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Abstract

It is well established that the social work profession endures problems in recruiting
and retaining social workers, especially within children and family teams, but
reasons for these problems are not fully understood. The inner-workings of social
work are little known outside the profession itself, contributing to a climate of public
misunderstanding and vilification. The purpose of this study is, therefore, to open a
small window on the world of social work practice, and give fresh insight into why
recruitment and retention problems exist, and how they might be resolved.

Using a case study of a Children’s Services Directorate this study seeks to explore
factors contributing to recruitment and retention problems by examining the
experiences of employees in four area offices. Documentary analysis of local data,
an ethnographic study of the daily lives of social workers, semi-structured in-depth
interviews with eighteen social workers, and a nominal group technique group
interview with twenty eight senior managers combine to illuminate the issues at the
heart of recruitment and retention of social workers.

Although capture of the ecology of social work practice in a universal sense is
beyond the aims of this study, a realistic ‘snapshot’ of social work within North City
is achieved. Local North City vacancy and turnover rates that exceed national
levels helped identify a need for a new ‘real time’ vacancy rate that more closely
reflects front line experiences, when compared to the rate calculated using a
traditional formula. The data reveals challenges and rewards in being a social
worker, high levels of resilience, the emotive nature of practice, and wide-ranging
complexities associated with recruitment and retention. Disparity in the senior
management and social worker relationship contributes to front line workers feeling
of undervalued, despite sharing the ultimate aim of protecting and improving the
welfare of children. The study indicates the need for careful consideration of how
poor communication between senior managers and social workers, and lack of
acknowledgement of the emotive nature of practice, feed negative perceptions of
experience.

The findings suggest that improvements in the relationship between senior
managers and front line workers will help create an environment where problems
associated with recruitment and retention can be addressed more

constructively. Finally, this study identifies areas for further research and
development around the recruitment and retention of social workers.
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A deep, deep breath; in, and then, slowly, out. Leaving the all too familiar
shoreline, looking ahead at the distant rising sun and feeling the cool breeze on my
face, | set sail on my voyage, full of a delicious mix of hope and trepidation, not
knowing quite what lay ahead. Life and death and everything in-between touched
me throughout, often ensuring | set anchor in times of sometimes desperate need,
whether mine or other’s. A friendly port made leaving again difficult but, of course,
it was the only way to go. | knew from the outset | would complete what | set out to
achieve, however, | knew not how difficult this would be. It was satisfying in equal
measure but any sense of pleasure took time to filter through the fog.

Now, having achieved my goal, | reflect on what this could all possibly mean. |
have completed something many would never believe possible. The many
sacrifices made pale into insignificance now | contextualise the last few years of
my life and the support | have received from family and friends. Will they ever
understand the gratitude | feel? Probably not - | will never forget the acts of
kindness and grace in moments of chaos and catastrophe, the belief and humility
in times of doubt and need. | blink into the sunlight of the new dawn, already way
above the horizon, and realise this so called end is folly and nothing but another
temporary pause. Breathe in...breathe out. You see, I've always been sailing
these shores and beyond, exploring, needing to know more. | only hope that in
producing this thesis | have done justice to all those who have been involved in any
way possible. So, whilst this certainly represents an ending, it is also a new
beginning. Eyes open wide. Here goes...
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Chapter 1- Introduction

Chapter 1 - Introduction

“One doesn't discover new lands without consenting to lose sight of the

shore for a very Idng time” (Andre Gide)

1.1 Thesis Overview

The social work profession, and good quality social work practice, are fundamental
to the wellbeing of society. Social workers build positive relationships with people
who are often marginalised, vulnerable, or at risk and help them sustain positive
change (DSCF 2009). The profession in England, however, is restricted by
inadequacies in basic conditions that include: recruitment and retention, frontline
resources, training, leadership, and public understanding (DSCF 2009). It has
frequently been referred to as, in crisis, over the last 15 years, especially within
children and family service provision (Douglas 2002; Lymbery 2004; Asquith et al.
2005; Kirkpatrick and Hogue 2006; Skills for Care and Development 2009).

Recruitment and retention in international social work is also widely recognised to
be problematic (Loughran 2000; McGrath 2001; Wagner, van Reyk and Spence
2001; Burns and Murray 2003; Lonne 2003; United States General Accounting
Office 2003; Tham 2006; 2009; Burns 2009). Research suggests these problems
are complex, and that wide-ranging reasons exist for the reported crisis. High
turnover and vacancy rates are cited as indicators for these contributory factors
(Eborral and Garmeson 2001; Audit Commission 2002; CWDC 2008; DSCF 2009).

Although little research-based information is available to underpin anecdotal
reports of social workers leaving the profession (Moriarty and Murray 2005), some
research has been conducted by the United Kingdom (UK) government aimed at
addressing workforce related issues, which may indicate action that informs the
current political agenda (2010); namely, the creation of the Social Work Task
Force, plans for the Social Work College, and the commissioned review of
Children’s services by Eileen Munro to be published in 2011.

12



Chapter 1- Introduction

In recognition of the complexities in issues relating to recruitment and retention
where greater understanding overrides a need for precise and definitive answers,
this study aims to illuminate the problems within one employer, and indicate how
they might be resolved.

1.1.1 Setting the scene

This study is bounded by two significant social work related publications: The
Victoria Climbié Inquiry - Report of an Inquiry by Lord Laming (Department of
Health 2003a) and Building a safe, confident future - The final report of the Social
Work Task Force (DCSF 2009). Both publications have implied the need for major
changes within the profession, which appear to stem from government inability to
deal effectively with problems associated with recruitment and retention of social
workers. Change is a golden thread running through the study relating to policy,

legislation, local ‘case’ particulars, and my personal journey.

The issues in section 1.1 underpin my claim for the relevance of this study, and
currency of the findings, in light of much of the fieldwork being conducted
throughout 2006. The death of Peter Connelly (Baby P) in 2008 highlighted
familiar significant failings, some of which are associated with not having enough
social workers to do the job (Laming 2009; LGA 2009b). Whilst change in social
work is endemic, Laming’s subsequent report following Peter’s death signified that
still not enough of the necessary kind of changes were being made to address the
issues (Laming 2009).

In 2003, the time of the initial Laming report, social workers were generally vilified
and misunderstood, representing a profession that was ‘damned if it did and
damned if it did not'. Whilst this study indicates those concerns remain, the
creation of the Social Work Task Force in 2009 appears to signify a new era of
hope for positive change, perhaps to be underpinned by Eileen Munro’s review,
albeit framed by the ubiquitous ‘change’ at a time of new government and
uncertain futures.

13



Chapter 1- Introduction

Having left my social worker post in a children and families team in Birmingham to
conduct the research, it quickly became important for me to take ownership of the
study and make choices about its future direction, in order to meet, not only the
study objectives, but the criteria for my PhD studentship (SHU 2010).

The potential for situational irony relating to me leaving my full-time permanent
social worker post to study recruitment and retention in social work was not lost on
me. | justified my decision in a two ways. Firstly, | believed (and still maintain) that
my leaving to further develop my path in social work academia would have some
positive impact on the profession through education. Secondly, | worked as an
agency social worker for the first two thirds of the study until | gained full time
employment as a lecturer at SHU. | should add that | am proud to maintain my
social work registration and | have not ruled out a future return in some capacity to
social work practice. | will at least return to voluntary work. This would, in part,
retain my knowledge and practice based skills that underpin my teaching of social
work students.

My decision to ‘go’ rather than ‘stay’ was more motivated by my desire to take an
unexpected opportunity to develop my career, and potentially have more impact on
the profession. It was not related to any unbearably poor practice experiences, or
need to escape. That said, | could immediately engage with the subject matter,
having personally witnessed the results of recruitment and retention problems on
the front line. In the main | thoroughly enjoyed my various social worker jobs,
especially the interaction with my service users and team colleagues, and have
vivid memories of the many laughs and tears shared. | also particularly enjoyed
working with, and learning from, other professions, as well as the pressure of court
work and the need to perform to the best of my ability. Perhaps because of my
current post, I' freqtjently reflect on service users who touched me, and the lives of
those who | touched, and hope that | did somehow ‘make a positive difference’. |.
value the support provided by each of my team managers and appreciate their
pivotal role in my social work practice. These feelings, emotions and experiences
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Chapter 1- Introduction
will unquestionably pepper the study with bias, so it is aimed that my explicit

explanation of my position within the study will inform the reader in this respect.

1.2 The research problem

Moriarty and Murray (2005: 15) highlighted the lack of exit data relating to why
people leave social work and stressed the importance of future research
considering the wider social work workforce in determining issues around people
entering the social work profession. ldentified common themes and statistics from
the literature indicate that the problems associated with recruitment and retention
have been most significant in the last fifteen years, and generally do not appear to
"be improving. '

North City is a pseudonym for a Local Authority Children’s Services Department
(CSD) identified as the ‘case’ in this study. It was identified as a typical local
authority in that it shared the aforementioned problems. Senior managers and
front line workers endured historical and wide-ranging challenges in dealing with
recruitment and retention problems, especially within child and family teams. An
informed response to local recruitment and retention problems was therefore
sought. The aim of the research is to conduct a case study of recruitment and
retention in child and family social work in North City, where North City children’s
services is identified as the ‘case’ (Merriam 1988; Stake 1995 and 2003; Yin 1994
and 2008).

1.3 The research settings

A local research consortium and Sheffield Hallam University jointly funded this
study. Having identified recruitment and retention as problematic within North City
CSD, the study aims and objectives were informed by an initial literature review,

my personal social worker experience, formal and informal consultations with peers

within the child protection work environment, and with North City social workers.

My preparatory work identified four organisational settings within three citywide
locations, providing services to children and families, as being those most affected

15



Chapter 1- Introduction

by the identified problems. Consultations conducted shaped the research question
and informed the case study research approach. The empirical research using a
range of methods (see section 1.5) was conducted within the most appropriate
North City setting for each method. Social workers were, in the main, observed
and interviewed within their office base, although two home visits and one court
case were attended. A senior management away day in a local venue was also
used to conduct a large group interview approach called nominal group technique
(NGT). |

This study should be considered within a range of contexts as described across the
chapfers that follow. The previously mentioned concept of change is important
here too because five significant organisational changes occurred during the
fieldwork:

e Major refurbishment of one large worksite

¢ Introduction of a tier system to prioritise work

e Change from social services departments to CSDs

e Geographical relocation of teams

¢ Joint Area Review conducted ih 2006

The next section introduces the research question and study objectives that éentre
on gaining insight into the recruitment and retention of North City social workers.

1.4 The research question

This study explores recruitment and retention problems through the analysis of
data generated by the case study. The research question is considered in two
parts:

i) How can problems of recruiting and retaining children and families’
social workers in North City children’s services be explained?

“and

16



Chapter 1- Introduction

ii) What evidence is there for resolution of the problems?

The study objectives are to:

e Critically examine and describe the problem of recruitment and retention in
child and family social work in North City.

o |dentify key patterns, features, and influences on the problem.

. . Document and evaluate the efforts made by North City social services to

recruit and retain children and families social workers.

¢ Analyse and theorise findings within the context of the North City case

study, making national and international comparisons.

o Make specific recommendations for good practice in employing agencies
and in academic providers of social work education.

1.5 Methodology

The research question is explored using the case study approach that is located
within my ontological paradigm of constructivism, and my interpretivist
epistemological philosophical framework. These underpinning principles imply the
most appropriate research strategy to be qualitative where the experiences,
thoughts, and feelings of social workers are explored in relation to issues of
recruitment and retention in a children and family department. Social workers
retained within the organisational setting are well placed to provide insight into
recruitment and retention issues and thereby provide valuable evidence for

explanation of, and possible resolutions for, problems.

The majority of academic research in social work is focussed on social work
practice and its relation to service users. Further research is needed to explore the
connection between social worker experience, subsequent career choice, and

front-line practice. This study is therefore focussed on front line practice,
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relationships, and what influences ‘stay or go’ decisions. It follows that retained
social workers are best placed to explain their experiences, and indicate what
improvements are necessary, and how these can be achieved. A dearth in senior
manager perspectives on recruitment and retention issues is also apparent. ltis
intended the NGT method will address this to some extent by providing a

consensus of how problems can be tackled from their collective perspective.

Whilst a number of key social work recruitment and retention studies have been
conducted using interview methods (including Balloch 1997; Eborall and Garmeson
2001; Burns 2009) and survey methods (for example Audit Commission 2002;
Eborall 2005; Smith 2005; CWDC 2008) this academic study appears to be one of
a very few case studies of children service departments using observational
methods (Parslow and Stephenson 1978; Dingwall et al 1983; White 1997). It
provides an opportunity to hear the voices of front line children and family social
workers, and their managers, and analyse aspects of team life; a rarely opened
window into the world of children’s social work in England.

Case study analysis provides the key analytical tool employed within the research.
This involves iterative analysis adapted to the individual technique employed,
including interviews, observations, NGT, and desktop research of documentary
sources.

1.6 Scope of the research
‘By informing policy and practice research can improve the quality of life of

clients through the cost effective delivery of the services they receive'
(SSRG 2004).

This thesis centres on empirical data gained from a single case study of a local
children’s services department identified as having problems with recruitment and
retention. The research will, therefore, be of most relevance to employees related
to ‘the case’.
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Whilst statistical generalisability is not an aim, | do foresee the findings being of
relevance to social workers, their employers and policy makers, in a heuristic
sense where resonance and logic are found. There may also be some
transferability across professions, into other arenas such as, teaching, nursing,
occupational therapy, and the police services, where recruitment and retention
have been/are relevant. Issues around generalisability are presented in further
depth in Chapter 4. Itis hoped that children and family service users may benefit,

albeit indirectly, from this study.

1.7 Structure of the thesis

The literature review is contained within two chapters. In the first, Chapter 2 the
literature is presented in six related aspects. First, a historical context is provided,
indicating where the problems are rooted. Second, | present the international
context that demonstrates the global scale of the problem, as well as a dearth of
literature outside of the UK, Ireland, United States of America (USA), Australia, and
Sweden. Third, | focus on the English context where government statistics are
examined to demonstrate national trends in vacancy and turnover rates. Voluntary
and independent social work settings are also considered. Fourth, | explore social
work within the English public services sector, including: teachers, police, nurses,
midwives, and occupational therapists. Fifth, social work training is examined
within an educational context, in light of the creation (and subsequent abolishment)
of the regulatory body for social work, the General Social Care Council (GSCC),
the protection of title with social work registration and governance, the Social Work
Task Force report Building a Safe, Confident Future, and Eileen Munro’s review
into Children and Family social work services due in 2011. Sixth, |turn my
attention to the relevance of political interest in social work; especially in child
protection, leading to a surge in policy aimed at tackling recruitment and retention
problems. This section links to an updating thesis postscript reflecting the 2009
election of a coalition government. | conclude with consideration of the impact the
problems have on service users. This provides an underlying assumption of this
study that improvements made in recruitment and retention of children’s social

workers will improve the wellbeing and safeguarding of children.
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The second literature chapter (Chapter 3) considers retention issues within the
ecological context of children’s social care work and the fundamental requirement
to navigate human relationships. A Decision Making Ecology model (Baumann et
al. 1997) is used to help present the relevant literature. Although Baumann et al.
(1997) designed this model to explain decision making, |found it offered a useful

framework with which to consider the working world of social work.

Literature relating to the working world of social work is presented with the above-
mentioned levels presented as four influential factors. Firstly, the conceptual
model for the ecology of children’s social care on which these factors are based is
introduced. Secondly, the model is used to examine literature relating to ‘case’
factors involving service users, ‘worker’ factors followed by ‘organisation’ factors,
and ‘external’ factors. The chapter highlights the complex and challenging nature
of social work and considers the relationship between and within the associated
factors. Gaps in the literature are identified, and the implications for this study are
discussed in the construction of the methodological approach and subsequent data

analysis.

Chapter 4 focuses on the methodology and natural history of the study. As
explained above, the case study research design is presented within social
constructivist ontology, and an interpretivist philosophical framework. The
centrality of ethics, and axiology (the branch of philosophy dealing with ethics,

aesthetics and religion) as well as quality issues, is also discussed.

