional accountability to public policy processes. Social work
has, like other professions, been at the mercy of recent policy changes to
public service accountability. We have emphasised in the previous section the
use of accountability techniques in line with managerialist agendas in policy
making. The issue of public accountability looms large in services that are con-
tracted out and in many cases where accountability criteria are set by govern-
ments. For service providers these are sometimes difficult to comprehend and
unwieldy. Consider the many issues that occur in public policy cycles where
there have been tragic consequences for clients or families in the delivery of
services such as in the areas of ageing, disability, homelessness and mental
health to mention only a few. 

From a critical point of view, key actors in service delivery such as politi-
cians, the media and senior public servants are involved on a regular basis in
attempts to gloss over and revamp the standard setting and performance
accountability of social services. Politicians, for example, are clever at image-
managing the perceptions of their policies even to the point of lying and not
seemingly being held to account for these deceptions. Media and official atten-
tion on social problems, such as child abuse, can manufacture incorrect and
untruthful claims about the role of social work and its responsibilities. This style
of public accounting and accountability of social work has a long history, and
while it may often have beneficial effects, it may also need to be challenged and
better understood. It has been most notable in highly visible and controversial
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areas such as child protection and child abuse in both the UK and Australia, as
illustrated in the following real practice example.

Practice Example 6.2 Satanic child abuse allegations, Orkney
Islands, Scotland 1991

Who is responsible? What did social work learn? What are the social costs? On
27 February 1991 simultaneous dawn raids on four families removed nine children
from their care. The children were returned on 14 April of that year when the
‘satanic child abuse’ reports of Orkney Islands Council social workers were
dismissed in court for lack of evidence. There were several stakeholders in the
construction of this case and the subsequent reporting of mistakes by the local
social service department. This reporting included the claim that the social work-
ers from Orkney Islands Council had taken abuse at face value from ‘the rather
garbled interviews from three confused youngsters and decided they were absolute
truth. Without cross-checking with teachers, doctors or anyone else, they acted’
(reported in The Scotsman, 11 September 2006). Janette Chisholm was one of the
social workers involved and she claims 15 years later that she ‘still believes the
nine children were abused, despite their denials as children and their denials
today’ (reported in The Herald, 18 September 2006).

The 1992 publication of the Clyde Report on the raids concluded that social work
intervention had been at best misinformed and misguided. What if anything did a
misguided raid on families have to do with the overall problems of Scottish child
protection? The Orkney case subsequently triggered an overhaul of the Scottish
child protection system. The rural practice issues and challenges of the case were,
as Turbett (2004: 981–2) has claimed, far removed from ‘Glasgow, Edinburgh and
the centres of Scottish social work practice’. The eventual return of the children
signalled that responsibility and blame had fallen elsewhere. The Clyde Report
found that ‘all agencies failed to differentiate between taking allegations seriously
and believing in them’. The social work department involved had been singled out
as ‘failing to keep an open mind’ (quoted in Munro, 1998: 804). 

In 1992 a British government report found no basis for the satanic child abuse
claims against the families. In March 1996 several families involved in child sex-
ual abuse allegations accepted compensation from Orkney Islands Council for the
mishandling of these cases and the allegations. No social workers lost their jobs
as a result of the removal of the children (Robinson, 1992, see also Munro, 1998;
Turbett, 2004). The ramifications for social work arising from the Orkney Islands
case are still apparent in media reporting and educational debate. Several of the
claims and counter-claims made by those involved including social workers were
recently aired in a BBC documentary, Accused, broadcast on 22 August 2006.

An example that illustrates these different dimensions of responsibility and
accountability is the well-known Orkney Islands child abuse scandal of
the early 1990s (we use this only to highlight points rather than as a definitive
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interpretation of the case). The social workers involved were the target of a blame
and accountability discourse in the media and official accounts of the time. In this
case, responsibility as cause was the main way blame was attributed without full
liability and legal culpability being imposed, despite the settlement by Orkney
Islands Council with the families. In this way the local council social workers had
moral responsibility for mis-information about the families and this became the
way in which legal and moral blame was attributed. Eventually, the Orkney
Islands social services accepted financial and legal liability for the case given the
uncertainty over the reality of the allegations. 

The Orkney Islands case raises interesting questions about the responsibility
of the Orkney Islands social services as an organisation and the decision mak-
ing and professional judgment exercised within it. Why wasn’t more informa-
tion collected on the families before a decision was made to remove the
children? What legal advice and personal and legal risks to employees were
considered by the agencies in taking up the case? Who took responsibility for
decisions? Did the Orkney Islands social workers act in an over-zealous man-
ner? Or were they right to adopt a strong protective approach? These are ques-
tions of both an ethical and an organisational kind. They can be linked to our
discussion of false positives and false negatives in Chapter 4. As Turbett (2004)
points out, whatever the specifics of practice in the area, the subsequent debate
has generated useful and critical insights into the nature of and guidelines for
practice, particularly in rural social work. In the work of authors such as Munro
(1996, 1998, 2005) and Turbett (2004) we see the fruits of efforts to come to
terms with inquiries into the professional conduct of social work especially in
child protection. The Orkney Islands case along with other high-profile child
abuse cases in public life and the media in Britain and Australia have provided
a useful reflection on and, in some cases, correction to the avoidable mistakes
of the past (see Parton, 1985; Scott and Swain, 2002).

As highlighted earlier in this chapter, Corbett’s (1991) framework for public
sector accountability identifies four broad dimensions to organisational
accountability in the human services. This framework can be applied to the
Orkney Islands case and others in human service organisations for say older
people, people with disabilities and the unemployed. The framework raises
questions about social work practice either directly or indirectly as upwards,
downwards, inwards and outwards accountability processes and techniques.

Upwards: accountability to the government executive and parliament. This is
the traditional model of accountability in a Westminster system. In the case of the
Orkney Islands child abuse allegations, the Clyde Report to some degree settled
or was the official account of the case. This report established a consensus within
the professional literature. Munro (1996), for example, quotes this as definitive in
the outcome for the profession and ongoing analysis of the case. Upwards account-
ability can produce useful consequences for change in organisational policies and
procedures notably in child protection. Another example is Parton’s (1985)
account of the death in January 1973 of a seven-year-old girl, Maria Colwell, at the
hands of her step-father. The subsequent inquiry into her death meant issues in the
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quality of social work in child protection and work with families could be explored
and it could ‘give social work a jolt’ (Parton, 1985: 82).

Inwards: accountability to the organisation includes processes of internally
driven evaluations and internal audits, peer reviews and other internal moni-
toring. In the Orkney Islands case such ongoing processes were in existence but
they were obviously not thorough and systematic enough to pick up poor rural
social work practice (Turbett, 2004).

Outwards: accountability to the public. This may involve leaking certain
details or information to media outlets or those with no direct stake in an issue,
such as the Scottish press in the Orkney Islands case. An increasingly reported
form of outward accountability in service cultures is ‘whistle blowing’ on illegal
and unethical activities and giving media and public attention to policies and
programmes. In the Orkney Islands case, the parents themselves and local groups
in some cases were also exposed to outside scrutiny.

Downwards: accountability to the client and consumer as in traditional com-
munity development and managerial model. In the Orkney Islands case certain
questions can be raised that pertain to the accountability of social workers to
clients and families involved or potentially involved. How might decisions
made and actions taken have been different if there was a clearer focus on
clients’ rights? How could a more caring and flexible approach have avoided a
defensive ‘covering one’s back’ response (Turbett, 2004)?

In professional practice, responsibility is a more all-embracing concept than
accountability. One can be accountable without taking responsibility as in ‘just
doing our job’. However, we cannot be responsible without demonstrating
accountability (Bovens, 1998). This is an important logical step for the social
work profession because integrity is maintained by taking responsible actions
and not just by being accountable. We return to the ethical agendas of respon-
sible social work in our final chapter.

The current politics of service delivery dictate that professional actions need
to be documented and articulated to demonstrate, in particular, performance
accountability in organisations. Writers such as Munro (2004) place the audit as
central to these new modes of accountability that foster a change in the sense
of the profession’s responsibilities. The difficult question here is: how can social
work practice be audited? Government policy in Britain and Australia usually
means audits are conducted as an opinion or ‘judgment’ based on financial and
quality assessments of organisational and programme effectiveness. The British
government introduced the concept of ‘best value’ in quality auditing. It
includes the key elements: accountability, transparency, continuous improve-
ment and ownership (Munro, 2004: 1080). Munro suggests that in the 1990s
social work as an intangible set of humanist traditions that is ‘autonomous, pri-
vate and idiosyncratic’ was an auditor’s ‘worst nightmare’ (p. 1080). 

Efforts in recording and using new information to improve or create better
social work practice have come about in the last two decades. One potentially
positive step is the social work ethics audit, which can lead to greater reflection
on ethical issues in social work practice (McAuliffe, 2005). The ethics audit is a
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documentary process administered to practising social workers around ethical
decisions they make in their practice. Another example of a similar strategy is
critical path analysis (Kemshall, 1998), as discussed in Chapter 4. In a similar
vein the use of critical incident analysis in qualitative focus group research and
in process evaluation can enhance critical and reflective learning internal to an
organisation and in inter-organisation exchanges (Thomas, 2004). A discussion
of critical incidents can allow a space for front-line and professional workers to
voice and reflect upon their own cases and for this to feed back into front-line
practice and management (Wearing and Edwards, 2003). The purpose of these
efforts seems to emphasise professional effectiveness rather than managerial
control. However, it is probably more common for a mismatch to occur
between the rhetoric of quality standards and the actualities of organisational
and ethical performance in social work. 

The challenge for organisational understanding in social work is to identify
how non-profit and for-profit service organisations are publicly accountable
given they are not government organisations. They are, however, doing the
social welfare work on behalf of governments for citizens. In the managerial
approach, relying as it does on private sector accountability techniques, the
political and public impact of contracting out services is muted and ‘deals’ done
over the privatising and commercialising of once public services are kept
behind closed doors in the ‘corridors of power’. This is clearly un-democratic
in the sense that service users and staff have few rights to appeal poor service
practice except by resort to law (e.g. in the UK, utilising case law to assert rights
to services funded by local authorities). At least in acknowledging the politics
of service accountability individuals are then given some responsibility as
‘clients’, ‘regulators’, ‘participants’ or ‘litigants’ to be active in the service system. 

Hughes (1994: 253–4) predicted ten years ago that managerial measures for
accountability could help replace the older democratic political model of
accountability. This is somewhat shaky today given evidence of the failures of
wholesale contracting out and privatising of service areas, including transport, aged
care and employment services, and education to mention a few. Governments
are backed by a sound basis in law and eventually someone is accountable in
organisational hierarchies and beyond in the human services. 

Participation and anti-racist social work

How have social workers and the organisations they work in become more
accountable to clients and local communities? A significant and related issue to
public accountability is re-emphasising the democratic and citizenship rights of
clients and their families in service delivery. The example used here to illustrate
some of the difficulties with participation is anti-racist approaches in social
work practice. The hotly contested debate in Australia over socio-cultural citi-
zenship for indigenous and migrant communities is evidenced in struggles
around the ‘stolen generation’ and the detention and repatriation of recent
refugee arrivals. These examples demonstrate that where global issues of ‘race’,
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migration and destination or host community intersect there is a ‘postcolonial
contact zone’. Front-line workers in human and health services in Australia and
elsewhere in ex-colonial welfare states often find themselves at the initial point
of this contact zone. Similarly in the UK, social workers are increasingly
thrown into the front line of the immigration debate. Legislative requirements
mean that local authority social workers may be forced to report people trying
to access services who may be in the country illegally (Humphries, 2004). More
broadly the anti-racist approach has a strong tradition in the UK and has been
used as a principled basis for the inclusion and participation of black and
minority ethnic groups in services (Dominelli, 1997; Carr, 2004; Begum, 2006).
Some organisations demonstrate flexible spaces for cultural identity politics
and practice that enable culturally appropriate participation of service users.
Thus, there is a degree of democratisation in some human service organisations
that include in their processes the rights and needs of the racialised ‘other’. For
example, when local communities’ views and identities are considered and
given credence in organisational policy and processes there are possibilities for
alternative programmes that include ‘the other’. 

Developing programmes in this way can mean they are deeply connected
with non-white user identities and, if applied more broadly, with minority and
host community cultures. This community-oriented (downwards) accountabil-
ity and participation offers far-reaching and culturally sensitive ways of practis-
ing that move social work away from traditional casework or community work
models. Alternative models require the appropriate devolution of power to
client groups by increasing democratic participation in organisations. Begum
(2006: 16–20), for example, lists three major factors that can enhance participa-
tion by black and ethnic minority service users in the UK as the following:

• a strong history of self-help and direct action by black and minority ethnic
communities;

• black and ethnic minority service user participation does work when prop-
erly supported; and

• social care professionals working with black and ethnic minority service
users as allies, advocates and brokers.

Some of these styles and histories of partnership between users and providers
of services are also apparent in the disability rights movement in the UK (Carr,
2004). Carr (2004: 5–6) extends her review of service user participation beyond
simply involvement in services to one that is concerned with the human rights
and social citizenship of various groups, including black and ethnic minority
communities, children, older people, people with disabilities and so on.