The chapter offers a critique of the strategic approach, supported through

reflexivity and reflection, and justification of the specifics of research design. Also
discussed is the application of a mixed methods approach to data collection using:
interviews, observation, nominal group technique (NGT), and documentary
analysis (desktop review). This enabled a contextualisation and confirmation of the
local problem, and more effective analysis through triangulation and principles of

grounded theory. Analysis of qualitative data was conducted using Braun and
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Clarke’s (2006) six-stage model where coding was conducted to help establish

emerging themes.

This is followed by the practical implications of the strategic approach, including,
access to data sources, sampling, rapport, timing, ethical issues, and ‘false leads’
(Alasuutari 1995). Here, | present an insight into the natural history of the empirical
research journey’, reflecting the methodological challenges faced, and the exciting
and engaging experiences within. Whilst carefully planned approaches are
presented, examples of chance opportunities, and unplanned ‘happenings’, that
combine to enhance my understanding of research, are also noted. The chapter
closes with an illustrative timeframe providing clarity of the research

process, reflecting the natural history, and personal context of the study
(Silverman 2010).

The fieldwork chapter (Chapter 5) describes the practical detail of the design and
its subsequent use in the fieldwork, including access to the ‘case’, sampling, detail

of how the four methods of data collection were used, and how data was analysed.

The first of three findings chapters (Chapter 6) presents the findings from data
obtained through the desktop review. These are generally presented
chronologically, but also where there is a logical progression of information. This
was always dependent on the availability of information provided by the local
authority. It provides indicative recruitment and retention statistics and a local

contextual basis for the following two chapters.

The second findings chapter (Chapter 7) presents combined findings from
participant observation and semi-structured interviews with 18 front-line children’s
workers across grades, ranging from trainee social worker up to team manager,
resulting from iterative, thematic analysis. This includes one interview with an ex-
children’s social worker who left child protection work to work with young people
within the same authority. Emerging topics and themes are presented in order of
resonance to the participants, and underpinned with examples of observational

field notes and verbatim interview quotations.
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The final findings chapter (Chapter 8) presents primary data attained through the
nominal group technique (NGT) resulting in a list of prioritised themes of facilitators
to the recruitment and retention problem. NGT participants represented all
managerial grades from team manager through to senior management, including
the head of service within the North City CSD, providing a total sample headcount
of 28. The method achieved the aim of arriving at a group consensus of the top

ten facilitators to recruitment and retention problems for North City.

Chapter 9 presents discussion based on the findings in Chapters 6, 7 and 8 and
the connectedness of the findings with what is already known within current
literature (in Chapters 2 and 3). Here the centrality of my interpretation of
Baumann et al.’s (1997) ‘ecology of practice’, the context, and relevance of factors
in influencing employee decisions about their recruitment and retention are
considered. Discussion is also provided on the working of the data analysis and
what was done to arrive at the findings. Further insight is provided into the
weighting of interview and observational data, presented in Chapter 7, with its
relationship to each of the key dimensions of case, worker, organisation, and
external factors. Influential mechanisms, processes, patterns, and trends within

each dimension are also discussed.

The concluding chapter (Chapter 10) presents implications of the findings for social
work policy and practice. It reflects on the research process and journey
experienced throughout the course of the case study and implications for theory
and the research community. The limitations of this study are considered and
areas for further research are presented. The final section identifies key
recommendations for North City CSD. Reference is made throughout this chapter
to the various audiences for whom this study is written. These fall within

disciplinary, methodological, and public categories.
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Chapter 2 - Context of Recruitment and Retention

“I do not believe it is possible to do effective child protection social work, or
to supervise and manage it, unless there is a capécity to experience and
engage with intense emotional pain, anger, disbelief, the desire to punish
and retaliate, and the balancing impulse for compassion”,

(Cooper 2005: 5).

2.1 Introduction

Chapter 1 contended that recruitment and retention in the social work profession
‘are unquestionably problematic and whilst widespread challenges exist, they are
most significant within children’s social care, especially within children and family
fieldwork where front-line child protection is conducted. As described in section
1.7, this chapter provides definitions of terminology involved and then considers
the complex contextual relationship of recruitment and retention issues, in order to

enhance wider understanding.

2.2 Defining the terms

Language in social work is reportedly confusing and lacks clarity, which contributes
to confusion and misunderstanding of what social workers do (Asquith et al. 2005).
This appears particularly true of the way ‘social work’, ‘social care’, ‘social
services’, and ‘social work activity’ are used within the literature (Asquith et al.
2005: 41). Whilst image and identity remain challenges for the profession and
social work staff (see 3.5.1) a shift in terminology is noted. This section reflects the
latest language used in social work research by social commentators and within

government policy.

‘Children’s social care’ is the official term used to describe ‘those services and
responsibilities previously carried out by local authority social service departments
and which have been taken over by the newly created departments of children’s
services [in England]' (Frost and Parton 2009: 1). This reflects major changes
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associated with the Every Child Matters: Change for Children programme (DfES
2004b). Social workers in this study are defined by their protected status of the
professional governing body, GSCC and by their Standard Occupational
Classification, “social workers and social work managers” (SOC 2000). These
include team managers but not those in senior operational positions. They will also
hold either a certiﬂcate of qualification in social work (CQSW), diploma (DipSW) or
a degree in social work (BaSW and MSW). Children Service Departments (CSDs)
is the term currently (2010) applied to State social work organisations for children
and families (DCSF 2010) and is therefore used throughout the thesis.

A wide range of definitions of social work exists, arguably reflecting the complex
and diverse nature of the profession. These include ‘social work is what social
workers do’ (Thompson 2000: 13) and ‘social work has to be seen as a collection
of competing and contradictory discourses that come together at a particular
moment in time to frame the task of social work’ (Cree 2003: 4). The following
international definition is used within English government publications (GSCC
2008),

“The social work profession promotes social change, problem solving in
human relationships and the empowerment and liberation of people to
enhance well-being. Utilising theories of human behaviour and social
systems, social work intervenes at the points where people interact with
their environments. Principles of human rights and social justice are
fundamental to social work” (IFSW 2005).

Children’s social workers in the USA and Australia are most often referred to as
child welfare workers (Lonne 2003; Mor Barak et al. 2005), occasionally child
protection service (CPS) workers (Alliance, APHSA and CWLA 2001), and as
social workers in Sweden (Tham 2006). These are used accordingly within this

study, depending on which nationality and which study is being referred to.

Central to this study are the concepts of recruitment and retention. Recruitment

refers to the act of attracting and selecting people capable of required
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organisational performance in order to satisfy organisational objectives (Rudman
1999). Retention refers to employees remaining within an organisation and the
ability of the employer to provide the working experience to facilitate this (Mullins
1996). Whilst this study adheres to Mullins’ (1996) definition, the concept is not
necessarily straightforward.

A systematic review of American qualitative research (DePanfilis and Zlotnik 2008:
6) identified recruitment defined variously as intention to remain employed in child
welfare (Ellet 2000; Dickinson and Perry 2002; Ellet et al. 2003), or remaining
employed in child welfare over time (Rosenthal et al. 1998; Cahalane and Sites
2004). ltis clear, however that concepts of recruitment and retention are
inextricably linked to vacancy and turnover for measuring vacant posts and staff
who leave.

Children’s social care workforce statistics are gathered annually on the Department
of Health staffing return SSDS001 (Information Centre 2008; LGA 2009), which
include national vacancy and turnover rates. National data is also collected to
establish reported levels of difficulty employers have with recruiting and retaining
children’s social workers (LAWIG 2007). ‘The state of children’s social care
workforce’ (CWDC 2008) also provided a comprehensive statistical overview of the
workforce within the public services for children. Private and voluntary
organisations were also included. The combination of vacancy and turnover rates,
and rates of perceived difficulties gives an indication of the severity of local and
national picture (see section 2.3.3).

The vacancy rate is defined as ‘the number of vacant posts at 30" September each
year which authorities are seeking to fill or will seek to fill, as a percentage of the
establishment (all posts)’ (LAWSG 2005: 21), or

Number of vacancies
x 100

Number of posts
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The turnover rate is defined as ‘the number of leavers from the social services
department in the 12 months to 30th September [of the year in question] as a

percentage of employment’ (LAWSG 2005: 21), or

Number of leavers

x 100

Number of staff in post

DePanfilis and Zlotnik (2008: 6) again demonstrated various interpretations of
turnover rates. Turnover is defined as, actual job exit (Drake and Yadama 1996),
leaving child welfare (Rosenthal and Waters 2004), intent to leave (Nissly et al.

2005), and intent to turnover (Jayaratne and Chess 1984).

Job dissatisfaction and subsequent intention to leave are considered pre-cursors to
actual turnover (Mobley et al. 1978; Bannister and Griffith 1986). Tham (2006: 4)
noted that timescales vary and employees can move around between job
dissatisfaction and intention to leave, remaining within this ‘borderland’ without

necessarily leaving for long periods.

Intention to leave is said to be the most consistent single predictor of actual
turnover (George and Jones 1996; Mor Barak et al. 2001; 2005). Intention to leave
has a negative impact on service quality because those workers are less likely to
invest the required energy (Balfour and Neff 1993), and by the time intention to
leave is reached it may be too late for managers to intervene (Graen and

Ginsburgh 1977; Porter, Crompton and Smith 1976).
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2.3 Contextualising the issues
Contextualising recruitment and retention issues demonstrate the oomplexities
involved in children’s social care work. The historical context, for example,
highlights the challenges involved are not new and have been present in children
and family teams for many years. High turnover and high vacancy rates in
employing organisations are costly in different ways. Turnover of unskilled manual
workers, and managers and professionals, is estimated to cost £1,302 and over
£5,000 respectively (CIPD 2003). Estimates to recruit a public sector worker are
around £3,500 and workers may only reach 60 per cent of their full work capacity
within the first year (Audit Commission 2002: 3; Huxley et al. 2005: 147).

Staffing costs for local authority councils is £55 billion, accounting for half of all
service spending (Audit Commission 2008). The Audit Commission noted that
local councils need to improve their ‘recruitment, development and retention’
strategies, calling for: workforce issues to be considered within strategic objectives,
and chief executives and heads of service to engage with workforce issues, to
ensure adequate and effective workforce strategies and systems are in place
(Audit Commission 2008: 2). It ultimately argued for a systematic approach to ‘
recruitment and retention. Such a planned and systematic approach (see Figure
2.1) was perceived by Mullins (1996) as the most productive way to select the best
available staff and retain them for a ‘reasonable’ length of time (Mullins 1996: 674).
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Figure 2.1 A systematic approach to recruitment and selection

HR PLANNING AND PERSONNEL MANAGEMENT ACTION PROGRAMME

CONSIDER SOCIABILITY AS WELL AS TECHNICAL COMPETENCE

COMPLY WITH LEGAL REQUIREMENTS AND RECOMMEND CODES OF
PRACTICE

JOB ANALYSIS

preparation of job description
and person specification

ATTRACTING SUITABLE APPLICANTS

sources of labour and methods

of recruitment

|

METHODS OF SELECTION

choice and application of methods;
planning the selection process

|

THE SELECTION INTERVIEW

collecting information;
use a clear interview plan

INTERVIEWING STYLE

formality, mannerisms postures;
form of questions

THE SELECTION DECISION

clear reporting and use of
grading scheme

INDUCTION AND FOLLOW-UP

introduction and socialisation

of new members of staff

REVIEW EFFECTIVENESS OF PROCEDURES

(Mullins 1996: 675)

Whilst Mullins (1996) did not define what a ‘reasonable’ retention timeframe was, it

is argued this will vary dramatically from job to job. For example, within the health
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and social care public services, methodology was developed to measure the
expected working life of health care professionals (Netten and Knight 1999; Curtis
and Netten 2005, 2007; Curtis et al. 2009b), and social workers and social care
workers (Curtis et al. 20093). Estimates for the working life of each profession are .
as follows:

e pharmacists — 28 years (Curtis and Netten 2005)

e general practitioner - 25 years (Netten and Knight 1999)

e nurses — 15 years (Curtis et al. accepted for publication 2009b cited in
Curtis et al. 2009a)

e social care workers — 13 years (Curtis et al. 2009a)

e social workers — 8 years (Curtis et al. 2009a).

Curry (1996) and Curry et al. (2005) highlighted that no agreed timeframe is
associated with acceptable staff retention in child and family work. Curry et al.
(2005) settled on 7 years for the purpose of their study because it represented a
period when around half of the workforce had either remained in, or left their

“employer. Though these estimates are of indicative and contextual interest in
issues of turnover, the concept of what is ‘reasonable’ remains purely subjective.
Consequences of high turnover to employing businesses and organisations can be
costly, not only in financial terms. Intangible costs include: morale, motivation, job
satisfaction, organisational performance, and customer satisfaction (Mullins 1996).
An examination of the literature is conducted next to contextualise the human and
financial costs involved, beginning with consideration of where recruitment and
retention issues are rooted.

2.3.1 Historical context

Although social work has a long history, it only became a formal arm of state

" welfare after the Second World War, when together with health, education,
housing, and social security it stood against the 'five giants of welfare' (Townsend
1970). It consisted of separate services for children, hospitals, psychiatric illness,
and those generally in need (including ‘elderly’). In 1951 Dame Eileen
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Younghusband's report found staff to be untrained and with poor prospects
(Younghusband 1951) and subsequently advised for an expansion of university
courses and a grounding in applied social sciences for social workers (Sheldon
and Macdonald 2009).

In 1968, Lord Seebohm's Commission recommended the unification of
occupational groups within social work into social services departments (Seebohm
1968), which was achieved in 1971 by the Local Authority Social Services Act of
1970 (Cooper 1983). Almost at the same time, the Redcliffe Maud Commission
was considering the re-organisation of local government and some of its proposals
were inborporated into the Local Government Act of 1972. This meant that by
1972, not only were social services in the process of amalgamating, but their
operational boundaries were changing too. Services grew fast in the new social
services departments and training of social workers developed to keep pace with
the numbers of staff who were recruited to meet all the needs identified through
this expansion and coordination of activity. The growth in social services
personnel at this time was halted by the world economic crisis that followed the
Middle East conflict (Parton 1999), but meanwhile a series of enquiries into child
deaths, together with the 'discovery' of child abuse (Kempe et al. 1962) led to »
societal demands of an increase in social work (Parton 1985; Holman 1995; Parkér
1995).

To some extent the problems of poor recruitment are shared across the public
sector (see section 2.3.4). As this literature review will show, however, the image
of other public sector workers has been strengthened, and there has been a more
concerted attempt by government to engage in targeted workforce planning.
Additional challenges result with the level of competition for employment being
particularly high in the current (2010) UK labour market. The Audit Commission
(2002: 2) also warned of a “demographic time bomb with over 27 per cent of the
public sector workforce...aged 50 or over”. Problems in recruiting and retaining
social workers are far from unique to the UK, as demonstrated in the next section.
Like the UK, it is within service provision to children where challenges are most

profound.
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2.3.2 International context

Staff shortages within the international children and family workforce over the last
fifteen years have been widely reported as a major cause for concern (Tham
2006). However, social commentary and research appears limited to few
countries; the USA, where the situation is frequently described as being in crisis
(Alliance for Children and Families, American Public HiJman Services Association,
Child Welfare League of America (Alliance, APHSA and CWLA) 2001; Alwon and
Reitz 2001; Graef and Hill 2000; United States General Accounting Office 2003),
Australia (Wagner, van Reyk and Spence 2001; Lonne 2003), Sweden (Tham
2006; 2009) and Republic of Ireland (Loughran 2000; McGrath 2001; Burns and
Murray 2003; Burns 2009).

Problems with recruitment and retention negatively affect children and their families
(also see Chapter 3). The American Child and Family Services Review (GAO
2003, cited in DePanfilis and Zlotnik 2008) suggested, “staff turnover and high
caseloads [resulting] in insufficient relationships between workers and families, a
limited focus on child safety, and [they] affect the timeliness of decisions about safe
and stable placements” (GAO 2003 in DePanfilis and Zlotnik 2008: 1-2). In the
USA, Light (2003) highlighted similar workforce concerns to Eborall and Garmeson
(2001), and the Audit Commission report (2002) (see section 2.3.3). Using data
collected from 1,213 national random-sample surveys of human service workers,
including child welfare social workers, he found high workload, high turnover, and a
generally frustrated and unappreciated body of staff. Despite this, high levels of
commitment to service users were reported and 40 per cent reported liking their
job. The combination of commitment and frustration was seen to explain the
contradiction that almost half of respondents said they felt valued in their work, yet
described their work as unappreciated (Light 2003: 5).

A survey of public and private agencies employing child welfare workers, across 43
American states in Autumn 2001, found vacancy rates for ‘state’ child protective
service (CPS) workers was 10.9 per cent and 9.3 per cent for ‘private’ CPS

workers. The average annual turnover rate from 1%t July 1999 to 30" June 2000
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was 19.9 per cent for CPS workers and 40.0 per cent for ‘private’ workers.
Average tenure for CPS workers across 12 state agencies was 7 years and for
‘private’ workers only 3 years (Alliance, APHSA and CWLA 2001: 9-11).

When considering notable recruitment problems, ‘state’ agency managers and
supervisors perceived the following as ‘highly problematic’:

Table 2.1 Notable recruitment problems

Number

Problem % (n=) of
responses

Perceived imbalance of job demands and compensation 68 41
Non-competitive starting salaries . 54 39
Other labour market alternatives 49 41
Lack of qualified candidates 47 43
Problematic recruitment procedures 28 40

(Alliance, APHSA and CWLA 2001: 16).

Table 2.2 Notable retention problems

Number

Problem | % | (n=)of

_ responses
Workload too high and/or demanding 82 39
Caseloads too high 62 39
Low salaries 46 39
Too much time on travel, paperwork, etc. 44 39
Supervision problems (amount or quality) 36 39
Workers do no feel valued 34 38

(Alliance, APHSA and CWLA 2001: 17).

Further research of child welfare agencies around a similar time in the USA

highlighted more significant turnover rates that commonly exceeded 30 per cent,
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sometimes reaching 85 per cent (Thoma 1998; Ellet and Millar 2001). Insight
supporting concerns is also gained from an extensive systematic literature review
of 154 documents from the USA dating from 1974 to 2004, conducted by
DePanfilis and Zlotnik (2008). An Australian study of rural child welfare workers
also established an average retention span of 16.1 months with 34 per cent leaving
within 12 months of joining (Lonne 2003). Such challenges were reflected in
Tham’s (2006) study in Sweden that found 54 per cent of the 309 children’s social
workers in Stockholm responding to surveys had been in their workplace for two
years or less, and 48 per cent intended to leave. Organisational culture was
considered key to retention, with greatest significance given to the extent workers

were rewarded, and where management took interest in wellbeing (Tham 2006: 1).

In the Republic of Ireland, Burns (2009: 33) identified an 11.9 per cent turnover
rate of child protection and welfare social workers in unpublished data but
considered this to be an underestimation skewed by a ‘recruitment embargo’. The
lack of research relating to other countries is, in part, because the social work
profession is still in its infancy in many of the new European Union member states,

particularly in Eastern Europe (Skills for Care and Development 2009: 5).

Whilst inconsistent definitions and rates exist as well as a dearth of literature
outside the countries noted above, available research and commentary indicate
recruitment and retention issues are problematic and wide-ranging. The
international context is comparable to that of the UK and especially England, which

is of particular focus in the next section.

2.3.3 National context

In the UK social workers must be registered with the appropriate regulatory
authority in order for them to practice. These are: the Care Council for Wales; the
Scottish Social Services Council; the Northern Ireland Social Care Council; and the
General Social Care Council (GSCC) in England. Since April 2005 ‘social worker’
is a protected title that can only be used by a person registered with one of these
four bodies; depending in which country they work. The rise in demand for social

workers includes: recognised need for early assessments and intervention for
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children; acknowledgement that realistic workloads and effective supervision are
necessary for effective safeguarding of children; and an ageing population (Skills

for Care and Development 2009: 3).

The recruitment and retention crisis was expressed within the Shortage Report on
Social Workers for the Migration Advisory Committee co-ordinated by Skills for
Care and Development (Skills for Care and Development 2009) ‘which is the sector
skills council (SSC) for the social care, children, early years and young people’s
workforce in the UK’ (Skills for Care and Development 2009: 7). An evidence-
based argument for children’s social workers to remain on the shortage occupation
list for skilled workers coming to the UK from outside of the European Economic
Area (EEA) was presented as meeting the Migration Advisory Committee (MAC)
criteria of ‘skilled; shortage; and sensible’ (Skills for Care and Development 2009:
7). Recognising the significant problems, the MAC published its first review of the
shortage occupation list on 29th April and announced that whilst all other social
workers should be removed, social workers for children and families will remain on

the list (UKBA 20009).

International interest to join the social care register in England is increasing with a
steady trend noted from those outside the EEA as demonstrated in Table 2.3.
Only two of these countries are within the EEA, further justifying the inclusion of

those outside the EEA on the shortage list.

Table 2.3 Top ten countries of received applications to the social care register for England
from April 2004 to February 2009

Number of

Country applications
Australia 1316

South Africa 1147

United States 1107

India 934

Canada 474
Germany 449
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New Zealand 336
Zimbabwe 301
Romania 292
Philippines 186

Twenty eight per cent of local authorities recruited children’s social workers from
other countries in 2005, a reduction from 31 per cent in 2003 (LAWSG 2004: 35).
These were mainly from Canada (6 local authorities), USA (5), Germany (4), and
elsewhere in Europe (8). The UK has also seen an increase of social workers born
overseas, from 10 per cent in 2004 to 15 per cent in 2007, reflecting the need to
employ from abroad to fill gaps as well as the need for a diverse workforce (Skills
for Care and Development 2009: 39).

The number of Whole Time Equivalent (WTE) workers employed in Social Services
departments in England at 30" September 2008 was 202,200. This included
45,300 social workers, representing a rise of over 91 per cent since 1989 when
23,700 were employed (LAWIG 2006); although this has slowed with a less than 1
per cent increase on 2007 to 45,200. Coincidently, 23,700 social workers (52 per
cent) worked with children in 2008 (IC 2009), an increase of almost 37 per cent
since 1999. In 2008, 80 per cent of children’s social workers were women,
representing no change over the last decade. Ethnicity of children’s social workers
includes a 75 per cent White, 12 per cent Black and 4 per cent Asian split (IC
2009).

In January 2009 the(e were 80,108 registered social workers (and an additional
15,530 registered qualifying social work students) in Englahd (Skills for Care and
Development 2009) and approximately 8.5per cent of social workers gained their
qualification from outside the UK (Skills for Care and Development 2009: 9). The
total number of social workers registered with the GSCC at July 2010 was 84,417,
with social work students at 16,093 (GSCC 2010b: 66). This is up 5,385
representing a 7 per cent increase on July 2009 at 79,032 (GSCC 2010a: 66).
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Inconsistencies exist in the numbers of social workers practising across all services
in England with estimates ranging from around 45,000 according to the GSCC (in
Skills for Care and Development 2009: 18) (just over half the number registered
with the GSCC), 50,300 in 2007 according to the NHS information centre (IC
2008), 68,000 estimated by Moriarty et al. (2008) (in Hussain and Cornes 2008)
and 92,000 reported by the MAC, although this is reportedly based on flawed data
(Skills for Care and Develdpment 2009: 19).

A central starting point in the literature is the Department of Health UK meta-
review, combined with in-depth interviews by Eborall and Garmeson in 2001. This
followed much historical anecdotal information and a Local Government
Association (LGA) survey in 2000, suggesting a public services problem affecting
qualified and unqualified staff. An additional preceding review of recruitment and
retention in the mental health workforce referred to the considerable amount of
evidence from organisations of all types highlighting the significance of human
factors. It suggested that job satisfaction and commitment to an organisation led to
improvements in organisation performance (Sainsbury Centre for Mental Health
2000).
“These human factors include the extent to which employees feel valued,
trusted and supported; are enabled to exercise a high degree of autonomy
in undertaking their work roles, and are well supervised and trained,”
(Sainsbury Centre for Mental Health 2000:152).

According to Eborall and Garmeson (2001) factors that encourage retention were:

* high level of commitment to work
e service user contact

e making a difference to lives

e working in skilled team

e learning from others

Factors that discourage retention were:
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o staff shortages

e excessive workloads

e reliance on templ/inexperienced staff

e bureaucracy

e poor management

¢ vicious cycle of staff frustration and increasing pressure

o stress and burnout leading to fear of practitioner error (also see Knud and
Walker 2002; Newell 2003; Evans et al. 2004; Huxley et al. 2005)

¢ violence and abuse from service users (also see Littlechild 2005)

e blamed for failures in multi-agency working

e inadequate resources

e poor pay

¢ inadequate training

e competition from other agencies

o ‘glass ceiling’ effect (also see Harlow 2004)

(Eborall and Garmeson 2001).

Costs and benefits associated with high and low turnover were also provided. Itis

therefore noted that some degree of turnover is perceived positively.

Table 2.4 Costs and benefits of high and low staff turnover

High Staff Turnover Low Staff Turnover
Benefits | Permits rapid restructuring Stable workforce
Enables quick wage bill reductions Better continuity of care
Brings in new blood Low cost of recruitment, induction and
Provides opportunities for internal temporary cover
promotion Retention expertise
Costs Loss of skills and local knowledge High wage bill
Less continuity of care Career blockages
High cost of recruitment, induction and Stagnation

temporary cover

Undermines morale

Difficult to establish culture

Can lead to service reductions and
closures

Cannot choose who leaves: good staff
often leave first

Difficult to implement change
Lack of fresh ideas
Danger of out-dated approaches

Eborall and Garmeson (2001: 17).
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Mosf public sector employers know little about why their staff leave, with only one
in five of ex-public sector workers having received exit interviews, and perhaps
despite reasons being ‘push’, not ‘pull’ factors (Audit Commission 2002: 4).

The Audit Commission (2002) published a comprehensive national report on
recruitment and retention in the public sector that concluded with four critical
success factors in rec_ruitment and retention. It suggested that the experience of
work must match people’s expectations, the working environrhent should be
engaging, enabling and supportive of staff who should feel valued, respected and
fairly rewarded and ‘the shift from a public sector to a public services workforce
must be actively managed to create a synergy, rather than a clash of values’ (Audit
Commission 2002: 53).

Numerous children’s social care workforce development initiatives have been
introduced since 2004 (see section 2.3.6) and the latest government workforce
survey findings up to 2006 (CWDC 2008; LGA 2009; DCSF 2010) indicate some
impact on vacancy and turnover rates has possibly been made. However, despite
statistical rate improvements, it remains more difficult to recruit and retain
children’s social workers than any other occupational group in local government
(LGA 2008); a consistent theme since the report of Eborall and Garmeson in 2001.

It is noted within the State of the Children’s Social Care Workforce report (CWDC .
2008) that effective recruitment and retention are key objectives for employers
where measures include the establishment of career pathways, workforce
planning, and succession planning (CWDC 2008: 51). Improvements are indicated
in the 2006 vacancy rate reflecting an overall reduction of 6.5 per cent since 2000.
The Social Work Task Force social workers’ survey (DCSF 2010) indicated the
statistics from 2006 were the latest available as it cites the Local Government
Association report, Respect and Protect (LGA 2009) stating that one in ten social
worker posts are vacant at any one time, this being rounded up from 9.5 per cent
(see Table 2.5). This LGA report in turn cites the State of Social Care Workforce
(CWDC 2008) as its source.
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Table 2.5 Vacancy rates of children’s ‘field’ social workers, England

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

16.0% 11.3% 12.6% 11.8% 11.4% 11.8% 9.5%

(LGE 2005, CWDC 2008: 53)

Vacancies were highest in Eastern, West Midlahds, London and South East
regions. The 2006 turnover rate again reflects a decrease of nearly 5 per cent in
six years. Additionally, the retirement rate rose from 0.9 per cent to 1.2 per cent
from 2002 to 2006.

Table 2.6 Turnover rates of children’s “field’ social workers, England
2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

15.3% 13.7% 12.4% 12.0% 10>.6% 11.0% 9.6%

(LGE 2005; CWDC 2008)

Turnover was highest in London and the South East (CWDC 2008). The CWDC
(2008) report covered all 353 local authorities i‘n England using the SSDS001
annual staffing return carried out by the NHS and Social Care Information Centre
(IC 2007). Returns from 600 establishments covering ‘children’s only services’
were used, considerably less than the 12,400 non-children establishments. A 59
per cent return rate was achieved for the Local Authority Workforce Intelligence
Group (LAWIG) survey issued to local authority children’s social care employers in
2006 (LGA 2008) which contributes to the CWDC (2008) report.

Findings indicated that between 2000 and 2007 there was an overall 34 per cent
rise in the recruitment of social workers. 78 per cent of émploying authorities,
however reported difficulties in recruiting children’s social workers (68 per cent in
2004 (LAWSG 2005) and 75 per cent in 2003 Eborall 2005)). Thié arguably
reiterates the perceived recruitment ‘crisis’ in the UK (Douglas 2002; Lymbery
2004; Asquith et al. 2005; Kirkpatrick and Hogue 20086; Skills for Care and
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Development 2009) considered in Chapter 3. Additionally, in 2008 39 per cent of
local authorities reported difficulties retaining children’s social workers (LGA 2008).
This was, however, down from 44 per cent in 2004 (LAWSG 2005), and 54 per
cent in 2003 (Eborall 2005). Reported high level of demand was such that during
their interviews with 28 key informants, one agency manager referred to
professionally qualified social workers as “gold dust” (Kirkpatrick and Hogue 2006:
655).

Problems reported in England are shared within the UK, most notably in Wales
with local authority vacancy rates for children’s social workers at 14.8 per cent and
turnover rates at 15 per cent in 2004 (ADSS 2005: 12). Unison established the
vacancy rate in Wales in 2008 was 9.6 per cent (in Community Care 2009). In
Scotland just over half of qualified social workers (1307.8) worked in children’s
services in 2007. They have seen a reduction of the vacancy rate from 11.9 per
cent in 2003 to 7.7 per cent for children’s social workers in 2007
(www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2009/06/23092957/22).

The figure is at 10 per cent for generic social workers. 84.3 per cent of children’s
services authorities in Scotland, however, reported recruitment as problematic.
The turnover rate for children’s social workers was 18.8 per cent in 2007 (ibid). In
Northern Ireland 41 per cent of qualified social workers work with children
(n=1340.1) with a vacancy rate of 7.7 per cent at March 2008 (DHSSPSNI 2008).

Improvements in recruitment and retention in England could be the result of the
implementation of a government measure of performance for authorities reporting
key occupational shortages, as recommended by the Local Government Workforce
Strategy 2007. The target was that by March 2012 occupational shortages should
not be reported by more than half of all local authorities (LGA/IDEA/LGE 2007).
Such a measure, in the introduction of the Performance Indicator within practice
learning, has positively affected practice learning opportunities (Parker and
Whitfield 2006).
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Recruitment and retention accounted for haif of all public service spending (£55
billion p/a) in 2005-06. A reported average of £900,000 per year is spent at County
level on recruitment (Audit Commission 2008: 11) however, only a minority of local
authorities are making strategic plans to prepare for a workforce that will meet
future challenges (Audit Commission 2008). The Audit Commission’s latest report,
Tomorrow’s People (Au‘dit Commission 2008) highlighted that local authorities
generally appear to have not made significant change since the previous Audit
Commission report of 2002. Good practice from successful local authorities is
however identified and disseminated; a philosophy the Audit Commission plans to
continue. It will “share notable and innovative practice around workforce issues
with the local government community” (ibid 2008: 6).

A wide range of regional vacancy and turnover rates exist for children’s social

workers across England. The following tables (Table 2.7 and Table 2.8)
demonstrate the variation over the latest two years on which data exists (2010).

Table 2.7 Regional variation of vacancy rates

Vacancy rates Lowest : Highest
2005 : 5.4% - South West 17.6% - West Midlands
2006 - 4.8% - North East, and 12.8% - West Midlands
South West

(LAWIG 2006; LGAR 2007)

Table 2.8 Regional variation of turnover rates

Turnover rates Lowest Highest
2005 8.0% - Eastern 15.1% - London
2006 6.2% - North East 12.4% - London, and South
. East

(LAWIG 2006; LGAR 2007)
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In 2002 the situation appeared consistently more severe within the 33 boroughs of
London (Douglas 2002) where the reliance on agency workers was most significant
(Kirkpatrick and Hogue 2006). An estimated 12,527 agency workers were
employed across local authority services up to 30" September 2005. Whilst this
equates to 5.8 per cent of the English workforce, this rises to 20.6 per cent in
London (LAWIG 2006: 20). An element of competition across London was also
highlighted, fuelling calls for a ‘single market’ approach to recruitment between
boroughs (Douglas 2002: 4). Concern about competition was echoed within the

review of services for children in Wales (ADSS 2005).