The broad related issue to that of participation and ownership in service
delivery is that of cultural sensitivity. Social work education and practice theory
in Australia and Britain is predominantly white and Anglo-centric, but many
social workers, managers and other staff in the human services today come
from diverse ethnic and cultural backgrounds and their participation also needs

ACCOUNTABILITY AND PARTICIPATION 143

Hughes-Ch-06.qxd  8/7/2007  4:39 PM  Page 143



 

to be considered in such organisations. Nonetheless, the ethno-centric and
mono-cultural content of this education is reflected in the hierarchies and
power base within the social work profession. In order to help counteract such
bias there are a variety of organisational sensitivities and procedures that social
workers can take into account. One suggestion is the principle and strategy of
equalising action:

white anti-racist social work advocates and change agents need to talk
about equalising access in securing justice for black people. Equalising
action is aimed at redistributing social power and resources towards black
people so that they receive their full share of society’s power and wealth
and gain full recognition of the qualities they already possess. (Dominelli,
1997: 162)

There can be multi-dimensional and multi-layered factors that contribute to
misunderstanding and misperception in the delivery of social programmes and
social work as a professional service to ethnically diverse and minority group
clients. 

One example that is useful is cross-cultural work. Issues of racism and prej-
udice in service culture, norms and values can often be apparent if a social
worker comes from a white or different background to service users and the
organisational structure is white-centric. Thompson (1993), among others (see
also Dominelli, 1997), has addressed these issues in terms of anti-discriminatory
practice. Social work has a responsibility to challenge racial inequality and prej-
udice in broader society and how racism is institutionalised in human service
organisations. How can an anti-racist, anti-discriminatory and participatory
practice be developed in organisations that can then respect and enable the
needs and rights of others? How can front-line and professional workers in
organisations conceive their identities as in opposition to social constructions
objectifying and ‘othering’ the client? In terms of urban Australia, Baldry et al.
(2006: 372) address such issues for Aboriginal people through information shar-
ing. They suggest that:

• managers, policy makers and ministers should talk genuinely with Aboriginal
people and organisations;

• staff members should have appropriate skills to work with Aboriginal
clients;

• a summary of departmental policies in plain English should be available –
clear explanations need to be made regarding what went wrong when a form
is incorrect;

• information should be shared among and between government services and
non-government organisations (NGOs) in order to ensure holistic responses.

We return to some of the concerns of clients like Aboriginal people, ethnic
minorities, people with disabilities, children and older people experiencing
human service organisations in greater depth in the next chapter. Some of these
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cross-cultural and ‘race’-based issues are addressed in models for practice based
in anti-bureaucratic and participatory practice. Social workers and other front-
line staff can improve service quality for oppressed groups, create less racist
and discriminatory practices and more effective learning organisations. They
can also, given the diversity of backgrounds of social workers themselves today,
challenge discrimination based on ‘race’ in the workplace. Principles such as
equalising can also be applied to sexist, homophobic and locational oppression
and prejudice when encountered in practice. Carr (2004: 13–14), in her review
of the effectiveness of service user participation over the last 20 years in the
UK, notes that organisational commitment and responsiveness is slow or not
occurring even in response to the legislated requirements for user participation.
There is still the hope that such change will bring greater accountability for
service users and the broader community.

Front-line staff and service user participation

Social Worker: These mileage forms are stupid! You don’t always know
when you will visit, er, you know – it could be a crisis and you have to go!

Manager (nods): I agree. Look, if we scrap this [form] they’ll [higher manage-
ment] only invent another one. In fact they want to scrap all out-of-county vis-
iting and have social workers in those areas do the visiting, so we don’t want
to give them the opportunity of changing our ways of working.

Child Care Team Leader: But visiting the client wherever they are is a princi-
ple of the way we work. Why don’t they [higher management] understand?

Manager: I appreciate your point completely. But don’t think we ought to
rock the boat on this one. We’ll go along with it and tell me when you come
to do a visit or if it’s immediate we can work something out. I don’t think
we need to worry about this one. (Quoted in Pithouse, 1987: 14–15)

In any modern social services office on any given day the above conversation
might take place. In terms of supervision, how do front-line managers and pro-
fessionals deal with the managerial politics and procedures that are handed
down the line? Questions are raised for social work professionals around how
decisions about changes to programmes or policy are made on the front line
and who has a say in this. In this way participation of both service users and
front-line staff in the decision making of organisations is crucially linked to how
staff feel they are accountable to the organisation and under what criteria they
take active responsibility in their work. 

The literature on participation, front-line discretion and decision making is
replete with examples of how higher management and bureaucratic structures
interfere with local and professional autonomy (see also Chapter 4). Respecting
the experiences of clients is central to the values of social work and this will
often stand in contradiction to anti-democratising top-down decision making
and accountability directives. Setting new ground rules for an organisation
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involves key practices such as listening to and respecting clients’ needs and
wishes. This can be difficult given rapid high-level changes driven by manage-
rial strategies but can also be partly overcome through consultation and repre-
sentation on meetings and committees. 

A service user and carer group connected to the University of Dundee’s
social work programme developed a series of values and principles to reflect
their commitment to participation, especially in terms of influencing action and
achieving change. They included:

• no tokenism;
• all groups have a voice;
• fair funding;
• plain English;
• bottom-up networking; and
• see that change results from the consultation.

According to a service user involved in the group, ‘These values ensure that the
service user and carer not only feels part of the picture being developed, but
also is involved in maintaining the picture, seeing that their views and those of
future service users and carers remain high on the agenda’ (cited in Ager et al.,
2005: 470).

We have outlined some of the challenges that accountability raises and how
participation of service users could enhance the meaning and quality of service
for these users. We also maintain that the morale and well-being of front-line
staff, including social workers, is enhanced if they are also engaged in partici-
patory practices within human service organisations. Egan (1985) discusses how
we might see staff participation as part of general staff management practice.
There are some significant disadvantages in some organisational contexts to
staff participation in decision making including the added time needed to make
decisions and knowledge/competency in dealing with the magnitude of deci-
sions. Worker participation can also form bases for resistance to change unless
wisely and appropriately sanctioned (see also Chapter 3). The operating prin-
ciple of inclusion of all staff and the free flow of information and good commu-
nication is a useful beginning to systematising staff participation. 

The professional democratic ethos of social work and many human service
organisations already supports employee participation. The main reasons for
this are usually to improve morale and ensure the organisation remains
dynamic and alert to creative and critical voices from within. Small units, com-
munity teams and multi-professional teams all require degrees of participation
in the organisation. Indeed, this may be crucial to programme effectiveness in
that all staff are then aware of cause–effect in programme actions in meeting
objectives. One example is provided by family support programmes targeting
child protection clients and their families in New South Wales. In these pro-
grammes all members of the team including children support workers, psychol-
ogists and social workers contribute to and form joint decisions on difficult
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cases. Further, mothers and other family members are often employed or work
as volunteers within some of the non-profit organisations involved in this work
(Wearing and Edwards, 2003). Thus a degree of client and staff participation in
the service organisation assists in ongoing learning, development of pro-
grammes and internal governance. Greater group and community engagement
for the organisation can be gained with the local and/or minority group com-
munity through such strategies as:

• implementing workshops and professional development for staff in critical
and reflective practice;

• the inclusion of people from the community as volunteers or paid workers;
• service user involvement in management committees; and
• service user inclusion as members of interview panels for employment.

We have emphasised that organisational work and work performance needs
to be seen in a social context. The ‘living organism’ metaphor of systems the-
ory is useful here to see how participation can be sustained in a large organisa-
tion and at local levels. This includes complex process-oriented organisational
systems that comprise fluid energies and entities. According to systems theory,
it is the formal system, the sub-systems and the supra-system that all help to
coordinate the overall goals and mission of a human service organisation. In
other words, all systems need to be in synergy towards a common goal for the
organisation to work and manage staff and clients effectively. Social workers
need to keep others in the organisation motivated about and engaged with
organisational values that are culturally sensitive and truly democratic when
linked to internal practice and structure in organisations.

If organisational goals are not democratic or sensitive then the challenge for
social work is to work on explicit goals and missions that can incorporate these
values. So an important role for social work in this respect is to ensure that activ-
ities and programmes are linked to organisational goals and values and/or to
change organisational missions so they better meet the needs of service users and
include the voice of front-line staff. A further task for social work is to ensure that
real organisational learning occurs throughout the agency and beyond. We have
more to say about ethics, values and organisational change in Chapter 8. 

Often understanding how to make and keep these links can be critical at sen-
ior levels of management while being inclusive of all staff from the bottom of
the organisation up: ‘In human service systems, people often expect program
development and execution to take the place of concrete and specific goals.
They say “Let’s do a survey” or “let’s put on a workshop”, without linking the
survey or workshop to mission, major aims, and goals’ (Egan, 1985: 139).
Senior and front-line management would do well to heed Egan’s advice. Those
who work in and across these formal organisational systems need to cope with
a variety of experiences and everyday work interactions that can create consid-
erable pressures and lead to stress and burnout. Chapter 7 addresses some of
these issues of work experience in organisations. 
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The impact of service user movements 

How has social work contributed to and become a part of the ethos of con-
sumerism and/or participation? There have been debates in social work educa-
tion and in practice that relate directly to the inclusion of users in service delivery
research and decision making. The forerunner to these debates is found in the
mental health and disability rights movements and their effects on social work. 

Beresford and Croft (2004) have argued that the key changes for consumers
or clients of services have been from disability rights movements and other
social activism (Croft and Beresford, 1997; Beresford, 2000). Croft and
Beresford (1997: 276) define the parameters of the service user approach from
service users’ perspectives and the social model of disability by stressing: 

• ‘support for service user to be able to participate on equal terms’; 
• equity in treatment of service users, regardless of age, class, ‘race’, disability,

sexual identity or gender; and
• ‘recognition of diversity, for example, people’s different ways of communi-

cating non-verbally, in pictures, by signing or in minority ethnic languages’. 

Beresford and Croft (2004) have recently provided a critique of social work
approaches as needing to embrace service user perspectives. Such an approach
can be adapted to macro-practice issues in organisational settings as suggested
also by anti-racist social work. The benefits have been:

• a new progressive and liberatory discourse in social work which challenges
traditional social work;

• a renewed emphasis on civil and human rights of service users rather than
outside expert definitions of ‘need’;

• drawing on the pioneering social model of disability has enabled the develop-
ment of social understanding of service users’ situations and experiences that
highlight issues of citizenship to challenge discrimination and oppression;

• ‘conceiving and pioneering new approaches to provide individual and collec-
tive support for service users’ such as ‘personal packages of support’ (p. 62);

• grassroots and campaign support in local ‘democratically constituted organ-
isations controlled by service users’ (p. 62), with local national and interna-
tional action to support users;

• working for inclusion in health, social care and social work, the aim being
to overcome the physical and attitudinal barriers ‘debarring disabled people,
mental health service users and other service users from becoming members
of the social work workforce despite their experiences’ (p. 63). 

One example we draw upon in the next chapter is service user-based research
and community development strategies employed on a public housing estate in
Waterloo, a suburb of Sydney. These initiatives sought to enhance programmes
and the quality of service culture on the estate. In public housing estates resident
participation has been shown to contribute markedly to residents’ well-being and
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mental health (cf. Oyserman et al., 1994). The New South Wales Department of
Housing has recently adopted a strong ethic of resident participation. In Waterloo,
for example, residents have gained co-ordination and control of precinct commit-
tees on the estate as well as the local neighbourhood centre. Additional advantages
include the ability of residents to tailor services to their own needs and a more
inclusive organisational culture. This can see service users placed on management
committees and interview panels, as well as receiving paid or volunteer work
within the organisation. These strategies may enable a culture that is more sensi-
tive to diverse groupings in the client community. Sometimes, however, these are
questionable in terms of better quality services. For managers concerned with the
bottom line, service user participation may be a means by which services are deliv-
ered in a cost effective manner – relying on the efforts of the residents themselves
rather than upon contractors or government employees to provide the services. A
similar model has been tried in California with the limited employment of the
mentally ill in mental health services (Mancuso, 1997). We would, however, ques-
tion the organisational effectiveness and sensitivity of designing such programmes
or services with such efficiencies in mind.

Community health studies and service evaluation, such as Litva et al. (2002),
have indicated the need for community-based research on mental health and
general community health problems. During the 1990s the health sector accepted
that a certain level of service user participation was necessary and desirable for
effective service delivery based on the benefits to users and to providers.
Nonetheless, the human services have been slow to take up the health sector’s
focus notably in service user research, though this is less so in the UK (Begum,
2006; Carr, 2004). One example is the research in the area of mental health that
overlaps with human service clientele with multiple diagnosis and personal prob-
lems. This service user-oriented research involves families of people with emo-
tional and mental health problems in the knowledge base of professional and
policy cultures. A well known service user study of this type was conducted by
Rogers et al. (1993), who claim that (more often than not) psychiatric patients’
views are simply excluded from health service satisfaction research. The same
could also be said of the views of families and others who provide informal care
and support for chronic illness and mental illness. The Rogers et al. (1993) study
used qualitative and quantitative data on up to 500 mentally ill people to explore
and develop topics on treatment and community living (Carr, 2004).