The recruitment problem in children’s social work in England can be encapsulated
as follows:
¢ An estimated 3500 graduate social workers go on to practice within
children’s social care each year. |
¢ When the retirement rate of 1.2 per cent, and annual exit rate of 3.1 per cent
are considered, the number of new graduates is only sufficient to maintain
the 2006 9.5 per cent vacancy rate, rather than impact on it (Skills for Care
and Development 2009: 19).

o This is in the context of increasing service user need.

2.3.4 Public Services
“Recruitment and retention of appropriate staff is the most critical issue that

faces social care services in all sectors” (Denise Platt in DoH 2002c).

Distinctions in occupational role can be drawn between“professions’ and
‘vocations’. Citing Mackay (1998: 57) and Martin (2000: 76), Clark (2006: 8) aligns
attributes of commitment, enthusiasm, and caring with teachers and nurses in their
embracing of a vocational role, and inter-personal distance, neutrality and self-
protection, with that of social workers in a professional role. However, he
elucidates these are not exclusive categories but often attributes of both.
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Problems in recruiting and retaining professional staff have been explored across
the public services workforce, including: midwifery (Ball et al. 2002), the police
force (Yearwood and Freeman 2004), teaching (Tomlin 2003), and across
professions within the National Health Service (Buchan et al 2003; Andrews et al.
2005). UK government targets have previously included: 35,000 more nurses,
midwives and health visitors by 2008 (DoH 2002); 10,000 more teachers by 2006
(DfES 2001) and 9,000 more police in 2003 (Home Office 2002 cited in Audit
Commission 2002: 3) with significant improvements being noted. This is
exemplified in the latest vacancy and turnover rates for teachers, in 2006 at less
than 1 per cent (Skills for Care and Development 2009: 5). This is particularly
noteworthy in light of the information within Table 2.9 that compares reported
difficulties in recruitment and retention across social work groups, occupational

therapy, and teaching.

Table 2.9 Reported problems for recruitment and retention problems

Occupation Jan 2004 June 2005

% Rec %Ret % Rec %Ret
Occupational Therapy 72.7 56.8 61.3 47.5
Teachers 52.3 31.8 421 281
Social Worker (adults approved) 51.1 37.5 68.4 52.6
Social Worker (adults community) 75.0 59.1 725 61.3
Social Worker (residential) 61.4 51.1 58.8 50.0
Social Worker (children) 88.6 77.3 88.8 72.5

(LGE 2006: 6)

It is also noted that the Mental Health Act 2007 abolished the role of Approved
Social Worker and introduced that of the Approved Mental Health Professional
(AMHP), which is no longer conducted exclusively by social workers. The table
was also produced before the protected status of ‘social worker’, which would now
affect results for the residential social worker category. In 2007, 36 per cent of
local authorities reported difficulties in recruiting adult community care social
workers, a significant drop from 61 per cent the previous year. Likewise, 24 per

cent of local authorities reported difficulties in retaining adult community care social
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workers in 2007, a fall from 61.3 per cent in 2005 (LGE 2006). What appears to be
beyond dispute is that none is more challenged in this area as that of children’s
social work. The next section examines educational context of recruitment and
retention problems, including the fluctuating statistics relating to the enrolment of

social work students.

2.3.5 Educational context

At the front end of the recruitment picture, English statistics on enrolment to social
work courses are presented by one main source, namely the General Social Care
Council (GSCC). The Children’s Workforce Development Council (CWDC) cited
this source in its review of the children’s social care workforce (CWDC 2008). A
separate government source however, Skills for Care and Development (Skills for
Care and Development), provides differing figures (Skills for Care and
Development 2009). All identified sources do appear to portray a generally healthy
interest (UCAS 2010) and subsequent uptake into social work education,
especially onto the “children, young people, their families and carers and family”
pathway, followed by apparently high levels of subsequent timely employment.
When these are considered in a 20-year context, however, an overall downward

trend is evident.

Moriarty and Murray (2005) found that governing body statistics from 2003
confirmed motivation to join the social work profession remained strong, following a
general decline in applications to universities in the late 1990s, when a fall of 55
per cent over the previous 5 years was estimated (Topss England, 2000 in
Moriartly and Murray 2005: 6). Between 1995 and 1998, applications reportedly
declined significantly with contributory factors being the introduction of course fees

and a lack of financial support (Eborall and Gameson 2001).

In 2000 such a decline in enrolments to social work training was highlighted by
Topss England (Topss 2000) which was somewhat reversed over the subsequent
five years up to 2005 (GSCC 2005b). Perhaps believing the reported reversal
would continue, albeit slowly, Moriarty and Murray predicted it may be some time

before any lasting effect on the workforce was realised (Moriarty and Murray 2005).
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Reasons for the reported increase during this time could be some success in the
£1.5 million advertising campaign (DOH 2001b), tuition fees, a £3,000 annual
bursary, and perhaps most significantly, the introduction of the new social work

degree in September 2003.

The following data however, from a ‘Shortage Report of Social Workers for the
Migration Advisory Committee by Skills for Care and Development in 2009
(discussed in section 2.3.3) demonstrated a downturn in enrolment to the degree in
universities in England following the initial surge in 2005-06 following the full

introduction of the social work degree.

Table 2.10 Social work degree enrolments 2004-08 England

Year Student -1+ %
enrolment
2004-05 4748
2005-06 6063 +28.0
2006-07 5720 -5.6
2007-08 5309 -7.1

(in Skills for Care and Development 2009: 12)

The table below sourced from GSCC annual data packs and the workforce report
by CWDC (2008), did not concur with student intake reported by Skills for Care and
Development. Apart from differing individual statistics, the reported downturn is

less significant.

Table 2.11 Social work diploma and degree enrolments 2000-09 England (CWDC and GSCC)

Year Student -1+ %
enrolment
2000-01 4005
2001-02 4298 +7.3
2002-03 4771 +11.0
2003-04 5382 +12.8
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2004-05 4770 -11.4
2005-06 5553 +16.4
2006-07 5470 -1.5
2006-07 5667 +2.1 (on 05-06)

(Academic year)
2007-08 5452 -3.8
(Academic year)
2008-09 5763 +5.7
(Academic year)
(GSCC 2002; GSCC 2003; GSCC 2004a; GSCC 2004b; GSCC 2005b; GSCC
2006a; GSCC 2006b; GSCC 2007; GSCC 2008b; CWDC 2008: 78; GSCC 2009,
GSCC 2010a)

The DfES (2004: 39) reported that by 2003, 2411 students had registered for the
then new degree and it is evident that numbers increased following its introduction;
both SWAS and UCAS recorded a rise in applications (Moriarty and Murray 2005;
UCAS 2010).

A total of 5382 enrolments were eventually recorded in 2003, including 2971 final
DipSW applicants, representing a 34 per cent rise in the overall number of
registrations since the 4005 enrolled in 2000 (GSCC 2004a). This rise was despite
a reportedly consistent lack of awareness by social work students that in 2003 a
government bursary was introduced, and 46 per cent of respondents were still

unaware after three years of its introduction (Furness 2007).

The apparent return of a downward trend between 2006 and 2008 was a concern
when considered in light of negative media portrayal of social workers feeding
negative public perceptions following the death of Baby Peter under Haringey local
authority, and significant problems within Doncaster local authority (see Chapter

3.6.1). This decline is, however, negated by the latest 5.7 per cent rise in 2008-09.
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The CWDC (2010) include in their achievements some significant developments
relating to interest generated in the profession, and the subsequent recruitment of
social workers. Their award winning ‘Be the Difference’ campaign enticed 55,000
people to register an interest in becoming a social worker, and contributed towards
a 41 per cent increase in social work degree applications in 2009 (CWDC 2010).
The actual number of applications reported by UCAS where social work is
identified as a choice is 52,238 (UCAS 2010). This compares to 52,871
applications for Teacher Training (increase of 16 per cent on 2008) and 94,644
applications for Nursing (an increase of 74 per cent) (UCAS 2010). Competition
therefore appears tight, as a total of 10,951 students were awarded the social work
degree since it began in 2003 to February 2010 (GSCC 2010a: 46; Hubbard 2010
(personal email confirmed discrepancy in GS_CC report)).

Additionally, the Newly Qualified Social Worker (NQSW) pilot programme has
supported over 2000 social workers and involved 144 employers. The Step Up to
Social Work project also has training courses available for 200 successful graduate
candidates, across 8 regional partnerships and 43 local authorities, starting in
September 2010 (CWDC 2010).

Research also signifies what has happened to social workers once qualified. A
relatively high number (93 per cent) of qualifying social workers in 2001 were found
to actually enter into the working world of ‘social work’ (Wallis-Jones and Lyons,
2003). This compares favourably to around 75 per cent of qualifying' teachers
actually entering the classroom according to Smithers and Robinson (2001) (in
Moriarty and Murray 2005: 13). Not only does this indicate a high level of take up
to the profession but also the employability of completing social work students.
The steady increase in applications to social work degree university courses and
high levels of employment on qualification into the profession indicate a strong
level of commitment (Moriarty and Murray 2005). Around 67 per cent of social
work graduates find employment in the first 6 months; this could be more, as
employment is not known for nearly 30 per cent of graduates (GSCC 2010a: 57).
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This reinforces previous DCSF analysis of HEFCE Unistats data where it was
claimed in 20086, 66 per cent of social work graduates became “Public Service
Professionals” within 6 mohths of graduating (in Skills for Care and Development
2009: 20). It also found 94 per cent of nursing, and 91 per cent of teaching
students had careers in the same profession six months after they graduated
(Skills for Care and Development 2009: 20). Despite the SfCD highlighting
concerns with data classification, it maintains a substantial number of social work
graduates do not become social workers (ibid). Hussein, Moriarty and Manthorpe
(2009) also provided detailed analysis of what happened to 5275 full time students
enrolled between 2003 and 2005.

The statistics in Table 2.11 represent a 44 per cent increase in enrolments from
2000-01 to 2008-09, an increase of 1758 students. Although, when this rise is
considered within a 20-year context, the upturn fails to indicate recovery from the
dramatic fall of approximately 11,000 in 1992 to just over 4000 in 2002 (Jones
2001; Winchester 2002). Reasons cited for this particular slump were that a career
in the public sector was perceived to be poorly paid and low in status (Audit
Commission 2002). This contributory factor to recruitment and retention problems
drives political aims to address the need to increase levels of interest and

commitment towards the profession.

Crucially, student enrolment numbers and in most cases the subsequent
successful completion of the degree, are not enough to meet children’s services’
needs (see vacancy rates in section 2.3.3). The newly qualified social worker was,
and remains, a major target for recruitment with final placement students being
openly courted by agencies with incentives, Where they show promise, and now
with the fresh enticement in the Newly Qualified Social Worker post (CWDC 2008;
DCSF 2009).

The introduction of the social work degree, recruitment campaigns, bursary
payments, incentive schemes, NQSW, appears to have contributed to student
applicants increasing interest in social work. Just over half of students follow the
children and family route and high rates of qualified social workers actually enter
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the profession. Vacancy rates appear high and problematic when considered with
the retirement issues highlighted in section 2.3.3 but the widely reported ‘crisis’ is
most significantly related to retention and turnover. This indicates that problems

occur once these social workers begin their careers.

2.3.6 Policy context

Chapter 3.6.2 examines literature relating to the external factor influence of law
and policy on front line social work practice. This section focuses on significant
policy initiatives specifically introduced to tackle recruitment and retention
problems. So far this century, the social care workforce has been of increasing
governmental importance with the publication of numerous policy developments
(DCSF 2008; Frost and Parton 2009). General impetus for this focus appears to
be the death of Victoria Climbié, and subsequent Inquiry (Laming 2003), and Every
Child Matters agenda (DoH 2003b).

The introduction of the Social Care Institute for Excellence (SCIE), Children’s -
Workforce Unit and Sector Skills Council (SSC) for Children and Young People’'s
Services were each aimed at improving working conditions and, in turn, the service
user and employer (DoH 2003b). Government reform involved a significant shift in
the overall responsibility of Children’s services being placed with the Department of
Education and Skills (DfES) (subsequently renamed the Department for Education
(DfS) by the coalition goyernment).

The aim for improvements in communication and working together across
professions, alongside public perception, are underpinned by the principle within
the Modernising Social Services document (DoH 1998: 85) that modernisation of
social services will be facilitated by a confident and competent workforce. Every
Child Matters (DoH 2003b) explained government plans to reduce bureaucracy,
back a huge national recruitment campaign, offer more flexible and attractive
training routes, and offer incentives and rewards for child protection workers. The
professional registration system was also introduced with the aim to uphold the
quality of social work through reflective practice, ongoing training and personal,
and professional development (GSCC 2004a).
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Recruitment and retention of the children’s social care workforce are crucial
aspects of meeting aims of ensuring staffing levels are maintained in order to meet
increasing demand for services. This is emphasised in the above mentioned Every
Child Matters: Change for Children programme, which aimed to put in place a
national framework to support integration of services so every child can achieve
the five Every Child Matters outcomes: to be healthy, to be safe, to enjoy and
achieve, make a positive contribution and achieve economic wellbeing (DOH 2003;
DfES 2004). The 10" and final key element of this programme is for ‘workforce
reform to help develop skills and ensure staffing levels’ (DOH 2003).

Signalling what were theh priorities, Liam Byrne, Minister for Care Services stated,
"We need to modernise and make proud the social care workforce which is key to
improving people's wellbeing" in his introduction of the GSCC annual report 2004-
05 (GSCC 2005a). This was arguably a timely comment as around the same time,
an independent non-profit organisation highlighted that, as many as 80 per cent of
social workers were considering leaving their jobs in a case study of one ‘major
county authority’ (Centre for Public Services 2004: 8). The subsequent Children’s
Plan (DCSF 2007) suggested, families are at the heart of the wellbeing of children
in England, in recognition that only a 5" of a child’s life is spent at school.

Key drivers for the plan were provision of world class services and England being
the best place for children to grow up (DCSF 2007). The plan also laid out the
need for a Children’s Workforce Action Plan (2008) leading to the establishment of
the Children’s Workforce Development Council (CWDC) in 2008 to coordinate the
Children’s Workforce Network, one of five bodies forming the UK Skills for Care
and Development Sector Skills Council. Crucially, the CWDC aims included
increasing the recruitment into children’s workforce and improving retention of high
quality employees. 4

The commissioned report Social Work at its Best: A Statement of Roles and Tasks
for the 21% Century (GSCC 2008a) provided a source of insight into the future

direction of the English workforce, where the Labour government, through the
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GSCC, aimed to modernise the social work profession with a far-reaching agenda
informed by extensive research (GSCC 2008a). The report recognised and
clarified the unique aspects of the professional role, where multi-disciplinary
working is reported to have improved communication in the interests of service
provision. However, some roles have become increasingly blurred, feeding a
general lack of public understanding of what social workers do (Frost and Parton
2009). What the report describes as the elasticity of the social work role when
compared to many other disciplines (GSCC 2008a: 10), may well feed the
interpretation of ‘wooliness’ described in Chapter 3.6.1. Whilst being rooted in
well-established common core principles, social work is a profession shaped by
those it serves, constantly evolving in response to driving forces such as policy,

research, user need and public expectation.

Parents, families, and carers are key in ensuring children and young people
achieve the aforementioned Every Child Matters outcomes (DoH 2003) and it is
widely acknowledged that social workers also play a significant role. This work
frequently involves working alongside parents, families, local communities, and
other professionals. Some Labour government publications since 2003 signified a
drive towards the integration of services (GSCC 2008) and appeared to offer less
clarity on the exact role of the children’s social worker. They were criticised for
falling short of highlighting the unique nature and significance of the profession
(Frost and Parton 2009). This was concerning from a ‘profession’ perspective.
However, the wealth of Labour government publications and policy initiatives, from
2005 onwards, relating to workforce development and recruitment and retention
(see Table 2.12 below) at least indicated the significance of the problems and

recognition of the need to resolve historical problems.

The Task Force drive for positive reform appeared to show great promise and
direction (DCSF 2009), carrying the momentum of a reportedly successful
recruitment campaign (CWDC 2010) and agreement to work in partnership with the
GSCC, the regulatory body for social work. However, a new threat looms over the

social work profession, exemplified by the abolition of the GSCC. Massive public
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sector spending cuts under the coalition government (2010) will inevitably impact

on social work, education, and health provision (see postscript to thesis).

Table 2.12 Labour government publications from 2005 relating to recruitment and retention
of social workers :

¢ The Children’s Workforce Strategy (DfES 2005)

¢ The Common Core of Skills and KnoWledge for the Children’s Workforce (DfES
2005c) '

¢ Options for Excellence Review (DfES and DoH 2006)

. The Children’s Workforce Network (CWN 2006)

¢ Championing Children (CWDC, 2006c¢c)

¢ CWDC Induction Standards (CWDC, 2006c)

e Care Matters: Time for Change (DCSF 2007a)

¢ The Children’s Plan (DCSF 2007b)

¢ The Integrated Qualifications Framework (CWDC, 2007f)

« Statement of Inter-professional Values (GSCC et al, 2007)

o Local Workforce Strategies (CWDC, 2007d)

« Social Work at its Best (GSCC 2008)

¢ Continuing Prof Development (CWDC 2008)

» The state of the children’s social care workforce (CWDC 2008)

o Building Brighter Futures: Next Steps for the Children's Workforce
(DCSF 2008b)

¢ Newly Qualified Social Workers (CWDC 2009)

o Multi-agency services: Building the work group (DCSF 2009b)

e 2020 Children and Young People's Workforce Strategy (DCSF 2009d)

o Respect, Recruit, Retain (LGA 2009).

» Building a safe, confident future — the final report of the Social Work Task Force
(DCSF 2009)

¢ Be the Difference (CWDC 2010)

¢ Raising Standards (GSCC 2010)

» Social Workers’ Workload Survey: Messages from the front line (Baginsky et al.
DCSF 2010)

¢ Munro report into Children’s services (due 2011)
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Whilst uncertainty surrounding the future direction of public services exists the
announcement of £73 million towards children’s workforce development (DfCSF
2008b) and a profile raising poster campaign (LGA 2009) were indicative of the
Labour government’s drive to prioritise and resolve recruitment and retention
problems. This emerged as the award winning ‘Be the Difference’ campaign as
discussed in section 2.3.5. Social work commentators frequently highlight the
signiﬁdance of recruitment and retention problems, and express concern about the
restriction and possible marginalisation of the social work role within children’s
service. However, the need for social workers éppears to be steadily increasing
(Frost and Parton 2009; Munro 2008).

The success of previous advertising campaigns is questionable and some lessons
appear to have been learnt. Despite an estimated spend of £19.7 million by
English local authorities on recruitment advertising for all public sector vacancies
including £7.9 million on children's services from 15t April 2004 to 30" September
2004 and £18 million during the same period the year before, the problem is
claimed to have increased (LAWSG 2005: 9). This is more concerning in the
context of a £1.5 million national newspaper and radio advertising campaign
launched in October 2001, aimed at both improving social work recruitment as well
as public perception (DoH 2001b) and a reported 32 per cent of local authorities
recruiting internationally for children's services in 2003 (Social Care Recruitment
2005: 5).

Conversely, local authority feedback from 130 departments following this campaign
published by The Employers’ Organisation For Local Government highlighted a 72
per cent increase in the employment of social workers from 1989 to 2003. This
was attributed to successful recruiting by local authorities (Social Care Recruitment
2005: 3) but still signified a perennial shortfall and increasing pressures on local
authorities to recruit replacements speedily. There was also the anticipated
reduction of about 1000 newly qualified social workers in 2005 and 2006 due to
them continuing their final year of the social work degree. This represented a
reduction of 1135 from 2004-05 to 2006-07 according to CWDC (2008). Itis also
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highlighted, however, that in 2004 ‘in-house’ training of social workers had
increased to its highest level since 1995 (Social Care Recruitment 2005: 3). This
slightly more positive development cannot detract from the general consensus of a
profession in crisis.

A second phase of this recruitment campaign was initiated in February 2006
involving month-long poster and radio advertisements. In a sceptical response to
the re-launch the Liberal Democrat MP, Sandra Gidley stated,

“In 2001, a £1.5m social work recruitment campaign was launched. Five
years later exactly the same problems remain. Are we to believe that
today’s announcement is anything other than merely window dressing?”
(Gidley 2008).

It is also noted that on closer investigation, local radio, national newspapers,
‘ethnic press’ and ‘women’s weeklies’ were vehicles used (COIl 2006). However,
whilst media accessed by ethnic minority groups and women have been used,
nothing speéiﬁcally targeting men is identified. This is arguably an opportunity
missed with an enduring decline in the number of male applicants (Lyons et al.
1995; Perry and Cree 2003) and only 22 per cent making up the field social
workforce (Balloch 1997).

The Audit Commission (2002: 9) highlighted key differences between public sector
and private sector workers and surmised that many in the private sector were
previously public sector employees. Agency workers were being increasingly
relied upon for the core business. This is notable Within the social work profession
with a dramatic rise in the agency workforce from 4506 equivalent full time posts in
2003 to 6981 in 2004 (LAWSG 2005, cited in Kirkpatrick and Hogue 2006: 654),
most of which were in London (Douglas 2002; CWDC 2008). Locums were found
to be no longer employed to cover only absences and project work (Kirkpatrick and
Hogue 2006), and many benefits were highlighted in the flexibility of the working .
agreement between employee and employer, the ‘free agent perspective’. This

suggests that within this imperfect scenario, agency social workers are increasingly
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using these contracts as a form of ‘cream skimming’ - selecting authorities and
assignments they perceived to be less problematic (Grimshaw et al. 2003, cited in
Kirkpatrick and Hogue 2006: 660).

The Audit Commission (2002) also noted four critical success factors for joint
action in recruitment and retention to be considered by policy makers. These

were:

* matching work experience with people’s expectations

* an engaging, enabling and supporting working environment

» people delivering public services should feel valued, respected and
rewarded

+ active management of the impact on staff of the mixed economy of provision

of needs

“Putting these factors in place is as much about leadership and changing the
tone of the national conversation about public services as it is about human

resources practices or pay” (Audit Commission 2002: 4).

Successfully tackling issues surrounding recruitment and retention is not
necessarily guaranteed as demonstrated in respect of the review of social work in
Wales, even when statistical improvements are made. The Garthwaite Report,
Social Work: A Profession to Value (2005) was subsequently been found to lead to
‘pockets of improvement’ according to the original author (Community Care 2009:
9). Garthwaite reported that whilst vacancy rates have dropped from 10 to 15 per

cent, many of the issues raised in 2005 remain.

24 Conclusion

This chapter identifies the extent of the problems relating to recruitment and
retention and contextualises this study internationally and nationally, and within
educational and political arenas. Whilst many state sector professions have had,

and indeed, continue to experience recruitment and retention difficulties, they are
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most prevalent within the general social care workforce. The crisis relates most
specifically to the children and family professional social workforce and even more

closely to children’s social care teams.

Turnover of social workers is widely reported to be problematic by employing
agencies. This is despite a steady reduction in turnover rates between 2000 and
2006, where on average one in ten social workers leave their employer each year.
Statistically, recruitment problems centre on an inability to impact on the retirement
rates of social workers at the end of their careers. Despite a current (2010)
successful advertising campaign, increasing interest in social work education and
growing number of social workers registering with the GSCC, recruitment and

retention in children’s social care is often described as in ‘crisis’.

Social work students and especially qualifying social workers are a highly valuable
asset and considered to be ‘gold dust’ by local authorities competing to attract
those with most potential into their agencies. Wide ranging government policy
focusing on the children’s social care workforce, and influencing recruitment and
retention has been published indicating the significance of the problems, and

political desire to address them.

The next chapter provides a further review of relevant literature, focussing on the
ecology of social work practice. An overview of ecological theory is provided
followed by analysis of literature on case, individual, organisational, and external
factors. The literature indicates recruitment and retention problems are significant,

deep rooted, and impact on humankind on various levels.
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Chapter 3 - The Ecology of Practice

“Plants don't flourish when we pull them up too often to check how their
roots are growing...” (www.bbc.co.uk/radio4/reith2002/lecture1 in Munro
2004: 1092).

3.1 Introduction

The introductory chapter set the scene for this study, arguing that social workers
remaining within the organisational setting are well placed to provide insight into
recruitment and retention problems, and thereby provide valuable evidence for
making necessary improvements. The second chapter considered the extent of
problems associated with recruitment and retention of registered social workers
within children’s social care teams. The literature indicates recruitment and
retention problems are significant, deep rooted, and impact humankind on various
levels. Despite increasing interest in social work education and growing numbers
of social workers registering with the GSCC, children’s social care is often
described as in ‘crisis’ (Jones 2001; Douglas 2002; Lymbery 2004; Asquith et al.
2005; Kirkpatrick and Hogue 2006; Skills for Care and Development 2009). Whilst
recruitment into children teams has been challenging, high turnover rates appear to
be most significant. | argue that most organisational research is of a quantitative
nature and a gap in the literature exists relating to the ecology of social work and
how the lived cultural experience of the work impacts on social workers’ wishes to
leave or remain within the job.

This chapter considers retention issues within the ecological context of children’s
social care work and the fundamental requirement to navigate human
relationships. A Decision Making Ecology model (Baumann et al.1997) is used to
help present the relevant literature. Although Baumann et al. (1997) designed this
model to explain decision making, | found it offers a useful framework with which to
consider the working world of social work. .

Table 3.13 Using the dimensions in the Decision Making Ecology model to present the
literature
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Dimension Pages
Case factors 60-70
Individual factors 71 -87
Organisational factors 88-102
External factors 103-110
Relationship between factors 111

Literature relating to the working world of social work is presented with the above-
mentioned levels presented as four influential factors. Firstly, the conceptual
model for the ecology of children’s social care on which these factors are based is
introduced. Secondly, the model is used to examine literature relating to ‘case’
factors involving service users, ‘worker’ factors followed by ‘organisation’ factors,
and ‘external’ factors. The chapter highlights the complex and challenging nature
of social work and considers the relationship between and within the associated
factors. Gaps in the literature are identified, and the implications for this study are
discussed in the construction of the methodological approach and subsequent data

analysis.

3.2 The model for Decision Making Ecology

The concept of social ecology is historically associated with both psychology and
concerns of the natural environment often involving global conservation concerns
(Hawley 1950). However, ecological theory is increasingly applied to other
paradigms including that of human interaction and work (Baumann et al. 1997). It
is widely recognised that work within the English Public Services is often complex
and challenging (Munro 2009). Research suggests this is amplified when
considering social work generally and more so in children and family social work.
Chapter 2 highlighted research that informs the perception that social work with
children and families is in crisis and general disarray within an international

context.

Baumann et al. (1997) provide an exposition of how consideration of four key

ecological factors within social work processes can help unpick these complexities
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in studying the influences on decision making. Their model essentially provides a
framework for understanding the environment of practice and therefore can
contribute to both understanding and responding to issues of recruitment and
retention. These four factors are:

e cases [service users]
¢ individuals [workers]
¢ organisations [workplaces]

e the external world

Figure 3.1 Decision Making Ecology

" Case

 Organisational
\_ Factors Secici ‘
— ecision et
e Making = | Outcomes
. External - TRt

& ,,QFé¢tO,rS"'; , 

’Decision Maker

_ - Factors ..

(Baumann et al. 1997)

The Decision Making Ecology model (Baumann et al. 1997; adapted by Hollows
2003) recognises a complex (Fluke 2009) and reciprocal set of interacting factors
in the decision-making process that contribute towards an action. Their research
demonstrates how a greater understanding of the decision making process can
lead to meaningful and effective solutions to recruitment and retention problems.

Ecology in the context of this study refers to the rarely seen world of social work
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and the experience of social workers ‘behind closed doors’ and forms the primary

focus for this research.

Baumann et al. (1997) highlighted four related consequences that can be predictéd
by different features of the Decision Making Ecology in their consideration of the
children’s social worker as decision maker. These are:

e burnout
e turnover
¢ organisational ratings of staff performance

¢ actual performance.

Within this framework Baumann (1997b) undertook a major quantitative study of
decision-making, burnout and turnover in the USA across a sample of 1488 people
(n=186 Adult Protective Services, n=1154 Child Protection Services and n=148
unspecified). His assumption was that ‘to understand the decisions caseworkers
make one must understand the context in which they are made’, (Baumann et al.
1997: 15).

They found that burnout and turnover were more likely where Decision Making
Ecology factors were negatively linked to casework. Converéely, social workers
were more likely to stay where those factors and casework were positively linked.
Additionally, negative features of casework can be ‘buffered’ by positive features of
the individual or the organisation. Hollows (2001) reached similar conclusions
about the ecology of practice in her qualitative study on judgement in U.K. Children
and Family Social Work. More recéntly, Wells et al. (2004) also effectively used
the decision making framework to consider ecological factors and screening in

child protection services.
As demonstrated, these factors effectively explain the decision-making process
and outcome of decisions. Baumann et al. (1997) and Hollows (2003)

demonstrated how the Decision Making Ecology could illuminate the inter-relational
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factors involved in social work and the influences on worker decisions to either
remain within or leave their current employment. Whilst Baumann et al. (1997)
highlight ‘individual’ and ‘organisational’ factors associated with predictability of
burnout and turnover, | argue that ‘case’ and ‘external’ factors can also have
significance on turnover. The literature from empirical research relating to all four
factors within this chapter below helped inform the methodological design and
analysis of this study. Literature relating to the first of these factors will now be

examined.
3.3 Case Factors — the Service User

"Social work is about people, it's that simple and that complicated,"
(Socialworkandcare.co.uk 2007)

Social work involves a broad range of influential issues falling within the four
previously identified factors in the ecology of practice that can be summarised as
being: V ,
e service users (cases) for whom social workers work (Shaw and Gould
2001), ‘
e workers,
» organisational settings and senior management, and

¢ society and the external world.

It is appropriate that focus turns firstly towards the people for whom the social work
profession exists, servicé users, often referred to as the client, less frequently the
customer, as dictated by the cultural setting of the organisation (Foucault 1974;
Goffman 1961). The concept of service users, as 'cases' as an identifying label,
will now be further explored, followed by an exploration of the literature around

cases and casework.

3.3.1 Influencing the definitions of ‘cases’

61



Chapter 3 - The Ecology of Practice
“Child protection work inevitably involves uncertainty, ambiguity and
fallibility...and there is no definitive way of balancing the conflicting rights of
parents and children” (Munro 2008: 1).

In decision-making ecology, case factors are issues relating to individual cases that
influence a decision to take action (Baumann et al. 1997; Hollows 2003; Hollows
2011 forthcoming). In commonly used social work language, ‘case’ is the
impersonal term used to describe the person, or more often the family allocated to
a social worker, or awaiting such. Social work with ‘cases’ is therefore the work
relating to, and associated with, that particular person (service user) or group of
people involved within (service users). Caseload is often associated with case

allocation as a way of quantifying individual workload (Munro 2009).

Language, including the distinction between ‘cases’ and people within a case,
influences appreciation of concepts of discourse and power (Foucault 1974),
professional relationships (Frost and Parton 2009) and arguably, the need for
objectivity in some situations. The ‘case’ concept can therefore act to |
depersonalise and objectify service users. This can be illustrated when we
consider anecdotal reports that suggest social workers spend between 60 and 80
per cent of their time completing ‘casework’ on computers, rather than working with
people face to face. This is said to be an historical challenge that has worsened
since the introduction of the Integrated Children’s System (ICS) (DCSF (2007)
contrary to developmental aims (Bell and Shaw 2008; Cleaver et al. 2008; Parton
2008; Shaw et al. 2009).

The term used to describe the children and families within this study is ‘service
user(s)’, reflecting my own working experience and it is the term most used by
participants within the study, as well as being the terminology generally used by

government.

The two direct quotes above, from a social work recruitment campaign
(www.socialworkandsocialcare.co.uk 2006) and that of Munro (2008) hint at the
complexities of the human relational underpinning of social work, with ‘people’
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central to practice. In social work education Thompson (1997) illuminates these
case complexities by placing people at the heart of his ‘PCS’ model to illustrate
how oppression operates within and across personal and psychological,

community and cultural, societal and structural dimensions of social work theory.