A detailed discussion of user-led research is not possible here. It would
appear, however, that both individual and family views require consideration
and give clients a voice in some organisations and areas of service delivery. We
have suggested in the sections on accountability and participation that new
ways of doing social work in organisations that take account of the clients’ and
front-line staff’s perspectives are possible and achievable. Reform of organisa-
tional processes, procedures and structures may be possible in human services
in using such guidelines as operating principles. We have suggested advocacy
and empowerment models from service user movements and anti-racist and
anti-oppressive practice to give some basis for this internal reform.
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Conclusion

This chapter has discussed both accountability and participation in relation to
human service organisations and social workers’ possible roles as active and
responsible change agents both for user and staff participation in such services.
We consider these roles to be important for the profession in working with
organisations and organisational change. Some authors have suggested general
work-based strategies for dealing with change. Bovens (1998) argues that mak-
ing a virtue of responsibility is useful when dealing with the vague and harsh
realities of organisational change and accountability. Munro (1996, 1998) advo-
cates giving more time and better work conditions to social work practice to
allow for considered decision making and self-critical judgments. Following
such strategies can realise a good general and ethical basis for improving
accountability and participatory practices.

A further set of questions arises from new managerial agendas. How can
social work keep its professional integrity in the face of public and management
pressures? How can social work survive managerialist cultures and implement
principles and insights from practice wisdom and experience? In using child
protection and anti-racist practice in this chapter as examples of social work
expertise, we can expand upon the developments for other areas of social work.
Such practice areas could include work with offenders, HIV positive clients and
call centres on child abuse, youth suicide and depression. 

In becoming more accountable and more responsible, a fine-grained under-
standing of how staff and service users experience organisations is necessary. In
the following chapter we examine these experiential dimensions of organisa-
tional life in detail. In particular we recognise that organisations are experi-
enced at different levels: from the individual and client level through to the
community and societal level.
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

1 What dimension of upward, outward, inward and downward accountability do
social workers need to be aware of in the lessons learned from the case outlined
in Practice Example 6.2?

2 How can social workers improve sensitivity to cultural diversity among clients in
service delivery? For example, what organisational structures and processes
need to change to enable Dominelli’s ‘equalising principle’ to impact upon both
staff and clients?
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7 Experiencing Organisations

Introduction

Human service organisations are faced today with many of the market-based
dilemmas and problems that beset private sector and corporate organisations.
These organisations have in many ways done away with old bureaucratic hier-
archies and processes. There remain, however, many challenges, such as over-
coming possible corporate restructuring, that could include ‘the removal or
diminution of career ladders, greater insecurity, and the intensification of work
for the survivors of restructuring’ (Thompson and MacHugh, 2002: 179). How
do human service organisations adapt to these demands and challenges? This
has required a shift to models of service delivery that involve stakeholder inter-
ests, networks and claims for a participatory and anti-hierarchical approach.

In this chapter we discuss:

• the generation of new stressors, issues and problems for staff and clients in
human service organisations, including work intensification;

• voice and experience in organisational practice; and
• five levels of organisational experience, ranging from the client and individ-

ual level to the community and society level.

Experiencing service work: stress, restructuring
and limited resources

The quality of care provided in human service institutions depends in part
on how caring and compassionate the professional caregivers are, but it
also depends on their flexibility and openness to change. New problems
and solutions are constantly emerging in education, mental health, nurs-
ing, and other fields. Professionals who have become set in their ways,
who rigidly practice as they always have, aren’t likely to provide effective –
or humane – service. (Cherniss, 1995: 77)
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In a climate of neo-liberal managerial reforms and the resultant organisational
restructuring, issues around the pressures on professional work including work
stress and worker wellbeing are raised. What emerges in the change process is the
need for professional social work to remain committed to values and a skill base
that enhance the lives of clients and facilitate change in organisational environ-
ments. However, there are important work-stress issues to overcome in such
change processes. A recent study indicated that staff in child and family social
work had a lower level of job satisfaction, higher stress levels and greater absen-
teeism than the norms for other occupational groups (Coffey et al., 2004: 736).

We have indicated in prior chapters how recent organisational change in the
human services impacts on staff including social workers. The key impact on
work identity is the general ‘work intensification’ of service work (Willis, 2005).
This refers to the placing of more responsibility on workers to do more within
the same weekly hours and often with the same or less resources at their dis-
posal. Some if not most of this impact is attributable to managerial changes and
restructuring of human service organisations. A multitude of factors contribute
to work intensification, including superficial interaction by telephone to opti-
mise output and efficiency. This is evidenced in child protection call centres
that are replacing face-to-face professional counselling (van den Broek, 2003),
and increasing aged care workers’ administrative work thereby inhibiting their
effective caring work and leading to burnout, absenteeism and turnover (Stack,
2003). 

There is also evidence that managerial reforms have undermined traditional
advocacy and policy roles in church-based human services (Winkworth and
Camilleri, 2004). Thus the empirical evidence suggests that social work will
have to work harder to make advocacy and empowerment activities a priority
in the face of organisational restructuring and managerial changes.

A flexible approach to social work is needed in the face of these emerging
equity questions of protecting clients’ rights to quality programmes and front-
line staff’s entitlements within organisations. International studies have high-
lighted workplace support, quality improvement measures and supervision as
positive moderators of stress in work experience. A recent meta-analysis of 25
articles in the USA claims that sociological, economic and psychological
studies have not yet developed a single unifying model for the process of staff
turnover in human services and related work areas such as mental health
(Barak et al., 2001: 628). Arguments about gaps in research knowledge apply
even more when the weight of change is considered in employment conditions,
monitoring, auditing, compliance and accountability. Recent studies in Britain
and Australia have emphasised that employees and their organisations in the
human services will experience further difficulties if unprepared for new work-
place changes and rationalisation (Coffey et al., 2004; Spall and Zetlin, 2004).
Studies in the area have found that front-line staff in contracted service organ-
isations in family support work, for example, ‘experience acutely’ the changes
of performance measures and other associated new work regulation (Spall and
Zetlin, 2004).
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These developments in human and social care services are paralleled in
health where social welfare spending is larger and where, in the UK and
Australia, the impact of managerial reform on services has been felt for longer.
There is a considerable body of Australian and British research in health serv-
ices that has revealed some of the hidden social costs of managerial reform.
One significant study of the effect of budget cuts in a public hospital in South
Australia found that the work burden increased and the work intensified. Staff
reductions fell on nurses and lower-level employees such as administrative,
catering and cleaning staff. Early career doctors and all team-based staff were
also affected by these changes in the workplace (Willis, 2005: 266). This study
also revealed cost in injury, illness and staff turnover from the introduction of
managerialism (Willis, 2005: 266). The privatising and outsourcing of public
sector delivery in health is now matched in human services, although similar
research on human services remains scant.

It is clear that changes in funding and other measures have increased pres-
sures on staff, including a pressure to perform and be held accountable to
middle and senior management (see Chapter 6). As mentioned this work inten-
sification decreases a sense of autonomy and increases management control
and work stress. This also raises questions about the degree of autonomy, sup-
port and supervision for front-line staff in particular in these organisations.
There is a feeling that under pressure from managerial changes the front-line
worker’s and professional’s discretion and autonomy may be hampered or
restricted by centralised and hierarchical governance structures. 

One of the most important issues this raises is workplace stress for social
workers and other front-line practitioners. How can professional development
and learning in human service organisations help to protect workers from over-
work and stress? There are many self-help and popular texts available on stress
in the workplace. For example, Warren and Toll (1993) provide some helpful
tips on workplace stress, and in general provide a more humane perspective on
the often de-humanising aspects of working in the caring professions. How such
issues are managed in the workplace is important also for the health of the
organisation. Rather than have people off sick it is important that human serv-
ice agencies adjust their expectations of staff according to staff needs and pres-
sures. Dealing with such issues of work experience help in managing the
workplace and can build morale and job commitment through careful and fine-
detailed attention to staff experience.

Work-related stress is just one area affected by organisational restructuring
and managerial change. Other related issues of occupational health and safety
include physical, psychological and emotional risks. This is especially impor-
tant in service delivery in the human services where the health and well-being
of staff flows on to their interactions and communication with clients and other
stakeholders.

Sharing information, letting people know what is happening and what is
expected of them, listening, and responding to what they say are important tools
in the management of stress. Lack of communication, either at work or in
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personal matters, will act as a constraint (Warren and Toll, 1993: 120). Staff can
also be subject to ‘bullying’ or undue work pressure by supervisors or colleagues,
lack of adequate supervision for the complexity of tasks they are required to ful-
fil and/or a general lack of support for and flexibility over personal, family and
health issues. As the majority of the human services workforce is female, these
issues are inevitably gendered. In this sense human service restructuring can
impact heaviest on women especially those with young children in their care or
who care for other family members. Poor staff management practices can lead to
high turnover of staff and increased sick leave, low morale and resultant ineffec-
tiveness in service delivery (Barak et al., 2001). 

Practice Example 7.1 Dealing with workplace stress in
a human service organisation

In a local social service office the case loads of front-line service workers are
increasing by the month and there is a lack of administrative staff to assist in the
processing of files and organisation of meetings. The challenge also for the office
management is to manage the case load effectively given that a number of staff
are taking sick leave on a regular basis and some staff are moving to new posi-
tions elsewhere. When a new senior social worker to the office checks the records
she finds that there is a relatively high staff turnover and that all staff seem to take
a disproportionate number of sick days. She discusses this problem with her pro-
fessional colleagues and they decide that the levels of workplace stress are high
but not all that visible to management. 

One of the strategies the social work team adopts in this setting is to lobby and
argue for flexible work time and a consistency in the number of active cases team
members and other front-line staff need to deal with on a weekly basis. Some staff
need to increase their work capacity in this regard but most staff have been over-
burdened by the volume and difficulties of dealing with some clients. Another strat-
egy the social work team wants to implement is good supervision arrangements for
all staff so that the levels of stress and anxiety around dealing with certain cases,
especially those that might be threatening in the form of physical or verbal aggres-
sion, be dealt with by specialist professionals such as social workers. 

One key strategy for social work in this area is to intervene as soon as possible
on issues that affect staff well-being and health. How can ‘unhealthy’ stress in
organisational systems be better managed? Awareness of and response to
potential stressors can lead to better staff morale and greater understanding of
internal work needs and pressures on staff. In effect, this prevents or cuts off the
potential workload stressors. Such issues of stress and low morale in a work-
place whilst potentially related need to be separated out from those of under-
performance in work: keeping in mind that such under-performance itself can
be caused by poor management practices.
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User and staff experiences

One of us (Wearing, 1998, 2001) has argued elsewhere that it is the experiential
reality of clients and front-line staff that should be taken into account in adjust-
ing or changing organisations to better meet social need or deal with identified
social and personal risks. Front-line social workers are involved at ‘the coal
face’ of programme delivery with their clients and families and in the ‘on the
ground’ making of policy. They often have to make decisions based on their
own discretion in their everyday individual or group work with these clients.
As suggested a key role for social work here is to identify, mediate and where
possible reduce the stressors in the workplace. Some stress is normal and moti-
vating, however, undue stress and work pressures will freeze a workforce and
an organisation, and this unhealthy stress can quickly demoralise the work cul-
ture. The important perspective we provide here is one based in existential and
humanistic understanding of lived experience and the ways in which clients
and staff give ‘voice’ to their concerns with specific services or practices. 

What we outline in this chapter in terms of work practices and social work
practice itself are experiential levels of reality in organisations. As illustrated in
Chapter 1, one way of classifying social work interventions is to separate them
into micro, mezzo and macro practices that in reality are not always easily
or clearly separated. The better-known micro practices are those related to
one-on-one work with individuals and groups such as case management or
counselling roles. Mezzo practice tends to be associated with team and organi-
sational work, whereas macro practice occurs in ‘organisational, community
and policy arenas’ (Netting et al., 1993: 3). This is a useful way of coming to
terms with how clients and staff then experience different levels of reality in an
organisation. We want to take a balanced approach to how organisational
processes, procedures and compliance mechanisms can affect social work prac-
tices depending on the nature of intervention and the ways in which such inter-
ventions challenge existing social, personal and community arrangements. 

We agree with Netting et al. (1993: 123) when they claim that ‘social workers
with little or no idea of how organisations operate, or how they are influenced
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

1 What are the factors that contribute to stress in the workplace of Practice
Example 7.1? How can excessive stress and anxiety in social work services be
reduced or overcome in staff development and supervision arrangements? Use
Practice Example 7.1 to illustrate.

2 What factors can improve the workplace cultures and morale of human services?
List your understanding of what can contribute to front-line workers’ and profes-
sionals’ well-being.
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and changed by both outside and inside are likely to be severely limited in their
effectiveness’. However, unlike their claim to macro practice as the key driver
for changing the organisation, inside and out, we also want to argue that all
three areas of practice need to take account of the different levels of experience
in organisations for a complete understanding of work in human service organ-
isations. The three levels of social work intervention interact with the levels of
experience in human service organisations. These folds of experiential reality
help determine perceptions, relationships and knowledge frames in an organi-
sation. Spiralling out from the everyday service encounter between front-line
staff and client are the ‘behind the scenes’ work, such as staff meetings and
other formal and informal gatherings, that help to constitute office procedures,
staff supervision (including social work supervision) and the organised hierar-
chy. In order to unfold these layers and interconnections between staff and
clients we need to understand how they are experienced by both staff and
clients in different service settings.

A setting we examine in this chapter is a large public housing estate located
in the inner city of Sydney, Australia. The residents of this estate are among
the poorest Australians on social and socio-economic indicators. Some of the
unique features of human service organisations become apparent through this
discussion, including their focus on clients who are serviced by these organisa-
tions using social welfare values, such as promoting human well-being and
quality of life. Other examples provided in the chapter also demonstrate some
of the power imbalance between social work’s designated roles in organisa-
tions, clients and other staff. Briefly these levels are:

• Client and individual level: this level and the group-networking level are pri-
marily concerned with micro and mezzo experiences. This level includes
both the client and staff such as front-line and professional workers who
have unique and personal experience of the organisation.

• Group and networking level: this includes the sharing of information and
co-constructions of knowledge about clients, their risks and their needs.
Inter-professional and team collaboration can occur at this level to help the
organisation identify risk and needs of clients in such context. An important
dimension to sharing of information and programme development are com-
munication and interaction.

• Intra-organisational level: this level and the inter-organisational level are pri-
marily concerned with mezzo and macro experiences that focus on groups
and the wider community. At this level the experience of reality is more gen-
eral and diffuse. While all staff can be involved in the decision-making hier-
archy not all have control over the decisions and macro-interventions that
are made on behalf of clients.

• Inter-organisational level: this is perhaps the most challenging and difficult
area for understanding human service organisations particularly in under-
standing how change and programme development and delivery in organi-
sations can be enhanced and become more effective. 
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• Community and society level: in terms of contextualising social work practice
in human service organisations this is also a difficult level of experience.
Community and societal attitudes, networks and forces impinge in complex
ways upon how a service is delivered and the use of strategic practices, such
as empowerment, to enhance clients’ lives, their well-being and the capaci-
ties of their communities for local social welfare. 

Client and individual level

Maintenance is slow. If it’s a health problem like a bathroom you may get
it done faster but if it’s lighting – no it’s very slow. We had a fire down-
stairs a few years ago and it blew up the fridge and it came straight up.
We were promised that if they couldn’t get it off the walls and roofs
that they would come and paint – no such thing. They really botched it up.
(41-year-old woman on disability pension)

This quote from a Sydney housing estate resident illustrates how the physical
environment and services interact to create (or reduce) quality of life. This then
impinges upon the client’s perceptions of service use, and the front line of
organisations. The issues of organisational effectiveness and accountability are
complicated when service users are included in change and innovation strate-
gies. Social work ethics of self-determination and empowerment can be used to
justify the service user or client being heard or having a say in how services are
delivered. This, however, will require changes in certain processes and systems
within and across human service organisations.

Human service organisations are primarily focused on the client at the
individual level. Working in fine-detailed ways one-on-one with clients
requires staff to exercise empathy and good communication skills. Skills in
casework and case management require intensive training and practical
experience. Professionally trained social workers bring skills in individual
and group work, in administration and in community development. These
skills and their knowledge base will not only enhance the well-being of
clients but also contribute importantly to staff well-being and quality man-
agement processes. As this knowledge is programmatic and foundational in
social work this places the profession at the leading edge of human service
organisations. 

What skills and knowledge do competent social workers need to improve
clients’ experiences at the individual level of organisational work? Basic skills
in communication and personal interaction will impinge upon the front-line
worker–client interaction, the management of change and potential conflicts
within organisational teams. Qualified social workers need to develop consid-
erable competence in change management skills derived from both university-
based courses and their practice experience. In front-line relationships with
clients, organisations not only need ‘to have a good working understanding of
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the relationship and the expressed or implied contract from the very beginning,
but they also need to establish time for review and renegotiation’ (Egan,
1985: 170).

This level of experience involves the professional social worker in the ‘live’
learning of micro-practice. Merighi et al. (2005) discuss the professional expert-
ise needed for work with people with mental health needs including knowl-
edge, skill and approach. They argue that a skilled social worker’s substantive
knowledge is characterised by features such as ‘recognizing multiple viewpoints
and using an amalgam of information to create new knowledge’ (p. 716).
Several illustrations are given by these authors of how social workers frame this
knowledge and recast their skills as contextualised by the uncertainty and
change in a person’s life. 

A key criterion for developing a better understanding of the experiences of
social work clients is to take a wider perspective on their circumstances and
background or to see ‘the person-in-context’ (Fook et al., 2000). Merighi et al.
(2005: 717) draw on experienced social workers’ words to illustrate a ‘wide lens’
view of the client in context:

I have a natural inclination to work with families, and I actually have a per-
sonal philosophy that there is no such thing, no such person, as a person
with a mental illness. There are only families with mental illness … So that
is actually my guiding philosophy, and it’s how I work with most of the
people I come in contact with.

Their most consistent finding was that they were all ‘articulating ideas about
practice, reflecting upon their interventions, using theory appropriately and
creatively, and engaging skilfully and ethically in practice’ (Merighi et al., 2005:
722). How social work practice is then constrained by organisational capacities,
compliance and values given such expertise is a key concern for reflective
learning based on experience in social work. The degree of individual motiva-
tion, competence, knowledge, skills, aptitude and capacity needed in such
organisations are complex and multiple. Furthermore, there are a variety of
roles, responsibilities and work relationships that will establish over time which
means a mixing of multi-professional skill base with that of organisational
requirements in the work. 

Foundational skills at this level involve active listening and demonstration of
respect for the views of the clients themselves. The exchange of information
and views can start from these user interactions and be disseminated in various
ways through the organisation. We can listen to clients’ voices in relation to
how they perceive services and the organisations that deliver these services.
Understanding the point of view of clients also enables professionals and other
service workers to develop appropriate and sensitive practice.

In the following example there are a number of interventions that could be
made by a social worker and sanctioned by the service organisation. There are
also broader issues on this housing estate that affect the older residents:
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Somewhere to go for a cup of tea, somewhere to talk. Where they [the elderly]
can be safe. They don’t have to be in with a lot of young people, they don’t
want to be in with the rowdy teenagers. Teenagers should have their own kind
of drop in centre where the elderly should have theirs. If you are elderly you
don’t want to be around a lot of rowdy teenagers. (41-year-old woman on
disability pension, long-term resident)

The social worker could mediate on behalf of the older residents with the
young people and possibly bring the two parties – teenager and older resident –
together to work on some of their differences in a mediating environment. On
an individual level the social worker might end up working with ‘troubled’
youth and families, or finding more emotional and personal support for older
residents. There are a range of individual interventions that would be useful
such as ongoing meetings with both parties or work with the families of the
young people that leads to new strategies for change around services or parent-
ing. This is where a social worker’s individual advocacy and skilful response to
service users’ needs can be invaluable. This could involve the social worker in
complex processes of negotiating with his/her own organisation or networking
with and lobbying service providers across a range of organisations such as
hospital systems, schools and community health agencies.

Once clients’ needs and issues are identified, the personal history and
biographic case record becomes part of the information bank of human serv-
ices. How case records and other information are handled and communicated
is crucial to the internal negotiations and interactions of the organisation where
factors such as social class, gender, ‘race’ and location can play their part in
what information is shared or disseminated about clients. In this sharing serv-
ice organisations need to be aware of ethical issues of confidentiality, the mon-
itoring and control of clients and their families (Wearing, 1998). In Britain,
freedom-of-information legislation gives users the right to see their files and this
more open record sharing has raised ethical issues when information is used as
evidence say in abuse and assault cases (Dalrymple and Burke, 1997: 139–40).
Apart from the Freedom of Information Act 1999, which requires an applica-
tion process to view files, no Federal Act exists in Australia to allow for legis-
lated sharing of client files with users themselves. Nonetheless, individual
agencies do adopt the participatory framework more common in Britain and
encourage clients to view their files and co-construct the information in them
(see Wearing and Edwards, 2003, for examples of user–provider sharing of
client records).

Issues around how to improve the quality of practice and programmes at the
front line and higher up in the organisation, and the appointment of quality
staff play an important role in shaping organisational structures and gover-
nance. How often is it said as good management wisdom that ‘If you under-
stand all your staff from the bottom up and you have their respect you will be
a good manager’? How often, however, does the reality fall short of this in prac-
tice? This is where information sharing and interpersonal communication
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establish channels for negotiation around who and what activities will be done
in an agency or bureaucracy. Worker empowerment, for example as mentioned
in Chapter 1, is important on a daily basis for staff’s emotional and physical
well-being. The literature in the area suggests that flexibility in human service
employment such as job-sharing, working from home and ‘mental health’ days
can parallel good practice in formal ways such as sanctioned continuing educa-
tion and professional development (Turner and Shera, 2005: 87).

Group and networking level

As mentioned in Chapter 5 working in organisations at a team level creates
new areas of stress. Team members are responsible for managing close group
dynamics and negotiating issues of territory, career progression and equitable
workloads. These issues are particularly challenging for workplaces involving a
mix of professional, para-professional and non-qualified staff. Working on the
ground in a housing estate, for example, with limited resources means that
social workers need to be creative in their efforts to use organisational back-
up and expertise. In many cases this will mean going across organisations to
‘poach’ or network with social workers and other professionals in local hospi-
tals, health centres and so on. A creative use of these resources in cooperation
with management can strengthen the advocacy and community development
potential of organisational activity.

Staff changes can affect the quality and morale of the agencies, and organisa-
tional effectiveness (Riley, 2000). The key issue is how the internal capacity of
the organisation, comprising both professionals and managers, is used to make
new appointments. One way to go about this would be to use the creative ideas
and knowledge of the team and possibly clients in making an appointment.
Such a consultancy approach could help to match the team to the new appoint-
ment in terms of profile. In staff turnover and similar change situations finding
creative solutions and understanding the needs of the organisational culture in
managing change would be part of a proactive intervention from both the team
and management in cooperation.

The front-line of service delivery involves workers and clients who interact
in service encounters. It may also involve work relationships and friendships
between colleagues and sometimes, whether appropriately or not, between
clients and staff. The mix of everyday interaction and decision making is rich
in meaning and makes the organisational processes complex. How social work-
ers manage their image and, in particular, how they create a work identity sep-
arate to others may be a priority. Pithouse (1987: 23–4) highlights these
processes for social work in his study of an area social services office in
England:

The Area Office is a social world that provides both spatial and perceptual
reference for the meaning of work … The notion of ‘world’ emphasises
aspects of negotiation, process, identity and communication. … Aware of
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their poor image in the eyes of related occupations the members defend
themselves against a bruised and stigmatised identity. The sharing of sto-
ries, accounts and tales of deficiency in the would be critics helps to repair
a collective notion of competent practitioners. Through these group
processes a social world is constructed to provide reference for the mean-
ing of practice and a convivial setting for a sometimes embattled workforce. 

At the level of experience of the team and group networking across and
within professional, managerial and other front-line occupations (including
social workers), establishing the meaning of work and work identity becomes a
complex and fluid process. We have emphasised that it is important for social
work graduates and students to define and understand their own professional
identities within the context of organisational cultures and change. More so, the
strategic and tactical use of the self in encounters with management and other
professionals forms an important part of personal defences that give a clear
agenda for what such work can achieve in an organisation. In Chapter 8 we
develop this argument further through the lens of learning and ethics as devel-
oping personal qualities and virtuous practices that encourage others in role
modelling, among other things, leadership for human service organisations.
Such insight into the strategic use of professional and personal identity should
not be lost when working at the broader levels of intra-organisational and inter-
organisational change to which we now turn.

Intra-organisational level

This is the level at which management relates to professionals and to other sen-
ior staff in the organisation. At this level the communication between front-line
managers, in-line supervisors and managers and other agencies that affect inter-
nal decision making (including a management board and/or regulatory author-
ity) all become important in the organisational reality and hierarchy. There are
limits to what management can do for staff in particular situations within organ-
isations or for the organisational culture. However, it is usually recognised that
good intra-organisational practice in human services involves the facilitation of
change and sharing activities within the organisation.

Managers cannot ‘empower’ workers in the true sense of the word any more
than the latter can ‘empower’ clients. What is possible, however, is for managers
to utilise their power to bring changes and adaptations to the workplace which
will make it more probable that workers will experience their professional selves
as holding power. Managers can also encourage and promote participation in
power-sharing activities and roles beyond the organisation to accelerate a sense
of power (Turner and Shera, 2005: 91). We discuss client empowerment in the
later section on the community and society level of experience.

We have largely been discussing clients’ experience of service delivery, and
yet it is also important to consider that of workers. Managers and workers can
experience empowerment in realistic ways that give confidence and enable
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workers. It is the complex networks of front-line staff and management that
sometimes ‘muddle through’ and, at other times with clear cooperation, develop
and enhance programme effectiveness for clients. The question here for practi-
tioners is how managers, front-line staff and professionals relate to each other,
and how they relate to clients. The question is also, at the intra-organisational
level, how staff can achieve cooperation in doing so? The participatory frame-
work suggested in previous chapters can enhance such relationships and also
create a clear two-way communication process where front-line staff feel
included in decision making and organisational tasks.

Harris (1998) describes some of the relationship processes between local
managers, front-line staff and social workers in county social services. He sug-
gests the idea of linking up with superiors/managers and sideways with other
workers and para-professionals, and linking with social workers. Crucial to
these processes are how social work and supervision relationships are defined
by managers and how managers and social workers work together. In Harris’s
study,

front-line managers neither came across as simply ‘one of the workers’ nor
did any sense emerge of District Managers sharing goals with senior man-
agement. They emerge as people with their own objectives and priorities
who are at a ‘bottleneck’, facing both ways: responsible for the implemen-
tation of Departmental policy in the pursuit of the organisation’s legisla-
tive mandate and, at the same time, being exposed to the day-to-day
pressures of front-line social workers. (Harris, 1998: 102). 