The building blocks for social work and professional values are provided in Roger’s
humanistic theory (Roger and Dymond 1954; Banks 2001; Trevithick 2005)
resulting in a prevalence of person-centred approaches to assessment and
intervention (Truax and Carkhuff 1967; Bozarth 1998). These help practitioners
identify the centrality of service users, especially the child, within the professional
relationship and the significance of the subjective cognitive experience of the
individual. This is perhaps despite criticism that recent policy has rendered the
social work profession bureaucratic and target-driven, in which ‘human qualities’
are secondary (Kirton 2009), increasingly functionalist, defensive, overly
procedural, and narrowly concerned with assessing, managing, and insuring
against risk (Parton and O’Byrne 2000: 1). Additionally, claims from the political
right are that policy has resulted in a nationalisation of childhood (Kirby 2006).

Social workers have long considered the importance of ecological perspectives in
their involvement with children and families. The theoretical framework for this is
illustrated in numerous publications, including; Jack (1997); Garbarino and Collins
(1999); Jack (2000); Jack and Jordan (1999). These perspectives also underpin
the Framework for Assessment of Children in Need (DoH 2000) and more recently
the Common Assessment Framework (CAF) (DfES 2006). An appreciation of the
holistic experience of the service user is therefore key to work involving the people,
voluntarily or reluctantly, using the services of social workers and their employers.
As Hollows (2001: 89) noted, “Knowledge and understanding about the wider
environment of children’s lives contributes not only to judgements about the issues
affecting children but also to the development of strategies to overcome the
adversities and difficulties that children may face”.

Ecological systems theory (Brofenbrenner 1979) helps social workers use holism
to understand how systems and their interactions influence human behaviour.

Although differing in terminology and the number of identified systems (Baumann
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et al.’s four to Brofenbrenner’s five) Baumann et al.’s (1997) model reflects
Brofenbrenner's (1979) principles of environmental systems and their influence on
human beings. This is particularly relevant to the complexities involved and the
need for contextualisation in order to developing understanding of human
behaviour. The relevance of Brofenbrenner’s work to modern society is, however,
questioned by Sudbery (2010: 154) claiming, “...it is hard to see a body of research
creating his ‘grand unifying theory’. Although he does acknowledge the va!uable
prompt the work gives to developmental researchers. lts use in this study was
aimed to highlight how such systems influence child protection in North City. The
case context, in which service users are located, needs to be included in
understanding the ecology of social work practice and its relevance to worker

recruitment and retention.

3.3.2 National context of cases in children’s social care
Statistics from a range of government sources indicate the range and scale of work
involved in children’s social care in England. There are around 13 million children

living in families or with carers in England.

Table 3.14 Children In Need, Looked After and Subject to Child Protection Plan

Children
Subject to CPP
Children (previously

Children ‘Looked known as CP
Year ‘In Need’ After’ register)
2001 - 58,900 26,800
2002 - 59,700 -
2003 - 61,200 30,200
2004 - 61,200 31,000
2005 385,300 61,000 30,700
2006 - 60,300 31500
2007 - 60,000 33,300
2008 - - 34,000
2009 - - 37,900
2010 382,300

(DfES 2005; DfES 2006; DCSF 2006; DCSF 2010: 125; Frost and Parton 2009: 95;
NSPCC 2009, DfE 2010)

Frost and Parton (2009) highlight that of the 596,300 referrals to children’s social
care from March 2005 to March 20086, just 31,500 (one in 18, or 6 per cent) was
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entered onto a child protection register (now classified as ‘subject to Child
Protection Plan’ CPP). Kirton (2009: 2) also identifies from Creighton and Tissier
(2003) that between 50 and 100 children die annually from maltreatment in
England; although this appears to offer a wide margin for error. The data highlights
two key aspects; firstly, the more obvious relevance to children and the context of
statistical inference, and secondly, relating to the high volume of practical work
done by the children’s care workforce in receiving, assessing, judging and
processing these ‘cases’. Frost and Parton note the scale and complexity of the
task of managing such a system in ensuring that children are both safeguarded
and have their needs met (2009: 74-5).

The recognition of this work is important to this study, especially within the
historical context of media and public criticism (Eborall and Garmeson 2001).

Some of this work is presented below.

Table 3.15 Children in each stage of the referral and assessment procedure, 2003-07 (year
ending 31st March)

Numbers

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007

Referrals of children to 570,000 | 572,700 | 552,000 | 569,300 | 545,000
SSDs*

Initial assessments 263,900 | 290,800 | 290,300 | 300,200 | 305,000
completed
Core assessments 55,700 | 63,600 | 74,100 | 84,800 | 93,400
completed

Registered during the year| 30,200 | 31,000 | 30,700 | 31,500 | 33,300

(Frost and Parton 2009: 76)

*Since the above data was collected a considerable increase in referrals to local authority children’s
services and non-government organisations (NGOs) since the death of Baby Peter in August 2007
was noted (Pile 2009).

A fundamental shift in the nature of children’s social care work is widely reported
with a move towards child protection, away from preventative work, involving less
time for direct one-to-one work with children and their families and reflection. This

being driven by a rise in bureaucracy, accountability and risk aversion (see
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examples in, Parton 1998; Charles and Butler 2004; Munro 2004; 2009; Parton
2009).

Around the beginning of this study in 2003, the Social Services Department (SSD)
of the case study became part of a Children and Young People’s Services Trust,
bringing together services at a strategic level for all children and young people from
birth to 21 years in the city. This was aimed at delivering the aspirations of the
Laming (2003) inquiry into Victoria Climbie’s death and ‘Every Child Matters’ Green
Paper (Chief Secretary to the Treasury 2003). This was followed by the local
introduction of a 4 Tier Model of Needs and Services to illustrate the distribution of

services.

Figure 3.2 Four-Tier Model of Needs and Services

Tier 4
Social workers work directly with people alongside their families and carers where
there are complex, unpredictable, longer term needs and risks.

ff i . ii’

Tier3
Social workers engage in early intervention with people at high
levels of vulnerability and risk

Tier 2
Social workers advise and support other professionals
and staff delivering targeted services

Tier 1
Social workers contribute to
Community prevention and building Universal services
+ volunteer community capacity
support
4 _ 5

This model was used to help shape methodological considerations and subsequent
analysis within this study, as | suspected participants would refer to the ‘tiers’ when
describing the nature of their work. The case context within the ecology of practice
has been highlighted above. The following section will elucidate the apparently

cyclical worker/service user relationship and retention.
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3.3.3 Impact of retenti.on problems on ‘cases’

Social workers heed to ask the fundamental question, ‘what is it like to be this
child?’ in order to assess and make key decisions in that child's life (Horwath
2008). Professional authority, a wide-ranging knowledge base, and core skills,
including communication, are necessary to develop a holistic picture that considers
needs and risks. Human relationships and more specifically, effective
communication with children are therefore essential. The significance of time and
resources to facilitate this effectively cannot therefore be underestimated. The
literature indicates strong links between the inability to fulfil their role in effective

communication and wanting to leave the job.

Holland and Scourfield highlight the lack of research exploring children’s
perspectives within the “...child protection-orientated interventions with social
workers” (2004: 25). Research highlighting the views of children who are ‘looked
after’ is however more readily available (Morgan 2006, Thomas 2002). Children
also rarely attend the major decision—-making arenas of child protection
conferences and courts (Thoburn et al. 1995; Lyon and Parton 1995; O'Quigley
2000). Obtaining views, wishes, and feelings from children in social work is a
fundamental requirement of practice, underpinned by s.22 of the Children Act
1989. At the same time, information technology is increasingly being used by
social workers as a means of communication (though not with service users) but
also to support administrative functions. The balance between direct work with
service users and the need to record and account for work done electronically is a

sensitive one, and is discussed in more depth later in this chapter (see 3.4).

Rose and Barnes’ study of serious case reviews between 2001 and 2003, found
that whilst electronic information sharing was necessary, there remained a need to
remember ‘the power of personal contact’ (2007). Additionally, many of the 161
children involved (of whom two thirds had died) came from families known to adult
services. They advised it was critical for adult sector staff to have awareness of

child protection issues.
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More recently two high profile child death inquiries for Victoria Climbié and Peter
Connelly (Baby P) have criticised professionals for not finding out directly from the
children ‘how they were’ (Laming 2003; Laming 2009). This is not fresh criticism;
lack of communication was of major significance in the public inquiry into the death
of Maria Colwell in 1973 (Secretary of State for Social Services, 1974); a case of
great historic consequence to children’s social work (Parton and Thomas 1983,
Parton 1985; Butler and Drakeford 2005) as discussed in Chapter 2.

Despite historical criticism levelled at social workers and problems associated with
recruitment and retention, limited literature providing children’s perspectives
highlights their very positive views of fheir relationships with social workers (CWDC
forthcoming; Morgan 2006) and there are similar perspectives from adults (Doel
and Best 2008). These relationships are, however, jeopardised by the high

turnover; the consequence is clearly not missed by this care leaver:

“The longest | had a social worker for was 3 months, then from there I've
had 14 different social workers. It's hard because you get to know and trust

one and it [sic] leaves” (Morgan 2006: 28).

In 20086, the Children’s Rights Director, Dr Roger Morgan conducted research
involving around 100 children from 13 focus groups, and an additional 502 returned
child friendly question cards. Ages of participants receiving a child care service or
living away from home, ranged from 4 (with some adult help), to a 21 year old care
leaver with an average age of 14 years. Whilst the informal nature of the research
makes it difficult to quantify the findings, they appear to reflect the impact high
turnover has on children and young people and also give insight into the
significance of their relationship with social workers; most rated their social workers
8 out of 10, with 10 being the best and 0 the worst. Arguably more powerful are
the words expressed about how positively the children felt about social workers. A
couple of examples being, “no-one’s perfect, but she's close enough!” and “you
feel as if you can say anything and they will understand”, Morgan 2006: 5). Some
less positive general points included that social workers were changed too often

and did not always share information, they did not always seem to listen to them,
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they did not react to problems quickly enough, they sometimes focussed on what
was best for the adults looking after them and they did not speak with them alone

during visits (Morgan 2006).

The demands of social work within short-staffed teams are exemplified in Laming’s
criticism of Victoria Climbie’s social worker and of the pressure under which she

was placed.

"... the fact remains that Ms Arthurworrey failed to complete a number of
key tasks in relation to Victoria’s case, and she worked considerably in
excess of her scheduled hours, notching up by the end of 1999 some 52
days of time off in lieu, which could not easily be taken because of workload

pressures” (Laming 2003: 6.16).

This preceded Laming’s recognition that performance would be improved when
turnover was addressed (Laming 2003). This sentiment is shared within American
literature where the gravity of life-altering child welfare decisions required not only
a competent and professional workforce, but one that is stable (Ellet (2002: 3).
Mor Barak et al. (2001) found high turnover contributed to service user’s lack in
confidence in the service, whilst in Ireland, Buckley et al. (2008) note that service
users’ perception of high turnover of social workers is associated with

organisational and individual worker indifference.

The threat to children posed by social workers leaving is most recently summarised

within the government launch of a national Respect, Recruit, Retain campaign,

“Just when we need to be tightening the safety net to do our best never to
repeat the mistakes that contributed to the death of Baby P there becomes
an increased danger that the gaps widen as people decide it's time to get

out” (LGA 2009b: 5).

The literature provides a picture of how the building of human relationships and

positive outcomes for children are dependent on effective social work practice
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within a retained workforce. This appears at odds with aspects of practice reality
that contribute towards social workers deciding to leave their jobs, leaving fewer
social workers available thereby increasing workload for those that remain. Whilst
many aspects influencing retention appear to relate to organisational and external
factors, the literature indicates the significance of case factors within the decision-

making process.

3.3.4 Impact of cases on recruitment and retention

Despite an apparent wealth of anecdotal evidence about the negative cyclical
impact of recruitment and retention on increasing work, DePanfilis and Zlotnik
(2008) found that caseload and workload had rarely been studied. However, they
established that emotional exhaustion and lack of supervisory and administrative
support in their work related to turnover and intention to leave (DePanfilis and
Zlotnik 2008: 13). Such organisational issues are some of the most frequently
cited within recruitment and retention literature covered later within this chapter
(3.5). The literature indicates that social workers say less about how service users
contribute towards the challenges that make them either want to leave, or actually

leave their employment. However, there are exceptions to be found.

An anonymous writer in a publication about sharing practice experience from
health and social care provides personal reflection on the changing relationship
between service user and social worker (Anon 2004: 24-25). He/she begins in the
early 1970s as a generic social worker across the spectrum of individual needs.
The writer describes a ‘great deal of personal choice and autonomy’ in the work
with service users, whose perception of social workers was of friendly authority’.
Work focussed on building relationships with people and communities and
responding to demand and feeling generally accepted and safe. Resources

appeared to be more forthcoming and available through informal routes.

Significant changes were noted on returning to generic social work from a career
break from 1977 to 1984 focussing more on children and family issues.

Procedures became more significant, resources were particularly stretched, Social
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Security Benefits reduced, injured or abused children were prioritised, visits were
more investigative, there was less personal autonomy, management was more
defensive, there was an increased agenda setting by workers than service users
and no time for community activities (Anon 2004: 24-25). It is within this context
that the change of perception towards social workers was noted as that of
interfering and disempowering, where stigma was associated with involvement.
Service users were more openly critical, threatening and abusive although mildly

sympathetic.

Some positives were also noted; managers became more proactive, resources
were distributed more evenly and joint working was often supportive and avoided
favouritism. Whilst this is one social worker’s reflection, it has striking resonance
with much of the above-mentioned anecdotal evidence and ‘grey’ literature. It also
reflects the turbulent environment (Hughes and Pengelly 1997) within the political
battlefield of the historical State/family relationship; one of normalising and
moralising (Cree 1996; Parton 1998) shifting towards increasing powers to coerce
and increasing accountability (Hollows 2001; Parton 1998).

Hughes and Pengelly (1997) and Hollows (2001) note the centrality of loss in work
with service users, where workers describe their job as being ‘full of sadness’,
contributing greatly to their stress and distress. As indicated in Chapter 2, other
service user issues that affect social workers are the increasingly high levels of
complex need (Laming 2003; Ruch 2005; Clark 2006; Parton 2008; Munro 2009),
increasing drug and alcohol misuse (Copello et al. 2009) and violence (Batty 2001;
Eborral and Garmeson 2001; Littlechild 2005; DoH 2005). There is also an

. increasing policy-driven emphasis on safeguarding, and the needs and potential of
all children (Frost and Parton 2009).

New Right ideology has had considerable influence on the development of the
concept of consumerism. Whilst this is arguably more evident in adult community
care, children’s care services are becoming increasingly accountable in their
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response to consumer choice and need (Ransom and Stewart 1994; Lymbery
2004; Asquith et al. 2005). However, there are wider issues at stake within the
protection of children that cannot necessarily be contained within consumerist
approaches. ltis therefore incontrovertible that many parents who have their
children removed within the child protection service would express appreciation of
empowerment through consumer choice. Whilst consumerism contributes towards
a less hierarchical relationship, it is argued the power to assess, ‘gatekeep’, judge

and preside, remains with the social worker (Asquith, Clark and Waterhouse 2005).

The literature demonstrates the complex relational aspects of social work between
service user, case and worker and the connection to retention issues including the
significance of case factors,
“...there is some evidence that when compared with worker and
organizational factors, case characteristics may exert the greatest influence
in decision making” (Baumann, Schwab, and Schutz 1997).

These may be decisions to stay in or leave the team, employer, service user
pathway or the profession altogether. The next section identifies literature
associated with ‘worker’ factors within the ecology of practice; focussing more
closely on the lived experiences of being a child protection social worker and their

relationship with recruitment and retention.
3.4 Individual Factors — the social worker
“Social workers do what social workers do” (Thompson 2003:13)

Recent media portrayal of social workers surrounding the death of Baby Peter has
rekindled societal perception that the profession is embedded in negativity. Social
workers are frequéntly publicly vilified and condemned, reflecting McMohan’s
(1998) Australian sentiment; ‘Damned if you do, damned if you don't. This is
despite knowledge within social work that, contrary to media and public bias (see
3.6) many positive outcomes are realised and go unreported to the wider world (LA
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2009). This section begins with an examination of positive concepts in social work
followed by the challenges.