Organisations do not operate in isolation of course and the internal and
external activities can all provide a healthy and fluid environment that encour-
ages and motivates the workforce. Cooperation between staff at the level of
intra-organisational experience can foster inter-organisational cooperation and
vice versa. Wearing (1998) argues elsewhere that a crucial part of this coopera-
tion in and across service organisations is network communication in inter-
agency meetings, community meetings and community forums in local areas.
This can mitigate against the unhealthy potential for inter-organisational rivalry
over clients and especially for competitively tendered contracts in an area. It
can also mitigate against unhealthy conflict and tensions within organisations
over what voices of change can help to drive change in service delivery. 

Making connections with other professionals and gaining the support of the
organisation and the network of providers can help to direct and manage intra-
organisational change. Gursansky et al. (2003: 116), for example, mention both
professional and organisational support as crucial in overcoming what they call
‘habitually inward-looking practice’ in case management. If no agency-based pro-
fessional team is established then setting up a group of disparate case managers
can pool resources and lobby for changes notably in gaining greater user control
of services. In gaining organisational support plans from such a group could link
workers’ activities with client goals and be compatible with the organisation’s

ORGANISATIONS AND MANAGEMENT IN SOCIAL WORK162

Hughes-Ch-07.qxd  8/7/2007  4:40 PM  Page 162



 

enterprise and funding (Gursansky et al., 2003: 116). Such strategies of team
building among workers and professionals in and across organisations also offer
collectivised hope and can improve morale particularly in periods of scarce and
decreasing resources for many human service agencies. The next section dis-
cusses inter-organisational concerns, noting especially community development
and partnership issues that can be strong activities of inter-collaboration between
local service organisations in social welfare systems.

Inter-organisational level

An illustration of inter-organisational co-operation can be found in a commu-
nity development project carried out during the late 1990s and early 2000s in
one of the socio-economically poorest suburbs in Australia, a suburb called
Claymore on the south-western tip of Sydney. This project, known as the
‘Animation Project’, was established by the Catholic-based St Vincent de Paul
Society to ‘animate’ or enliven the processes necessary to re-build community
supports and relationships in an economically depressed area. Their approach
was modelled on the conscientisation work they had used in communities and
villages in India and that was developed by Paulo Freire (1972) in Central
America. The project linked direct service organisations and residents of the
suburb to create greater community cohesion and feelings of safety in an area
otherwise known for vandalism and unsafe public space. The community
development workers who worked on the project say that it made a substantial
and noticeable difference to the personal and social lifestyles of those who lived
on the estate. The key worker said: ‘Claymore is an example of what kinds of
changes are possible with the support of a number of organisations working in
a way that respects and supports people at a local level’ (Paul Power quoted in
Kerjean, 2002). 

The Animation Project and other community development initiatives have
changed residents’ attitudes and the local social and physical environments of
housing estate areas in Sydney. The style of partnership emphasised in these
initiatives has been local, democratic and participatory, and has some parallels
with housing initiatives in Europe (see Geddes, 2000). What can the social work
profession provide in relation to inter-organisational strategies and broader com-
munity development issues? Local community projects such as the Animation
Project also demonstrate a need for community development and social action
undertaken either as professional social work or community work. The idea of
advocacy networks as involving social actors from individual activists and serv-
ice users to corporate and church-based organisations in social change strate-
gies is one example of how social work can work with broader justice and
global human rights concerns (Keck and Sikkink, 1999). 

In considering inter-organisational experience and strategies for intervention
certain modes of collective action supported by the social work profession need
to be taken with and on behalf of oppressed and vulnerable groups. The emerg-
ing policy context in the UK and Australia, which emphasises partnership
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arrangements between the state and local community groups who are self-
motivated by a social justice ethos, has led to new calls for community work
trained social workers. This new climate for community involvement and
development raises issues of styles of community development training and
professionalisation (Turner and Shera, 2005; Geoghegan and Powell, 2006).
There is also a converging skills literature between social work and social devel-
opment as a starting point in understanding new organisational forms and
initiatives in social welfare (see, for example, Keck and Sikkink, 1999).

As mentioned in Chapter 5, part of the practice base for organisational social
work is working on documents and submissions that enable new funding
arrangements for a service or in advocating changes for client groups of that
service. This professional activity is invaluable across organisations in a num-
ber of ways: feeding in inputs that bring about programme and possibly fund-
ing changes; informing the funders and other providers of services about client
needs; and encouraging the service to look towards policy and programme
change and keep ahead of developments in order to tender for funding. Such
work can be fraught with time- and energy-consuming issues for social work
on the ground. The following worker illustrates her frustration in a front-line
service area:

In the last submission I wrote, [the department] actually called me up and
said ‘You’ve been putting your work plans in for the same thing for the last
three years. Are you not going to change it?’ I said ‘Well, not until people’s
needs change!’ And they actually pulled up the fact that not many of the
workers from my centre attend meetings … They’re bullshit meetings basi-
cally and we don’t have time. I put interagency meetings as my goals and
they said ‘Why don’t you attend them?’ I said ‘Because we just don’t have
enough hours in the day to attend them’. Not unless they want to provide
us with extra funding. (Professional worker in a small Australian non-profit
organisation, cited in Meagher and Healy, 2003: 45)

One of the challenges for both front-line and professional staff working in
small and large human service organisations today is that they are often regu-
lated by funding agencies and larger organisations. Daily activities revolve
around new accounting, auditing and accountability frameworks that are about
creating relationships with funding organisations. We have mentioned that
modes of both social work supervision and work supervision have changed
because of the pressures from work intensification and more general manage-
rial measures. Also information sharing across agencies and professional cul-
tures is an issue of inter-organisational collaboration and partnership. In British
health and social care there are some agreed safeguards and legislation on
information sharing. Despite policy developments to facilitate such sharing the
reality of collaboration falls short with some professionals, such as doctors,
recalcitrant on sharing information with social services. Thus, a fuller model
that respects information sharing behaviour is restricted by inter-professional
and inter-organisational cultures (Richardson and Asthana, 2006: 665–6).
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What, then, of the voice of users at the inter-organisational level of experience?
On the Waterloo housing estate in Sydney residents expressed views on
how service organisations can be interlinked. They saw the wider spectrum of
services – from human services to commercial services – as directly affecting
their everyday needs, well-being and quality of life. The service users experi-
enced a lack of options and choices in what services to access and whether
these services are even available. This seems particularly the case where the
needs of disadvantaged and economically vulnerable clients are not met by
local infrastructure of human and health services, and other services such as
local shopping malls or commercial banks.

There has to be more places for people to go, I don’t mean elderly people
or young people, just people. People who don’t want to go to a club or go
somewhere and do something whether it be play chess or talk to some-
body, there just doesn’t seem to be a place around here to do that. You
can go to a café and drink coffee but you can’t sit there for hours and
hours ... There doesn’t seem to be a community centre you know. It needs
some sort of community centre where you can centralize a lot of things
that people want to do – library services, social workers, op shops, lam-
ington fairs. (42-year-old man with a physical disability (in a wheelchair),
long-term resident)

This quote from a physically disabled man indicates how the lack of a local
sense of ‘place’ can mitigate against well-being. Other examples can be drawn
from the hierarchy of organisations where managers in the new partnership
arrangements try to inform and establish links with local communities and
networks of service provider organisations. 

Winkworth (2005: 82) has argued in the area of employment services that
Centrelink, Australia’s social security office, has resources and organisational
capacities including front-line staff to ‘work with other services and community
groups to create employment pathways’. In her study she asked Centrelink
managers about their role in partnerships. This role was largely described as
‘intermediary’ between individuals and community groups. The following
quote from a manager illustrates this:

My role would be more along the lines of providing policy information and
putting that information in a context that the community can relate to so
they can actually see the benefits … you know we have a pretty good
understanding of our community, where they are coming from, what their
concerns are, what their fears are. And I think that puts us in a very good
position. A relationship of trust is always the first step in building partner-
ship. (Cited in Winkworth, 2005: 91)

In Britain there have been partnerships and collaborative efforts in areas
such as employment programmes and urban planning. These can be partner-
ships between organisations on a large scale with the need for trust, good
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communication and strong organisational capacities to bring about change such
as urban renewal. Williams (2006), for example, has recently assessed the
impact of collaborative partnerships between private and public sector organi-
sations on the renewal of Manchester city centre from 1997 to 2001 after the
bombing of the city centre by terrorists in 1996 (1200 properties and 43 streets
were damaged). A partnership formed between the city council, emergency
services, property landowners and property leaseholders and a task force was
set up that developed 50 projects within one programme aimed at urban
renewal. This urban renewal partnership was largely a success when measured
by physical and entrepreneurial standards in encouraging successful marketing
and investment in the city centre. The author, however, notes the equity issues
in such a process and the need for regeneration of ‘more disadvantaged neigh-
bourhoods with a more holistic and less physically dominant programme man-
agement’ (Williams, 2006: 205). It is important to consider investing in the
renewal of local or community areas as opposed to a singular focus on disad-
vantage in these communities. 

As shown in the example of the Claymore Animation Project, there is a good
deal more to effective working across sectors or services, and initiating and acti-
vating change in local communities than just government interventions and
funding. These changes are not always visible and certainly not achievable in
short-term and ‘knee-jerk’ resource or policy responses to so-called ‘problem
communities’. Some of the appropriate policy responses and inter-organisational
strategies will be framed in the context of new partnership and collaborative
arrangements. This can involve more critical responses via research and advo-
cacy to government and non-government organisational interventions that
make use of social work’s professional skill base in the area. The linking up of
organisations in such responses can create new issues for the networking and
overly formalised responses to a local community’s needs and voice in the pol-
icy process. Here again the organisational structures and processes need to be
sensitised to the experience and voice of clients and front-line staff in particu-
lar through clear channels of communication and information sharing across
services and professionals. How will policy be made on the ground and who is
being listened to as to the needs and wants of a local community or needed
local resources? In this we can include the role and response of social work pro-
fessionals in the necessary change process.

Community and society level

We now turn to the community and society level to finish our discussion of
experiencing organisation in human services. At this level staff and clients
develop an understanding of how social, political and economic forces struc-
ture and influence the environment of the organisation. It is at this level that the
organisation is directly shaped by such forces in which key social institutions
such as the family, religion, the market economy or state play an important
part. In this sense the capacities to empower clients to use services more
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effectively and/or staff to adopt more reflective and skilful approaches with
clients will depend upon the societal and community environment. Anything
less than strategic and careful development of community and societal capac-
ity by professional social workers will not create such social empowerment:

Empowerment is connected to the process of developing the consumer’s
capabilities, to their ability to improve their skills in acquiring resources …
And it is more important than whether they (consumers) acquire the
resources or not … I would say that my job as a social worker empower-
ing consumers is to provide tools, and my question is how my consumers
research the resources, rather than s/he now has it. (Social worker quoted
in Boehm and Staples, 2004: 453–4)

Can the efforts of professionals and other staff in human service organisa-
tions empower clients? As suggested earlier, ‘empowerment’ has different
meanings in management and professional social work literature. In social
work, empowerment usually means realigning personal or social resources that
can include both emotional and material assistance to a client. Harris (1997: 33)
takes a critical perspective on the use of the term arguing that in social work
empowerment is seen in an anti-oppressive approach as a politicising process
for clients or from within liberational frameworks as ambiguously tied to pro-
fessional knowledge and power that can be both constraining and liberating.
Some key points on the use of the term in social work are that:

Power is interactional: to understand it we must comprehend the behav-
iour of the powerless as well as the powerful. … Social workers talk about
empowering others, but if power is intrinsic to social work and social work-
ers are carriers not progenitors of power it is not necessarily theirs to sur-
render, or even share. (Harris, 1997: 29)

This is a more critical and perhaps cynical view of power in social work. The
view, nevertheless, helps us to ‘sharpen up’ how social work is implicitly
involved in power relations with clients and others. So that social work itself
cannot claim that it is not a part of the social and economic system or machin-
ery that creates oppression and domination. In the management literature
empowerment can refer to staff’s own empowerment to work harder or pro-
duce more for a company or organisation. In this literature there is often little
regard for empowering consumers or clients of the organisation for which there
is little bottom line in terms of profit maximising unless they are part of the
social welfare system where codes of practice and conduct require such regard
in variable and limited ways (see Chapters 6 and 8). Empowerment is therefore
an issue in social work education and practice, and managerial perspectives on
this can serve to further confuse the issue. 

It is difficult to argue that services today and the organisations that deliver
these services are involved in empowering clients in the way social work might
define this. If, however, we move away from a fixed understanding of giving
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resources to ones that embody relationships and networking in organisations –
linking up and communicating certain awareness to vulnerable and disadvan-
taged groups – perhaps, then, empowerment starts to take on a different
meaning. Starkey (2003: 273, 280–1) argues that the literature on empower-
ment in social work and human services can be divided into two conceptual
categories: the consumerist perspective, commonly found in health care, that
focuses on user’s voice; and, the liberational perspective, common to social
work, that focuses on oppression and social justice. This also reflects the divide
in service user participation arguments, as suggested in Chapters 4 and 6. The
consumerist view is dominant in professional practice and in human services
restructuring strategies. However, the use of the liberational view by social
work has sought to move beyond consumerist ideology in genuine and some-
times successful attempts to link clients into research processes and outcomes.
It has also strived to listen to the needs, wants and desires of communities and
individuals and directly support service user movements such as survivor
groups of mental health consumers. Aspects of this support include: develop-
ing clients’ capacities to control and choose dimensions of their quality of life;
showing respect for clients in that they are listened to and their self-respect is
enhanced; enabling them to be open about their trauma or health concerns;
involving them in groups and the community; contributing to and helping oth-
ers; and providing information and education to clients (Croft and Beresford,
1997; Starkey, 2003; Beresford and Croft, 2004).