3.4.1 Positive experiences

Chapter 2 indicated the general rise in applications to universities and the
motivational factors for entering into social work. Many hopes and aspirations are
not necessarily unfounded, with wide-ranging in-service reports that the work is
rewarding (see examples in, Holland and Scourfield 2004: 28; NASW 2004; Social
Lives 2009), valuablé (Audit Commission 2002) and that social workers are proud
of what they do (Community Care 25-04-07). Political recognition of the essential
nature of social work £73 million was indicated by the Labour pledge to tackle
recruitment and retention problems (DCSF 2009).

Consideration of motivation to join the social work profession appears important,
particularly in light of the general upturn in applications to train to become social
workers, as highlighted in Chapter 2. Public sector workers state that the
predominant reason for their choice of employer was ‘the opportunity to make a
positive difference in the lives of service users, and for local communities’ (Audit
Commission 2002: 3). Furness (2007) also found this to be the most popular
motivation for students (34 per cent) in her survey of 497 participants conducted
over 4 years in one Engliéh university. This, in addition to anecdotal evidence, is
arguably why a statement like “wanting to make a difference” has become
something of a cliché within the social work profession and a source of self-
effacing banter that resonates with social workers (see 3.5.3). Social work student
motivation has also been found to be a complex issue (Christie and Kruk 1998;
Furness 2007).

The will to ‘do good'’ is also reflected in a British Social Attitudes study of 4200
participants, where John and Johnson (2008) found 45 per cent of public sector
workers in 2005 were more likely to value their job because it was considered to be
useful to society and intrinsically rewarding. These concur with the ADSS Cymru
project findings that nearly 80 per cent (n=796) of Welsh social workers believed
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the most rewarding feature of the job was ‘helping people, achieving good
outcomes for service users and carers’ (ADSS 2005: 85). Student motivations to
join the profession go far beyond altruism (Parker and Merrylees 2002) and include
unconscious motivations (\/incent 1996; Lackie 1983), perceiving social work as a
vocation (Reamer 1987), life-events including psychological trauma (Rompf and
Timberlake 1994) and idealism (Csikai and Rosensky 1997). Cultural differences
also need to be considered depending on the country and arguably region
informing student motivation.

Reasons social workers choose to remain within their profession are varied, and as
demonstrated is despite facing many challenges. An American literature review
(DePanfilis and Zlotnik 2008) highlights the significant recent increase of studies
involving workforce and retention of child welfare staff. However, many of the
studies identified remained unpublished and difficulties were encountered due to
the variety of terminology, differences in analysis and application of constructs
such as burnout (DePanfilis and Zlotnik 2008: 12). Despite this, they concluded
that “worker's commitment to child welfare, self-efficacy and low levels of emotional
exhaustion” were key personal factors for retention (DePanfilis and Zlotnik 2008:
1). They conclude that future research relating to retention of child welfare social
workers and the way they are analysed needs to be more rigorous, with greater
consideration of evaluation of changes made to improve worker retention.
Conversely, Fook et al. (1997) conducted an Australian qualitative study on the
theory of expertise, interviewing 30 social workers. Students reported
disillusionment with social work, whilst ‘experts’ were ready to defend the challenge

of social work more positively.

Some studies highlight concern that the pervasive nature of high turnover leads to
the best and brightest employees leaving the service (Abbasi and Hollman 2000;
Willis 2003; Galvin 2004). However, demonstrating this is challenging without a
clear definition of social worker performance. This is also problematic because it
implies that somehow ‘lesser’ than the best and brightest are at least less likely to
fit within this category. Although, Curry etal. (2005: 944) suggested that

competence could be a predictive factor in retention, with competence being
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defined by higher capability to ‘manage the cases’. Perhaps more importantly,
they argue for the inclusion of training and development activities in staff retention

programs.

As indicated, social workers’ commitment to service users is high (Eborral 2001;
Willis 2003; Wallis-Jones and Lyons 2003; Social Lives 2009). Willis (2003: 33)
conducted a desktop review, interviews of senior managers and questionnaires of
85 social services staff, including social workers, in one local authority and found
providing a high quality service (100 per cent), making a positive difference (99 per
cent) as strong motivational forces. Whilst these terms are not defined and we
cannot be certain what staff meant when completing their responses, Willis
concludes that understanding staff motivation is key to addressing issues with high
turnover rates endured within her London Borough. Although it is unlikely this
small-scale local study was peer reviewed, and much of the literature is from ‘grey’
sources, Willis manages to highlight the many key themes reflected in the literature
about the need for organisational change to meet the challenges of recruitment
and retention. .

In their American study on retention of child welfare workers, using a mixed
methods approach, Mor Barak et al. (2006) questioned what was keeping workers
in their jobs despite such negative work and organisational environment related
interview responses. The literature appears to rarely ask this question despite
great potential for informing future retention policy decisions. Mor Barak et al.
(2006: 567) highlight only five American child welfare studies (Reagh 1994; Rycraft
1994; Dickinson and Perry 1998; Ellet 2001; Smith 2005) where the active decision
to stay, despite a stressful job within a challenging organisational environment is
questioned. It follows that answers relating to this will be key to promoting
retention. Wallis-Jones and Lyons (2003) also found that whilst a high level of
dissatisfaction exists, so does a high level of commitment to the service user and
also to team colleagues. A study of recruitment and retention in Ireland considers
this same question and contradicts the debate that turnover of child protection and

welfare social workers is high, with two thirds of interviewees wanting to remain in
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their jobs (Burns 2009). Key themes, however, relating to positive influences on

retention were highlighted as follows:

= quality of supervision
«  social exchanges between social workers and their co-workers
» high levels of autonomy
» career preference for social work
- = wide variety in the work
» social workers' commitment to co-workers and service users
= perception they are making a difference
(Burns 2009: 200).

The question asked of ‘retained’ social workers invites opportunity for workers to
consider positives about their situation and therefore gives a more balanced and
rounded response as found by Mor Barak et al. (2006) and Burns (2009). Mor
Barak et al. (2006) indicated that most workers stay through a devotion to their
child and family clients and an appreciation of the rewarding life-changing work
they can achieve with them while so many of their colleagues choose to leave.
Good quality sUpervision, and in some cases with older employees, flexibility,
independence, competitive salary and benefits are also cited. However, the
majority of interviewees explained their continuing employment by
expressing...“satisfaction ahd pride in having a positive impact and in making a
difference in their clients’ Iives”. (Mor Barak et al. 2006: 565). Additionally, the
sense of client responsibility and commitment outweighs that given to their
employer; a phenomenon believed to be unique to the helping professions,
especially that of child welfare (Mor Barak et al. 2006).

Mor Barak et al. (2006: 566) concur with their review of organisational and
employment literature that demonstrates associations between job dissatisfaction,
lack of organisational commitment, plus being younger and less vested in the
organisation. Additionally, they found high stress levels are linked to intention to
leave and turnover. They conclude that studying intention to leave is important for
two reasons: helping predict turnover and giving an indication “of a workforce that
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may not be working at its full potential, thus possibly affecting their own well-being
as well as client outcomes” (Mor Barak et al. 2006: 568). Arguably, these findings
are contradicted by Allsopp (1995) who found high job satisfaction expressed by
child protection social workers continuously investigating child abuse allegations
(Allsopp 1995), given the reportédly high levels of stress associated with this work
(Eborall and Garmeson 2001; LGA 2009b). |

3.4.2 Challenges

Figure 3.3 Damned if you do, damned if you don’t

DAMNED n DAMNED

if you do if youdon't

“C’'mon, c’mon—it’s either one or the other.”

(www.thefarside.com)

Challenge in social work is cited as a motivational force to join the profession (Fook
et al. 1997; Furness 2007: 247). However, the balance between challenge
creating an engaging ‘buzz’ about the work and that of being completely

overwhelmed appears to be an important one. Challenges with negative effects on
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social workers are highlighted throughout Chapters 2 and 3. However, the key
themes of the social worker experience will now be explored namely stress,
burnout and morale. This is followed by an examination of the literature relating to
another key theme of supervision.

In 2007 a BASW sponsored Community Care survey of over 1000 social workers,
across the range of provision, ‘paints a complex picture of a proud profession’
(Community Care 2007). Whilst 83 per cent are proud to work in social care, most

respondents indicated concerns about present and future practice issues:

e 57 per cent of children’s social workers work five or more hours
overtime a week
e 75 per cent of all respondents spend more than 40 per cent of their
time on administrative work away from service users
e 34 per cent spend more than 60 per cent of time on administrative
tasks
- o 59 per cent find it somewhat or very difficult to meet their 5 day PRTL
training/learning requirement in a year
e 72 per cent feel worried or negative about the future of social work
¢ 31 per cent of children social workers believe social work will not
survive as a distinct discipline in five years
e 25 per cent are considering leaving the profession
- the top 3 things that would dissuade them are:
= 68 per cent — less paperwork, more client contact
= 61 per cent — more resources
» 59 per cent — better pay (Community Care 2007).

Although the electronic survey is relatively small, the findings reflect many of those
found within peer reviewed empirical studies as well as the latest Respect and
Protect government initiative (LGA 2009b) as previously highlighted. It also
resonates with Asquith et al. (2005: 40) who consider ‘social workers may be less

disillusioned about social work as a profession than with social work in local
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authority settings’. Resultant factors from the associated pressure of children’s

social work, particularly in teams with retention problems are considered next.

According to Charles and Wilton (2004) themes identified as tensions dominating

statutory children’s social workers’ work are:

conflicting needs of organisations and families

m resource constraints

m the marginalisation of relationship skills

m lack of attention accorded to the ‘how’ of social work practice (Charles and
Wilton 2004: 180).

They perceive social workers being in the middle of a metaphorical ‘tug of war’,
with disparity between, on one hand, the need for child-centred practice, where
their power issues are responded to sensitively and rights are promoted, and on
the other hand, the need to meet targets, complete paperwork, and for
accountability exists. The literature demonstrates how elements connected with
this ‘tug of war’ negatively influence the profession, outcomes for children, for
workers, and for employing organisations. Stress and burnout are reportedly two

such negative outcomes experienced by social workers.

3.4.3 Stress, and Burnout

The Health and Safety Executive Stress defined stress as, ‘the adverse reaction
people have to excessive pressures or other types of demand placed on them’
(Health and Safety Executive 2004). Studies have demonstrated the high level of
commitment social workers give to service users in addition to feelings of
professional pride. However, a wealth of empirical evidence suggests that many
social workers find their work stressful, especially within children’s care services
(Coffey et al. 2004). The impact of high turnover rates combined with the
challenge of day-to-day child protection/welfare work/general social work has been
extensively covered within the literature, more frequently from America and
Australia (see American examples in, Bernotavicz 1997; Cohen and Austin 1994;
Drake and Yadama 1996; Ellett, Ellett and Rugutt 2003; GAO 2003; Nissly, Mor

Barak and Levin 2005; Samantrai 1992 and Australian studies in Knud and Walker
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2002; Lloyd and King 2002; Troy 1999). An increasing body of research on stress
in social work has also been developed within the UK (see examples in Fineman
1985; Collings and Murray 1996; Coffey, Dugdill and Tattersall 2004, Moran and
Hughes 2006; Dickens 2006). These studies recognise the significance of stress
for social workers linking this to high caseload and subsequent problems with
retention and high turnover of social workers.

Social workers experience increasing levels of stress when they feel they lack
support and feel undervalued (Huxley et al. 2005) contributing towards burnout
tendencies (McLean and Andrew 2000). Hollows (2001a) also notes the anecdotal
terminology of ‘bombardment rate’ that appears linked to feeling completely
overwhelmed. The UK government has recognised this as a serious problem
requiring attention in highlighting the plight within the profession acknowledging the
social work role is complex, stressful, demanding, misunderstood and publicly
vilified (DoH 2003). This is amplified within child protection social work where
media, and especially tabloid newspapers, condemn social workers following each
highlighted the tragedy of child death or severe abuse (Aldridge 1994) (see 3.6).

The government also acknowledges the dilemmas in social working with children
where the, “...decisions are hard, and the consequences of misjudgement
serious...” (DoH 1998: 40 and 1995). Conversely, pressure is applied through the
Green Paper, ‘Every Child Matters’ that highlighted an increased need for children
and family social workers to become more professionally competent and
accountable for their actions (DoH 2003). Within the management context of the
Victoria Climbié Inquiry, Laming (2003) identifies many complex failings in the
agencies involved in the case. Lack of supervision, high levels of stress and
burnout were all sighiﬁcant factors that led towards the ethos of "conveyor belt
social work", as one social worker described it (Laming 2003: 6.16). As previously
noted Victoria’'s social worker had amassed a total of 52 days ‘time off in lieu’

(Lafning 2003: 6.16); a clear indication of over-work and inappropriate supervision.
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Following national interviews with social workers, Jones (2001: 551) states the
clear message about State social work in England is that: “the job is awful”; stress
being a major cause for concern. lt is argued that low morale and high stress
levels are prevalent within child protection teams. So, it seems logical that social
workers are their employer’s biggest asset and should therefore be protected from

the excessive stresses and relentless threat of burnout (Thompson 2000).

Stress is given as a main cause of absenteeism by Social Services Departments
(Morris 2003). However, according to Morris (2003), this goes largely ignored.
This point highlights a significant factor considered within this study; that high level
absenteeism through sickness is not counted as turnover or a vacancy but may
have equal effect, depending on the length of absence. It is arguable that the
effect is worse because of the necessity to keep the post open. Although this is
likely to depend on integral contingency plans to arrange for staff cover, if
available.

Within the field of psychology, stress is presented in many ways including a
physiological model (Seyle 1956) explaining the body's responses to stress, and
interactional models that consider processes between stressor and stressed: an
arousal model (Mandler 1982), a psychosocial stimuli model (Kagan and Levi
1975), transactional model (Cox and Mackay (1976), general facet model (Beehr
and Newman 1978) and interactional model (Lazarus 1976). Inevitably, personality
appears to be the determinant factor in feeling and dealing with stress. Important
personality characteristics that provide understanding on individual experience of
stress are: self-esteem (Coopersmith 1968) where a high self-efficacy is
considered to be linked to good mental health, locus of control (Rotter (1966)
where people with external locus of control perceive life to be controlled by external
events, whilst people with internal locus of control perceive they are in control of
themselves. Gender, sexuality and disability are additional influences as stressors

relating to oppression.
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The psychological concept of ‘burnout’ is rooted in research conducted by Maslach
(1976) within care giving and service organisations. Using a later developed tool
for measurement, the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI), Maslach concluded that
burnout involves an underlying consensus of three core dimensions (Maslach
2001: 403):

1. emotional exhaustion — where the emotional demands of the work can
exhaust the worker’'s capacity to respond to and be involved with the

need of the service user

2. cynicism — known as depersonalisation, where the worker creates
distance between the self and service user by considering them as

impersonal objects rather than unique human beings

3. inefficacy — reduced personal accomplishment and erosion of the sense
of personal effectiveness

Burnout is therefore distinct from stress and considered to be inextricably linked to

the emotional exhaustion dimension.

Evans et al. (2005) used the MBI and survey methods with 237 mental health
social workers to establish that whilst emotional exhaustion was very high (over
two thirds of participants) only 8 per cent were ‘burnt out'. Approvéd social workers
(ASWs) as they were then known (especially men) were stressed and dissatisfied
with their jobs. They concluded the same fate might apply to other professions if
extended statutory duties were applied to them thereby having consequences for

recruitment and retention.

Some hope is indicated in research conducted by Baumann et al. (1997: 4) where
burnout, perception of being overworked and bureaucracy combine when a child
protection worker reaches the ‘middle years of...tenure’ and crucially, those
workers who work through this experience perform at the highest level, ‘case skills,
performance ratings and caseloads are highest'. This complements latest

government initiatives not only to retain experienced workers but to encourage the
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return of those who have left with clear employment incentives (DCSF 2009).
Baumann’s study also highlights the perverse benefit in workers somehow
persevering through the experience of extreme challenge and stress. No further
research could be found to enhance this theory although Horwitz (1998) developed
a helpful theory of resilience in social workers as enabling ‘survival’ in adverse

~working environments.

It is suggested that stress and burnout are relevant to any study researching
participants within children’s social care settings, based on the prevalence of the
outcomes experienced by social workers. However, whilst consideration of these
concepts helped shape the methodology and data analysis, the rich story within
participant self-report and subsequent researcher observation of the psychological
dimensions were considered more relevant to the constructivist approach.