There are important questions for social policy and social work that emerge
from discussion around empowerment and service users. What impact have the
privatisation, contracting out and associated managerial strategies of market-
oriented governments in Britain and Australia had on the possibilities for client
empowerment? The shift in Britain and Australia to contracted and Third Way
services and policy frameworks has created a new era of complex organisa-
tional forms in human services often with difficult, overlapping or competing
boundaries that enhance elements of chaos, resistance and power struggles
within and across these organisations.

Some lessons for social work practice can be learned and modelled from the
American experience, especially since the contracted model of service delivery
has dominated human service delivery in that country for the last 20 or more
years. Gibelman (2005: 467) has, for example, emphasised the need for social
work research and practice in the USA to be more aware of workforce changes.
To this we can add the need to understand how privatisation, global shifts in the
use and capacities of human service labour and new managerial techniques in
service delivery have combined. This combination of forces brought to bear
in human service organisations has constrained change and created, in some
contradictory ways, the possibilities for change and empowerment of clients
and staff. Such factors have also set new social policy arrangements and social
work’s labour process within these arrangements.

Further problems are raised in concentrated areas of low-income families
and social security recipients. What happens when culturally diverse clients
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come into contact with predominantly white and ‘middle class’ human service
organisations? Kossak (2005) looks at the role of trust in relationships between
client and social worker in culturally relevant service delivery in the USA. In
her study this need for trust with service providers was predominantly
gendered towards African-American men’s experience of the service. Women
clients, however, were more concerned to value ‘accomplishments, availability
and caring attitudes of workers’ (p. 192). 

Practice Example 7.2 Developing collaborative partnerships in
disadvantaged urban neighbourhoods

Brightley is a small city of around 50,000 people that has seen in the last 15 years
the loss of several key businesses, local services such as banking and shopping
facilities and, subsequently, sources for local employment. The local social service
office and Brightley City Council, along with several commercial operators and prop-
erty developers, are interested in creating a partnership to bring about urban
change and renewal in the area. There are a significant number of the Brightley
community who are aged and/or living on social security benefits, and are socio-
economically disadvantaged. Social work has a key role to play in assessing the
needs of disadvantaged people in the area and the ways in which private–public
partnerships can enhance quality of life and well-being. If social workers are going
to initiate a task force and partnership group, how would they go about this? What
would be the focus of their concerns? Williams (2006: 197) lists the flexible
framework developed for the renewal of Manchester city by partnership during
1997–2001, and this informs some of the Brightley Council’s thinking about urban
renewal in the local area. Some criteria for Manchester’s renewal included:

• restoration and enhancement of the retail core;
• stimulation and diversification of the city’s economic base;
• development of an integrated transport strategy;
• creation of a quality core city fit for the twenty-first century;
• creation of a living city by increasing its residential population; and
• co-ordination, delivery and promotion of the rebuilding programme.

The task for social workers and city planners is to ensure that commercial ben-
efits gained in the process also have community benefits that enhance the well-
being of disadvantaged members of the community. It is decided between planners
and social workers that a separate ‘community development enterprise’ or social
enterprise to the collaborative partnership would be set up. A social or community
development enterprise is a business run not for profit but to deliver benefits to
the community. This would help to ensure that such benefits from the collaborative
partnership might flow to the community through increases in social capital. Social
capital is defined as combining six elements in a community focus: the stock of
trust; reciprocity and mutuality; shared social norms; shared commitment and
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belonging; informal and formal social networks; and effective information channels
(Pearce, 2003: 74–5). Importantly the community development enterprise would
build a community-led common vision for social and economic action through a
series of community futures workshops. This would be based on the following
principles:

• that local development should be community led;
• that it should involve all community stakeholders: residents, local business

and industry, the public sector, and church and voluntary organisations;
• that developing a common understanding of the nature of a community and

its problems will lead to a common vision which in turn will lead to a common
purpose;

• that community development should be based on an equality of partnership
between stakeholders;

• that discussion about local development should lead to practical plans for
action; and

• that development should embrace, connect with and tackle social, economic
and environmental issues (Pearce, 2003: 88).

In the Brightley practice example, partnerships and collaborative arrange-
ments can work by linking up human service organisations with disadvan-
taged and economically depressed neighbourhoods. Practices such as
information sharing, inter-organisational networking and other collaborative
work, based in these partnerships, will benefit clients. Further, service users
have a major role in these partnerships in providing their views on commu-
nity needs and appropriate service responses. Social workers can use their
group and networking skills at this level of intra-organisational experience to
foster and develop such arrangements. The capacity for inter-organisational
collaboration will depend on the ability and willingness of senior management
to provide resources and planning to manage partnerships. 
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

1 How can social workers adjust their practice so that they are more responsive to the
experiences service users have when encountering human service organisations?

2 Using Practice Example 7.2, what are the tensions for service users in forming
these kinds of partnerships? What can be done to improve their experience of
collaboration?

Hughes-Ch-07.qxd  8/7/2007  4:40 PM  Page 170



 

Conclusion

Organisations that create, innovate and plan are more suited to change, includ-
ing resource changes, than those that do not ( Jaskyte and Dressler, 2005).
While change is desirable from the organisational environment, it is, however,
more likely that external bodies such as funding agencies or social and eco-
nomic policy agendas of a country or even local demands will determine direc-
tions for change or whether existing structures are maintained (Lune and
Oberstein, 2001). Change itself is counter-posed to organisational order and
stability. The order created in an organisational team or unit or in the organi-
sation in general is a result of individual and inter-subjective action (Strati,
2000: 94–8). As we have seen in this chapter, including clients’ and front-line
staff’s own experiences and perceptions in decision making can enable dynamic
and useful change in organisations.

This chapter has shown that both clients’ and workers’ experience and their
realities are fundamental to how social work can understand organisational
ethos, purpose and change in the current period of social service delivery.
Drawing upon areas of inspirational, rational and empirical material in the
social sciences, human services and social work we find both challenges to
social work as a profession and ways of moving forward in changing organisa-
tional structures. 

In Chapter 2 we described social work as inextricably linked to work in
organisations, particularly the complex formal organisations that Max Weber
described as public ‘bureaucracy’. We need to ask, to what extent is social work
involved in bureaucratic and potentially authoritarian processes? Or has the
profession now shifted into a nuanced and humane approach to organisational
practice? In our final chapter we discuss the humanising agenda of social work
in organisations, particularly in its focus on ethical and reflexive learning.
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8 Reflexive and Ethical

Organisational Practice

Introduction

Rather than providing a settled and unproblematic conclusion, we see our discus-
sion as contributing to ongoing reflexive learning in and about human service
organisations. Having fixed or rigid prescriptions for organisational practice will
not work because organisations and their environments are in constant change.
Additionally, the situations social workers confront are frequently indeterminate
and contingent upon their specific contexts. Thus social workers need to develop
ways of working and learning flexibly within organisations, balancing commit-
ments to society, to the profession, to the organisation, and to service users and
communities. Social workers also need to be aware of the social context for
organisations and the social constraints imposed on social work and other staff by
work in organisations. In this regard, we have highlighted issues such as values,
norms, discourses and culture as an important focus for understanding organisa-
tional change and for the management of this change. 

In this chapter we explore:

• the potential of moving beyond bureaucratic and managerialist modes of
operating;

• the role of professional ethics in organisations, including ethical decision
making and virtue ethics; 

• the value of a spontaneous, situated and practical ethics for organisational
practice;

• the importance of social workers demonstrating leadership and initiative in
change cultures; and 

• the significance of a critical reflexive approach to professional learning and
organisational practice.

Beyond bureaucracy and managerialism: networking and
learning organisations

‘Buck passing’ and ‘red tape’ are part and parcel of large formal organisations
in the health and human services. These organisations continue to contain
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many of the characteristics described by Weber’s bureaucracy ideal type. In
earlier chapters we acknowledged the front-line experience of working in such
organisations – referred to by Lipsky (1980) as street-level bureaucracy –
which, in its most damaging form, can categorise service users as objects of
service to be managed, ignored, patronised, and worse. McKevitt (1999) iden-
tifies professional decision making as crucial to equitable and effective service
delivery by the core public services. Recent studies in the United States high-
light the impact of neo-liberal reform on the everyday realities of service use
(Lurie and Riccucci, 2003). We argue, therefore, that much of social work prac-
tice in human service organisations should be about humanising the dehuman-
ising aspects of these bureaucratic machines. In part this involves exposing the
human elements in organisational and management systems and structures.
Crucially, it also involves enabling clients to assert their own humanity and
agency within these organisations by, for example, making advocacy and com-
plaints mechanisms easily available. 

How are changes to the social welfare system impacting on professional work
in these organisations? As discussed earlier in this book, we must be particu-
larly concerned with the impact of neo-liberal and managerialist reforms, such
as contracting out and service restructuring. These reforms have affected social
work’s capacity to deal with and learn from organisational change (Dominelli,
2002; Webb, 2006). However, while the social work profession has become
partly captive to these neo-liberal and managerialist practices, it has still been
able to assert some autonomy and control over workplace activities. Thus asser-
tions of the conservatism of the profession in light of this are potentially mis-
leading. As Dominelli (2002: 148–52) argues, strategic alliances in and across
professions, front-line staff and clients ensure stronger networks that are robust
in the face of managerial change and the neo-liberal privatisation of the welfare
state. However, writers such as Dominelli (2002) and Webb (2006) also alert
social work to the ‘short termism’ of managerial agendas that can trade off
effective services for economic efficiencies, ensuing budget cuts and the ideo-
logical drive for ‘competitive advantage’ in service delivery. These are agendas
that arguably further corrode networking, co-operation, partnership and
mutual respect between provider organisations in human services.

Interestingly, Egan (1985) foreshadowed some of these shifts in human
service work, particularly the need to shift from inflexible and bureaucratic
organisational structures and cultures to more flexible modes. He argues that
hierarchical organisational forms qua bureaucracies have failed and that net-
working is the new participatory mode of decision making (cf. Payne, 2000).
This approach may transform leadership and management:

The failure of various kinds of hierarchies to solve social problems has given
impetus to networking. An example in human services is the rapid growth of
self help groups. Networks provide what hierarchies cannot – horizontal
links. … As networking becomes more valued in the organization a different
style of management emerges, one that encourages autonomy and partici-
patory decision making. … Network-based approaches to authority, control
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and decision making are not displacing the pyramid with its claim of command
and control, but they are helping to humanize organizations and make them
more effective and efficient. (Egan, 1985: 208, 209)

Today social workers are required to be the organisational networkers par excel-
lence in attempting to ‘run ahead’ of too much organisational formality and eco-
nomic efficiency. Nonetheless, there are key challenges. For example, excessive
risk management and accountability documentation, in particular, seem to cre-
ate a hyper-bureaucracy rather than one freer of formality. 

Networking is also essential between organisations and within their local
communities. However, the extent to which human service organisations are
embedded within their local cultures and communities varies considerably. The
way local relations are constituted within the organisation may enable particu-
lar workers to operate with some autonomy and discretionary control. For
example, if workers live in the area they can develop local knowledge about the
people who live there and the services that are used. They could also develop
stronger biases for or against clients in the area based on their subjective knowl-
edge of local cultures. Lune and Oberstein (2001), in a study of three
HIV/AIDS organisations in New York City, show how the relations in which
organisations are embedded can determine constraints and opportunities for
organisational change, learning and growth. 

Networking within and across organisations stimulates an openness in learn-
ing from others, which in turn may facilitate intra- and inter-organisational
change. The concept of ‘communities of practice’, discussed in Chapter 5, is
grounded in the idea that networks of people naturally form around common
interests and concerns (Wenger et al., 2002). By engaging with each other and
exploring possible solutions to key problems, a spiral of learning emerges,
which improves confidence and competence. These networks or communities
are a crucial resource for organisations in times of organisational change.
Facilitating such networks is one strategy an organisation can take in becoming
a learning organisation. Other strategies that encourage organisational learning
include: 

• critical reflection;
• embedding critical reflection within organisations;
• encouraging participation by all stakeholders;
• service user involvement; and
• addressing managerial practice and analysing its effectiveness in advancing

general and organisational policy. (Baldwin, 2004: 174–5)

In order for social workers to play a part in humanising the organisations
they work in and with, there is a need to imagine and implement locally sensi-
tive, participatory and user-friendly programmes. Social work practice is
located within and across varied organisational and community contexts. From
our perspective, much is to be gained, within modern service organisations, by
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a shift from depoliticised bureaucratic work to new forms of political, policy
and advocacy networking. This is not a managerialist form of networking,
whereby predetermined organisational goals are achieved through carefully
controlled collaborative strategies. Rather, it is a networking that relies on a
plurality of actors who take collective action and embark together on a journey.
For Folgheraiter (2004: 163) this involves a reflexivity in shared learning –
exploring indeterminate ad hoc solutions – ‘as they undertake courses of action
unknown to them at the outset’. We regard this reflexivity as being willing to
act spontaneously in response to new organisational mandates and formal
structures from a value stance that includes doing the least harm, justice, and
compassion for others. 

It is important for social work to remember that much of its effectiveness has
been based in anti-bureaucratic and humane approaches that assist clients in
their negotiation of large organisations. For us, it is essential that social work
values inform the ways in which we work flexibly across organisations and
communities and the ways in which we stimulate organisational learning.
Putting social work values into practice requires an awareness of ethical issues
and dilemmas and a capacity to negotiate these in the everyday life of the
organisation. 
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

1 What might be some challenges for social workers in their attempts to ‘run ahead’
of bureaucratic processes?

2 Consider an organisation you know something about. What opportunities are there
for increasing intra- and inter-organisational networking? How could increasing net-
working assist in increasing knowledge and learning within the organisation?

Professional ethics in organisations

Ethical judgment and decision making

The professions, such as social work, are involved in a reflective understanding
of their own and others’ ‘right conduct’. In human service organisations, profes-
sional ethics can be distinguished from morals in that they are informed in part
by formal codes of ethics and training in ethical decision making (Beauchamp
and Childress, 2001; Lonne et al., 2004). Ethical practice within organisations is
also informed by organisational protocols and practice standards. Thus, like other
professionals, social workers reason, make judgments and take action on the basis
of their knowledge and expertise both as professionals and as organisational oper-
ators. They are also inevitably constrained by the limits of this knowledge and
expertise, as well as by the potential for conflict between their dual profession and
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organisational responsibilities. We have argued earlier in this book that manage-
rialist and technocratic ideology appear to have undermined social work values
in some organisational settings. Thus, as recognised in codes of ethics (e.g. British
Association of Social Workers, 2003), negotiating the tensions between organisa-
tional and professional responsibilities is an increasingly explicit script for prac-
tice in human service organisations. 

Research and scholarship on professional ethics make a useful distinction
between normative and applied ethics, which help us understand these tensions
within and between professional and organisational responsibilities. Normative
ethics focuses on determining right and wrong courses of action. They include
consequentialist ethics (e.g. utilitarianism), which suggest that right behaviour
should be determined by what the outcomes of that behaviour might be. They
also include deontological ethics, which focus on individual duty regardless of
the consequences. Codes of ethics invariably reflect a deontological position in
the way they set out the principles for practice to which professionals are
obliged to conform. The commonly expressed values of social work derive
from normative biomedical ethical frameworks (e.g. as developed by
Beauchamp and Childress, 2001). They include:

• Human dignity and worth: 
• ‘every human being has a unique worth’; 
• ‘each person has a right to well being, self-fulfilment and self-determination,

consistent with the right of others’ (p. 4).

• Social justice: ‘each society has an obligation to pursue social justice, to pro-
vide maximum benefit for all its members and to afford them protection
from harm’ (p. 4).

• Service to humanity: ‘The fundamental goals of social work service are:
• to meet personal and social needs;
• to enable people to develop their potential’ (p. 6).

• Integrity: ‘The social work profession values honesty, reliability and impar-
tiality in social work practice’ (p. 6).

• Competence: ‘The social work profession values proficiency in social work
practice’ (p. 6). (Australian Association of Social Workers, 1999: 4–7)

These values help the social work profession frame and focus on broader pro-
fessional issues, such as maintaining integrity and competence in face of
change, external organisational pressures and possible conflicts among funders,
providers and users of services.

However, codes of ethics can only act as guides to ethical conduct in our
everyday practice in organisations. Beyond these we apply our own assump-
tions, world views, histories and experiences to any particular situation we
encounter. Applied ethics is interested in everyday ethical practice: how we nego-
tiate and resolve ethical conflicts and dilemmas in real situations. From this
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position, it is possible to recognise that in some situations there may be no
clearly identifiable right course of action. The actions we claim to be virtuous
and right may not be the ones we are able to choose and follow through with.
Organisational contexts increase this moral complexity because the competing
interests within and without the organisation – such as those of clients, staff, vol-
unteers, funding bodies, managers – are often difficult to accommodate. 

In complex organisations the mix of interactions and communications means
that it is sometimes hard to decipher how decisions in difficult situations are
made, and how ethical reasoning came into play. Figure 8.1 provides an outline
of how judgment and reasoning can be used in making ethical decisions. This
feedback loop model on ethical decisions is designed to acknowledge and/or
include diverse stakeholders in outcomes and at various points in the process.
An awareness of possible outcomes and sensitivity to democratic process and
inclusiveness can help to make such decisions balanced, holistic and definite in
their transparency. Transparency on who makes such ethical decisions, when
and where, and in what kind of process is especially important for users.

A further issue involved in ethical judgment and decision making is the feel-
ings experienced and the emotions expressed in the situation. Earlier in the
book we critiqued arguments that downplay or problematise the role of emo-
tions in decision making and organisational change. For some, being a profes-
sional and being committed to professional ethics means being able to
transcend emotion. For us, there is no doubt that it is important that social
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FIGURE 8.1 Ethical framing and decision making in organisational settings
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workers identify and set aside feelings of like and dislike when providing
services equitably. However, to ignore emotion ignores an important source of
information about the situation – our intuitive and psycho-physiological under-
standing – and threatens to result in unconscious emotional responses for which
we are unaccountable. The challenge for professionals is to ensure that their
emotional responses are ‘other directed’ in that they are used to better under-
stand the service user’s experiences (Hugman, 2005). In the following hypo-
thetical practice example a team is faced with a complex family situation that
requires careful and sensitive ethical decision making.

Practice Example 8.1 Practical ethics, organisational
mandate and family violence

Bree works in a youth centre, which to assist in managing resources has a policy
of focusing workers’ actions on young people’s immediate presenting issues rather
than investigating broader contextual issues. Bree was recently referred a case
involving a 16-year-old male, Anthony, who has been accused of assaulting his
father. Anthony is an only child and lives with his parents. When Bree and a col-
league visited the family, Anthony’s father threatened to charge him as he said that
this was not the first time such an incident had occurred. His mother appeared very
passive and deferred to her husband when questioned. Bree arranged a separate
meeting with Anthony; however, he was not forthcoming in explaining his behaviour
other than to say that he hates his parents and wasn’t going to cooperate. 

Bree discussed the matter with her supervisor and colleagues in a team meeting.
There was considerable discussion about the situation and what might have con-
tributed towards Anthony’s actions. Based on Bree’s account of the interview with
Anthony’s parents, some suspected that Anthony’s father may be a perpetrator of
domestic violence and this may have been the initiator of Anthony’s own behaviour.

In this case a number of workers, Bree included, feel it is essential that the
agency investigate more fully the possibility of wider domestic violence occurring
within the family. The centre manager is reluctant to pursue this given the agency’s
mandate to respond to presenting issues. The framing of the problem by the organ-
isation’s policies would preclude acting on this suggestion of the father’s violence,
unless there is clear evidence of it having taken place. They are concerned that a
referral to police or other agencies may not be responded to immediately given the
lack of evidence. 

Bree and her supervisor consult together and try to reframe the problem from a pro-
fessional perspective rather than an organisational perspective. An immediate deci-
sion and course of action might be to meet with the mother to find out further
information and then to act to protect the mother and Anthony if violence is identified
as being initiated by the father. Both decide that in this instance the most ethical
response is to pursue this avenue even though this action is not directly in line with
the organisation’s policy. They then take this to their manager and are able to convince
her that this is the most appropriate ethical response in this unique situation.
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In this practice example there is an emerging conflict between staff views and
organisational policy. An ethical value which could focus organisational think-
ing is prevention of harm. Following the ethical framing process presented in
Figure 8.1, it might also be possible to identify other values, which support or
possibly contradict the prevention of harm principle. One possible tension
might be with the value of working competently within organisational systems
and policies. An ethical problem has been identified and a decision needs to be
made about whether or not to further investigate the possibility of wider
domestic violence. Bree and her supervisor weigh up their professional respon-
sibilities in light of this problem. They decide in this instance that the organisa-
tional policy is not facilitative of ethical professional practice and they take this
view back to the centre manager. This results in agreement to breach the pol-
icy in this instance; this might feasibly lead to a re-evaluation of the policy itself.
A longer-term strategy may be for the workers to undergo professional devel-
opment in ethical decision making. The complexity of the decision making in
this instance demonstrates how ethical decisions and reflection can assist in
organisational learning and embed new practices within an organisation. 

The responsible social worker

Social work responsibility is a broader concept than that of professional
accountability as discussed in Chapter 6. It is about taking responsibility for
professional actions in organisations and, more generally, in society. The
ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle related responsibility to virtuous actions
and irresponsibility to vice. Social work ethics can also be framed in this way:
‘The role of the virtuous social worker is shown to be one that necessitates
appropriate applications of intellectual and practical virtues such as justice,
reflection, perception, judgement, bravery, prudence, liberality and temper-
ance’ (McBeath and Webb, 2002: 1015). While this approach – referred to as
virtue ethics – is often framed as a normative ethical theory, McBeath and Webb
recognise that these virtues can emerge in a less determinate and more inter-
pretive and reflexive way in everyday practice. They argue that this is a coun-
terpoint to the defensive style of practice that can emerge in organisations
driven by economic, administrative and managerialist concerns, where being
‘professional carries the ideas of closure, competency and control’ (McBeath
and Webb, 2002: 1016).

In organisational practice we suggest that social work responsibility takes
both passive and active forms (Bovens, 1998). As discussed in Chapter 6, pas-
sive responsibility relates to accountability for past action taken. ‘To be account-
able is to be in a position to give an explanation for one’s actions – with reasons
and justifications’ (Shardlow, 1995: 67). Active responsibility relates to attempts
to become more virtuous and more responsible in future action. Such action
might arise, for example, from a commitment to anti-discriminatory, anti-
oppressive and critical practice models. Inevitably there are differences in the
degree and form of responsibility that people can take in certain situations.
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A child or teenager, for example, is unlikely to have the emotional and cognitive
awareness to know how to act responsibly in all adult contexts. As Bovens
(1998: 23) writes, ‘there are many responsibilities which can differ according to
context, the discourse and the views of the speaker’. These include responsibil-
ity as task (e.g. being responsible for doing something) and responsibility as
capacity (e.g. a person with dementia being seen as responsible or not for their
actions). 

Being a responsible social worker is about pursuing virtuous actions as a pro-
fessional and discerning correct or appropriate actions. As discussed earlier,
this may create tensions with organisational goals or duties. For example, social
workers may find themselves at odds with management committees or CEOs
over the right course of action in a specific situation. A key concern is how
social workers can become more aware of the effects, including possible harm,
they have on clients, colleagues and others. There is also a place for the human
qualities and virtues that facilitate ethical decision making. Qualities such as
courage, determination, honesty and respect could all be part of a professional
ethic and identity. 

Compassion, in particular, is one virtue that can emerge as a spontaneous
emotion and may, in the face of a bureaucratic encounter, serve to humanise
the experience of service assessment or delivery. ‘Professional ethics may (per-
haps even must) attend to compassion because it involves the recognition of the
person, or situation, in a way that demands a moral response’ (Hugman, 2005:
66). This is not to forget that before the institutional welfare state of the twenti-
eth century much charitable giving was, as Sennett (2003) argues about welfare
history in the USA, based on ‘sentimental compassion’ or a compassion that
blurs the difference between control and caring. An unconditional and sponta-
neous compassion is giving without sentimentality, and without the ‘largesse’ of
institionalised Christian or other faith-based ethics (Sennett, 2003: 127–40).

Increasingly governments have been promoting new ways of regulating
workers in the social and human services, including social workers. For some,
the introduction of codes of practice and the registration of social work by gov-
ernment are seen as unnecessary intrusions into professional autonomy, which is
already monitored – albeit infrequently and inconsistently – via codes of ethics.
For others, however, these accountability strategies provide clearer practice
standards and extra levels of accountability needed to protect service users and
maintain quality of service. Arguably, they also place social work on a par with
other regulated professions, such as law and medicine, and add greater legiti-
macy to social work as a professional endeavour. From our perspective, they
also provide a further touchstone for active responsibility: ‘the realisation that
one will or might be held to account, the passive side of responsibility, stimu-
lates people to behave responsibly, the active side’ (Bovens, 1998: 39).

Three contemporary strands of ethical theory, identified by Hugman (2005),
illuminate strategies for social workers to act responsibly in the front line of
organisational practice. First, a pluralist approach enables different normative
stances on values and a flexible approach to the implementation of codes of
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ethics and practice standards. This can allow for some overlap between profes-
sional and organisational values, such as compassion, duty of care, recognition,
respect and minimising harm. Reflecting on the ways in which ethical princi-
ples are variously applied in practice provides an opportunity to learn and
improve practice.

Second, discursive ethics involves an open discussion of what is right and good.
According to Hugman (2005: 137) a high level of generality can result from a
discursive process that ‘has the potential to enable all those who are partici-
pants in practice to speak and be heard’. We see this as a particularly important
approach as it can bring social workers, managers, clients and communities
together in conversations about practical matters that are of ethical concern.
Such conversations are necessary where the work of human service organisa-
tions cuts across professional values and clients’ interests, and where there are
coercive statutory powers. For example, the removal of a child in an abuse sit-
uation from an Aboriginal or ethnic minority family requires discursive
processes that acknowledge both general social justice concerns and the need
to minimise harm in particular situations.

Third, recent developments in feminist, postmodern and environmental
ethics provide new understandings of right and good practice. Each of these
approaches has its own complexities of arguments. However they have in com-
mon a concern with the contingencies of practice, which illuminates ethics as
gendered, socially constructed and relative to partial truth claims (Hugman,
2005). These approaches parallel some of the ‘upstream’ metaphors of organi-
sational theory discussed in Chapter 2. 

These three approaches can inform more responsible social work practice in
organisations, especially in terms of work with marginalised and disadvantaged
clients and communities, such as black people and people with disabilities.
Dominelli (2002: 44–7), for example, suggests that exclusionary processes are
rooted in inequality and created in the service vocabulary of a ‘them–us’ dyad
based on deep-seated social divisions, including ‘race’, gender, sexual identity,
age, disability, mental health and social class. These dyads inferiorise those
who are ‘one-down’ and thus act to exclude ‘the other’. Dominelli’s (2002:
140–52) anti-oppressive approach to organisational change disrupts these dyads
by encouraging negotiations and alliances across and within networks and
services.

As Banks (2002) and Hugman (2005) argue, we cannot always do what we
prefer to do. Everyday organisational practice will always limit the extent to
which social work values and aspirations can be fully realised. However, in
striving to become more responsible, social workers can explain and account
for their past actions, reflect on these and learn from their mistakes, and aim to
better express social work virtues in the future. Our knowledge of social work
virtues and ethical principles and dilemmas provides a basis for thinking
through the possible ramifications of practice: the consequences of making one
decision over another. Hugman’s (2005) questioning approach is useful in this
regard: 
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It is the purpose of ethics to pose questions that challenge thought and
action, that call attention to what is good and what is right. In this sense,
ethics, whether as an ethos or as codified sets of principles, should be
both unsettling and unsettled. Ethics is unsettling because consideration
of ethics causes us constantly to examine the values and principles that
are embodied in our own practices. This may place demands on us or pres-
ent us with difficult choices. There are no easy formulae for ethical deci-
sion making. Ethics is also unsettled, because it necessarily remains
unfinished. (Hugman, 2005: 160) 

Organisational leadership and change cultures 

One of the ways in which social workers can become more responsible is to exer-
cise leadership within human service organisations. In Chapter 4 we noted that
this may involve not just undertaking formal leadership roles, such as becoming a
manager, but also exercising informal leadership capacity. Healy (2004) also high-
lights a potential role for social workers as practice leaders in the diversified
human services labour market. Inevitably, though, social workers need to be able
to work cooperatively and strategically with others who are in leadership roles,
including non-social work qualified managers and other professionals. How they
do this is particularly crucial in times of organisational change. 

Organisational change is affected by a wide range of dynamics. Throughout
this book we have highlighted the impact of environmental change on organi-
sational change. Recent research suggests that the funding of large non-profit
organisations is particularly vulnerable in times of economic change (Berman
et al., 2006) and thus managerialist strategies can be seen partly as a response
to reducing social welfare budgets. Organisational change is also sensitive to
internal relationships, emotions, interaction and processes. In times of organi-
sational change, organisational culture – which comprises symbol systems,
shared meanings, micro-cultures, subcultures and countercultures – sets the
mood for decision making and influences communication processes and infor-
mation sharing ( Jones and May, 1992). Culture manifests as ‘rituals, stories,
humour, jargon, physical arrangements and formal structures and policies as
well as informal norms and practices’ (Martin, 2000: 55). For organisational
change to be successful, organisational culture may also need to change.
However, as discussed in Chapter 3, such a culture should facilitate debate and
creativity, rather than try to impose a predetermined corporate culture on
organisational members.

It would be interesting to observe closely the different leadership styles in
human service organisations and see who advocates and who resists change.
From a social work perspective, one concern might be how to move beyond top-
down or Machiavellian styles and encourage collective and participatory action.
In a top-down or upwardly accountable service culture, senior management
inevitably have a partial and limited view of front-line reality and the world of the
client. There are real dangers that people in these positions may reduce and
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stereotype individuals. Both front-line staff and clients have useful knowledge and
skills and frequently have legitimate grievances with organisational processes and
strategies. In social work, as suggested in Chapter 6, silencing such voices could
not only be seen as oppressive, but also as reducing the range of valuable
resources upon which organisations can draw for their change initiatives. Social
workers occupy unique positions in human service organisations. By engaging in
and with organisational change strategies they may be able to promote an inclu-
sive, participatory and bottom-up change agenda.

Social workers can also become more aware of change strategies that
introduce subtle coercive practices within the organisation. For example, new
computer-based information management systems can act as a social control
mechanism through the surveillance of staff and clients. How this information
and knowledge is transferred into decisions and action should be a key concern
for social work for two reasons. First, we are aware that there are commonly
particular groups within society – often among the most marginalised and
powerless – that are subject to the heaviest surveillance and scrutiny. Second,
we are also aware – for example, through the debates around evidence-based
practice – that knowledge is often contestable and that it does not always feed
easily into decision making processes. 

Thus, from our perspective, social work’s orientation towards organisational
change should reflect a wider social change agenda. That is, how we critique,
engage with and lead organisational change should be informed by values such
as social justice, empowerment and increased participation in society. This is
not to imply that all organisational change should be large-scale: there is eman-
cipatory potential in everyday practices (Healy, 2000). However, social work
should take care not to promote such change in an overly deterministic and
unreflexive manner. As Healy (2000: 61) argues, the ‘liberatory claims of criti-
cal social workers are bound to be regarded with suspicion by those whose
experience of welfare practices have been anything but liberatory!’ 

Learning for reflexive organisational practice

This last point highlights what for social work is an ongoing concern and
dilemma: that in spite of our rhetoric and best intentions, sometimes social
work exacerbates social injustice rather than ameliorates it. This concern strikes
at the heart of social work values and our self-identity as a profession. It has
spurned the growth of critical practice in its many forms, such as anti-oppressive
practice, radical social work and structural social work. Yet, these critical
approaches are themselves not beyond their own critique in that there is the
potential for them also to become hegemonic and dogmatic, just like orthodox
or traditional social work (Healy, 2000). Additionally for us this reflects the con-
tingencies of the relationship between theory and practice in social work rather
seeing one as determining the other. 

However, in critiquing the limits of and dilemmas in social work’s social justice
mandate, it is important not to throw the baby out with the bathwater. That is, we
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must recognise that social work is of society – especially the social work practised
within the statutory realm – and that consequently it is unreasonable to expect
the profession not to reflect something of the plurality of views and values pres-
ent within society. Indeed many of the core values of social work, such as respect
for human dignity and individual freedom, are central values in western democ-
racies. Similarly we must also recognise that the difficulties faced by the profes-
sion in some areas do not negate the successes in other areas. From our position,
a critical reflexive stance is essential when evaluating practice. Such an approach
would learn from mistakes but also celebrate successes. 

In organisational contexts, reflexivity involves an ongoing folding back of learn-
ing through experience and knowledge onto the organisation and its workers
(Clarke, 2001; Egan and Kadushin, 2004). Crucially it also involves an awareness
that we are not outside our own critique and that we should subject ourselves, as
organisational operators, as well as others to ongoing scrutiny. A reflexive approach
emphasises the contingencies of social work practice and its decision making and
the emergent nature of organisational change. It recognises that knowledge is con-
textual and contested, and that overly technical approaches to practice – ‘how to
guides’ – will inevitably be limited in the face of complex, multi-dimensional and
often ambiguous practice situations. Reflexivity also involves a striving for double-
loop learning, as conceptualised by Argyris and Schön (1978), where response to
error comprises not a simple correction in line with existing objectives but a trans-
formation of the underlying normative order of the organisation.

So how can social workers develop a reflexive approach to knowledge and
learning in and about organisational practices? Certainly one resource is the
formal body of knowledge developed within social work and other disciplines
as it relates to these different practices. This would incorporate knowledge that
conforms to the principles of evidence-based and best practice. It would
include research on service user experiences and expectations. For our pur-
poses, it also includes the extensive body of theory from management and
organisation studies, particularly the sociology of organisations. Another
resource is the learning that the organisation itself obtains through its own sys-
tems (e.g. information management systems). Human service organisations
increasingly rely on their own internal processes to generate information about
how they are operating and how services are being delivered and received. The
concept of the ‘learning organisation’ incorporates this sense that organisations
can collect and draw on a wealth of information to inform their ongoing devel-
opment, including making use of organisational memory so that staff turnover
does not lead to ‘reinventing the wheel’ (Gould, 2000). 

Another resource for social workers in developing their knowledge of
organisational practices is themselves and their colleagues. The concept of the
‘reflective practitioner’ (Schön, 1983) embodies the idea that practitioners are
engaged in a constant learning process by engaging in action, applying knowl-
edge as action takes place, reflecting on action taken, and planning and prepar-
ing for future action. Reflective practice requires the social worker to use their
whole self in integrating knowledge and learning into their work. Specific
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strategies can be adopted to facilitate reflection and to develop an awareness of
practice within wider social and cultural contexts, including power inequalities.
These include observations of practice, reflective journals, reading, information
sharing and discussion with colleagues, supervision and other professional
development activities. 

In engaging in these different strategies, we need to think critically about them,
their relevance to the work at hand, and their impact on service users and commu-
nities. An important contribution from postmodern ideas is the notion that knowl-
edge is not benign and that assertions of the ‘truth’ need to be unpacked and
critiqued (Sellick et al., 2002). For us, this involves questioning not just the ways in
which others construct knowledge and assert it as truth, but also the ways in which
we ourselves do this. Sellick et al. (2002: 496–7) identify a series of questions on our
sources of knowledge that are aimed to ‘clarify where we speak from’, that is, the
values, interests and assumptions that are normally hidden:

• What frames of mind am I bringing to this situation?
• What am I taking to be the facts of the situation?
• Why did I orient to these particular facts rather than others?
• What am I not seeing in this situation?
• Would someone whose gender, social location, professional indoctrination

or culture is different from mine orient differently to this situation?
• Where did I learn this ‘way of looking’?
• Whose voice is being exercised in this knowledge? Is it mine or someone else’s?
• What are the cultural, gender or epistemic bases implicit in this way of looking?
• Is my own experience represented in this knowledge?
• Is there some personal experience which is silenced by this knowledge?
• Do I recognise myself and my experience in this way of speaking my

knowledge?
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REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

1 Consider the times when you have felt frustrated by not having a ‘how to’ guide
to social work practice. What benefits might have been gained from such a guide
(if it existed) and what might have been some of the limitations?

2 What are some strategies that help you learn best? How could these be used in
a regular and structured way to facilitate reflective practice?

Conclusion

Reflexive and ethical social work practice in organisations confronts the indeter-
minacies of organisational work. According to Folgheraiter (2004: 133), social
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work practice is like an ‘adventurous journey’ where what matters ‘is not the
certainty of where one is going but the achievement of good arriving’. A good
arriving comes from not just having good intentions. We must take action and, in
doing so, be prepared to make mistakes and be held to account for these mistakes.
A critical reflexive approach allows for different possibilities within action and
recognises that mistakes will be made. But what is important is to learn from these
experiences. It is not a panacea, nor is it a justification for inaction. 

Of course social workers are not alone on their ‘adventurous journey’. We
have fellow travellers – service users – who are not so dissimilar or separate to
ourselves (Healy, 2000). (Indeed it is not hard to imagine that many if not most
social workers may at some point in their lives become a user of social work
services.) Parton and O’Byrne (2000: 76–8) frame social work reflexivity as
workers and users engaging in co-construction and co-dialogue. While it is
important not to ignore our own authority – such as that accorded by our
organisational or statutory role – so too is it important not to ignore the author-
ity service users have, particularly in relation to their own lives and stories. A
networked and open teamwork approach to practice (e.g. Payne, 2000;
Folgheraiter, 2004) acknowledges the relationships between social workers,
other workers and service users as crucial in achieving a good arriving.

In this book we have sought to explore some of the tensions involved in
social work practice in contemporary human service organisations. We have
strived to achieve a balance between a critical and a practical approach. We
recognise that social workers work within managerialist and bureaucratic
organisations and we acknowledge that they will need to engage with neo-
liberal agendas regularly in their day-to-day work. Nonetheless, there are many
opportunities for social workers to influence these organisations in line with
social work values and our awareness of the needs and rights of clients and
communities. Being an effective social worker in human service organisations
means maintaining responsibilities to the organisation and its management, to
the profession, to clients and communities, and to wider society. 

These various commitments and the strategies that flow from them cannot be
handled in a guidebook fashion. Each chapter of this book makes a case for the
teaching and learning of crucial dimensions to good practice in social work with
organisations. This has included the dimensions of reflection, knowledge,
theory, skills, technical understanding, values, evidence, accountability, experi-
ence, responsibility and learning. We have suggested that a way of integrating
this material is to develop and nurture in social work a practical ethics for nego-
tiating the dilemmas involved in everyday practice. This would make use of
codes of ethics and codes of practice but would not implement these in an
overly deterministic manner. We have also argued in this chapter and through-
out the book that a critical reflexive approach is best suited for developing a
sustained critique around social justice issues and for integrating a wide range
of knowledge into organisational practice. Importantly, social work itself would
not be beyond the boundaries of this critique.
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