Stressor scales and the MBI were therefore not considered suitable for this study.

More recently commissioned non-academic research of children’s care service
workforce appears less focussed on stress with questionnaire design, favouring
issues relating to morale and the consequence of image and public perception (for
example, LGA 2009b; Social Lives, 2009). The pivotal nature of the
worker/supervisor relationship is widely recognised within social work literature as
being key to retention of social workers by helping reduce stress and burnout

through formal support.

3.4.4 Supervision

Supervision is defined within a health and social context by Knapman and Morrison

as...
“...a process in which one worker is given responsibility to work with another
worker in order to achieve certain professional, personal and organisational
objectives. These objectives include competent, accountable practice,

continuing professional development and personal support” (1998: 4).
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Employment literature identifies the supervisory role as an integral part of
management process, providing a ‘link and buffer’ between the expectations of
senior management and front line workers (Mullins 1996: 407). It involves use of
breadth of knowledge, human relational skills and the ability to manage work
activities. Studies in business management demonstrate the significance of
supervision in worker satisfaction claiming that considerate and thoughtful attitudes
towards workers have positive effects (for example, Scarpello and Vanenberg
1987; Bassett 1994).

Supervision within the children’s social care context should be supportive (Morrison
1993; Hughes and Pengelly 1997; Doel and Marsh 2005) and rather than being
seen as just a process to navigate, it should be of good quality in order to facilitate
social workers’ ability to promote positive change for service users (Morrison
2002). This insight combines with the literature identified in Chapter 2 to indicate
the significance of supervision in social work. Whilst case management is
important, worker welfare must also be considered essential. Reflecting
complexity and the range of necessary considerations supervisors need to make,
Knapman and Morrison (1998: 11) illustrated four key functions in their model at
Figure 3.4. | would include the service user at the centre of this model as a
reminder of the core business, and to illustrate how these key functions need to
work coherently for effective service provision. '
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Figure 3.4 Four key functions of supervision

Professional Development Function

Mediétion Function

A

Management Function

Personal Support Function

Tsui (2005) identified the following five guidelines for supervision, from empirical

research using focus groups, and 40 experienced'supervisors in Hong Kong,

stating that supervisors should:

1. be ethical and dedicated

2. have a sense of professional and social responsibility, balancing social

work values with administrative requirements

3. have a positive attitude towards themselves, their staff and service users

4. be rational and logical

5. be continuously learning, receptive to new knowledge and skills

(Tsui 2005)

Tsui (2005) also identified two contrasﬁng models of supervision that continue the
theme highlighted by Rushton and Nathan (1996) who noted a shift in focus of the
supervisory role from one of emotional support and professional guidance to that of

case management procedure checking. These are, the casework model,

characterised by a high level of administrative accountability, and the autonomous
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practice mode! with high level of professional autonomy. Government guidance
suggests a middle ground is necessary,

“Supervision should include scrutinising and evaluating the work carried out,
assessing the strengths and weaknesses of the practitioner, and providing
coaching, development, and pastoral support. Supervisors should be
available to practitioners as an important source of advice and expertise”
(DoH 1999: 109).

All social workers, from newly qualified to the most experienced, need formal
support for personal development and practice skills (Marsh and Triseliotis 1996).
This is especially relevant in the world of child protection where violence directed
towards social workers is the main cause of their fear (Smith and Nursten 1998;
2000) and a particular contributor to their stress and anxiety (Balloch et al. 1998).
Littlejohn (2005) conducted research into the effects of violence on child protection
staff using questionnaires (n=48), follow up semi-structured interviews with social
workers as victims of violence (n=7) and additional interviews with managers in the
same agency (n=20). Most violence involved verbal threats made by service users
towards social workers. The study highlights the importance of supervisory skills in
providing worker support as well as assessing for role conflict, ambiguity, and
aggression affecting the protection work (Littlejohn 2005: 397).

Dinn (2003) identified the key role of the practiCe teacher in valuing the student,
within a supportive learning environment. The 72 returned questionnaires also
indicated poor student experience where practice teachers were absent or
unsupportive and where the team offered a lack of support. This concurs with
Parker and Whitfield (2006) who used electronic questionnaires, followed by
telephone and face-to-face interviews. Although, findings were of a more holistic
nature with macro-level themes highlighted. These studies are important in light of
Parker and Whitfield’s (2006) findings indicating 49 perkcent (h=85) of new starters
in that year up to March 2005 within one Council with Social Services
Responsibilities (CSSRs) had undertaken practice learning within their employing
authority’ (Parker and Whitfield 2006: 48). However, while qualitative studies exist,
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a paucity of quantitative data to support links between placement experience and
recruitment and retention is reported (Parker and Whitfield 2006).

Negative experiences in supervision also include those where organisational
bureaucracy is prioritised over restorative and formative worker needs (Hawkins
and Shohet 2000) reflection and emotional expression (Charles and Wilton 2004:
182). The completion of administfative tasks is seen to give the possible illusion to
all those within the organisation that work is completed satisfactorily, and within

target. However, this may have little to do with the tangible needs of service users.

The Laming Progress Report recommends the establishment of “guidelines on
guaranteed supervision time for social workers tﬁat may vary depending on
experience” (Laming 2009: 86). Whilst it is recognised this is guidance, the need
for implied discretion around experience may negate best intentions as each
worker and case is unique: a discrepancy may lie in what an experienced worker
with a particularly complex caseload needs and what time a manager is prepared
or able to dedicate within the minimum recommendation. It appears the weighting
mechanism discussed in the caseload context within the same report (Laming
2009: 88) would help in supervisory time allocation. In any case, mechanisms and
models are only as effective as the people that use them. Core principles around
the supervisory relationship should be explicit in the day-to-day experience of
social workers in order to reduce the opportunity for lack of time to be used as a

reason for it being either ineffective, rushed on non-existent.

In their serious case reviews report, Rose and Barnes (2007) concluded the need
for good emotional support and supervision for staff in enabling them to become
flexible, self-aware, and sensitive. The importance of supervision now appears
more frequently cited in guidance, and recruitment and retention-related
government publications, indicating recognition of the importance of correlation
between positive supervisory experiences and retention, and negative experiences
and attrition (see DCSF (2008); DCSF (2009b); DCSF (2009c); DCSF (2009d);
DCSF (2009¢).
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The nature of the relationship between worker satisfaction and supervision is also
addressed within international literature, including American, Australian and
Swedish studies. In a study with specific focus on retention in Stockholm, Tham
(2006) used survey methods, issuing a comprehensive questionnaire to 309 to
children’s social workers, with a 97 per cent completion rate, 86 per cent of whom
were women. Using Dallnerket al.’s (2000) QPS Nordic measuring instrument she
found those intending to leave rated ‘their immediate superior as considerably
lower [than those intending to stay] and the social climate...as less enéouraging
and supportive, less relaxed and comfortable, and more distrustful and suspicious’
(Tham 2006: 13). However, the relationship between intention to leave and the
two variables, ‘fair leadership’ and ‘support and feedback from superior’, was not
statistically significant. This did not therefore support the findings of Rycraft (1994)
and Samantrai (1992) who both found positive correlations of statistical
significance among social workers, in the USA and UK respectively. Nearly half
(48 per cent) of Tham’s participants said they were ‘fairly likely’ or ‘very likely' to
leave within a year.

USA studies into the turnover and experiences of staff in general groups within
human service organisations (see examples in, Vinokaur-Kaplan 1994; Wright and
Cropanzano 1998) and more specifically children’s welfare services (see,
Dickinson and Perry 2002; Mor Barak, Nissley and Levin 2001; Smith 2005;
Vinokaur-Kaplan 1984) highlight different key factors in workers wanting to leave.
However, in reflection of the U.K studies above, consensus appears to be reached
around the supervisory relationship and turnover (Fleischer 1985; Samantrai 1992;
Rycraft 1995; Landsman 2001; Dickinson and Perry 2002; U.S. General
Accounting Office 2003; Smith 2005). Smith (2005) used the following conceptual
model to help demonstrate where supervision can be considered within the

characteristics of a social exchange framework (see figure 3.5 below).
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Figure 3.5 Conceptual Model of Retention
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Supervision of social workers is embedded in good practice combining formal and
informal methods and is not exclusive within the realm of manager/worker
relationship. Doel and Marsh (2005: 99) advocate the strength of group
supervision in ‘developing yardsticks of good practice’ and fine tuning their
judgements, adding that peer feedback can have a greater impact in shaping self-
assessment than that of supervisors. Benefits of peer supervision in social work
are also noted by Becker (2005: 234), whilst high prevalence, costs and gains of
inter-professional supervision involving 170 cognitive behavioural psychotherapists
(the majority being mental health nurses) was found to create rich opportunities for
learning and practice development (Townend 2005). Within management
literature, peer feedback on skills, decision making and technical capability were
beneficial within ‘360 degree supervision’ (Pollack and Pollack 1996).

The methodological approach within this study was shaped to reflect the pivotal
role the team manager plays as front-line supervisor, ‘change agent’ and key
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player in the retention of staff. The particular emphasis on worker ‘perception’ was
considered (see Chapter 4).

In summary the literature reiterates the complexities relating to decisions social
workers make to remain with their employer or not. Worker factors need to be
considered alongside case factors in order to more fully appreciate ‘push and pull’
influences (Audit Commission 2002). The working life in children’s social care is
one of many positives mostly associated with direct work with people, including the
ability to effect positive change with and for service users. Social workers are
generally proud of what they do but feel frustrated when service user needs are
lost within bureaucracy and process. Stress and burnout, appear related to the
pressure of work often created by, not only increasing ‘red tape’, but the cycle of
problems in recruiting, high caseload and high turnover. Supervision is frequently
cited as key in influencing worker satisfaction positively and negatively and is
therefore an important consideration of retention policy. The next section

examines the role organisational factors play within the ecology of practice model.

3.5 Organisational Factors — the world inside

“[We] take up a position somewhere between identification with an

organisation and opposition to it’ (Goffman 1961: 280).

Organisations vary considerably but Mullins (1996: 70) suggests three common
factors

e people
e objectives

e structure

Organisational success and effectiveness is said to depend on the relationships
between these factors and available resources (Mullins 1996: 70). Organisational
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theory also suggests the following basic principles of organisation and
management apply:

o attention to design of suitable structure is needed
* management involves clarification of objectives, planning, organising,
directing and control

+ essential administrative functions need to be conducted (Mullins 1996: 83).

Johnson and Scholes (1999: 33) identify the explicit nature of the political
dimension and budgetary control of government agencies as the distinguishing
feature compared to other types of organisation. Language of ‘mediocrity’ and
‘limited budgets’ is used in relation to public service organisations, as is the need to
encourage improvements for ‘value for money’. Resource allocation, audit and
control are important in this respect. Social work literature suggests little to
contradict these sentiments.

Government employers include the National Health Service for general
practitioners, nurses, midwives, health visitors, occupational therapists, adult’s
social workers and other health care professionals, The Home Office for the police,
Department for Education for teachers and classroom assistants, children’s social
workers and care workers. These public sector organisations, involve complex
dynamics and frequent change, which will now be explored following brief
contextualisation of social work organisations.

3.5.1 Context of organisation and the workforce
The historical context of the social work profession is provided briefly in Chapter 2
of this study; and extensively in Parker (1995), Parton (1998), Frost and Parton
(2009), and Sheldon and Macdonald (2009). Lymbery (2004) also charts the
organisational changes that have affected British social work and concurred with
the above observation of political power over the organisation of social work,
demonstrated in the substantial amendments to the language of the first versions
of the rules and regulations for the Diploma in Social Work (CCETSW 1989; 1991).
These strongly advocated the need for social work to ‘combat injustice and
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discrimination’ (Lymbery 2004: 46) effectively bringing social work into direct
conflict with the government (Jones 1996). More conformist language was
subsequently used (CCETSW 1995) and continued for the social work degree
(DoH 2002; Lymbery 2003).

Organisational pressure has been strengthened by poor public perception and
media portrayal (sée 3.5.1) in a climate of limited resources and increasing need,
resulting in a crisis in the social work profession caught between three conflicting
ténsions:

e economically — reduce costs, and do more for less
¢ political climate increasingly unsympathetic to social work

e service user groups more assertive and demanding (Lymbery 2004: 47).

Asquith, Clark and Waterhouse (2005) conducted a literature review of the role of
social workers, commissioned by the Scottish Executive, in which they were {
concerned that the professional role was less preventative and therefore ‘fulfilling
an organisational function that conflicts with professional values and principles and
with the reasons that provided their motivation to enter social work in the first
place” (2005: 4). It is within this public service context the Audit Commission
(2002) considered organisational factors and relevance to retention. In interviews

with public service employees the following reasons for dissatisfaction were given:

e The sense of being overwhelmed by bureaucracy and paperwork (this was
most important to 50 per cent ex-employees interviewed)

¢ |Insufficient resources, leading to unmanageable workloads

¢ A lack of autonomy

¢ Feeling undervalued by managers, government and the public (68 per cent
said image of profession would discourage new recruits)

¢ Unfair pay when compared to others doing similar work

e Imposed and irrelevant change agenda

(Audit Commission 2002: 3)
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This indicates an underlying significance of organisational factors in the decision
making ecology for workers leaving the profession. The Audit Commission (2002:
3) additionally found:

o thatthe above reasons can be ‘background annoyances’ when in isolation
but lead to a decision to leave when the factors combine
o these are ‘push factors’ within the control of the employer rather than ‘pull

factors’ relating to compelling alternative work or life options.

The significance of social work teams in consideration of recruitment and retention
is great because they provide the primary organisational structure for practice
(Rosen 2000). However, Ruch (2005) identifies that empirical research on
teamwork, especially supportive aspects, in social work is limited (Masson 1990;
“Morrison 1990; Chapman 1995). Separate Swedish studies by Oxenstierna
(1997), and Séderfeldt and Séderfeldt [sic] (1997) emphasised the need for further
research into organisational factors when considering stressors and strain when
working with service users. Tham’s (2006: 16 and 2009) recent studies in Sweden
note the significance of the ‘human resource orientation’ of the organisation and
the positive effect of staff feeling valued. This was a key factor in ‘stay’ or ‘leave’
decisions of public service workers (Audit Commission 2002) and important for
social workers in other studies (ADSS 2005; Burns 2009; Gibbs 2001).

3.5.2 Audit and Accountability
Accountability is defined as ultimate responsibility within employment literature,
means (Mullins 1996: 572). Audit serves as the backbone of public sector
management (Munro 2004: 1078) and is a necessary activity for those accountable
within public sector services to ensure the aims and objectives of service provision
are being met in relation to service user need and expenditure public funds. Munro
(2004) warns that within the function of audit, social work is over simplified and
service outcomes take priority over service user outcomes. She offers a fresh
perspective in suggesting that if audit were linked to research methods, resulits
would provide reliable evidence relating to efficiency and effectiveness of provision.
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This falls within the child protection context of an inherent conflict between safety
and cost (Munro 2009). It is claimed the increased need for audit in public services
and demand for public sector accountability reflects a reduction in public trust of
professionals running the welfare state, corresponding with the political shift to
neo-liberalism of the Labour government (Walker 2002).

From a public perspective, the results of audit partly culminate in the star rating
system for social work departments. This is the product of the analysis of
performance indicators (Pls) submitted for Comprehensive Performance
Assessment (CPA). The Local Government Act 1999 introduced the concept of
Best Value; the ability for making ‘secure continuous improvement’, followed by the
Audit Commission conducting inspections from 2000-01 and resulting in the star
rating system and CPA reports on County Councils being published on 2002.
Since September 2005 corporate assessments of Councils’ ability to lead the
community have been conducted at the same time as Joint Area Reviews of
children’s services. Inspection reports and national performance information
combine to produce a score, which results in the award using the star rating
system. Future plans include increased reliance of performance indicators and
leés on inspection. Also, in April 2009, CPA was replaced by a Comprehensive
Area Assessment to include consideration of the wider scope of public service
provision of councils in addition to ‘private and voluntary sectors’ (Audit

Commission 2009).

Concerns surround the considerable anecdotal evidence suggesting that
performance indicators have a perverse effect on practice. Munro (2004) warns of
the potential danger in government targets overriding the welfare of users. This
resonates with the concerns expressed above (in 3.4) by social workers that
emphasis of professional practice is shifting away from service user need towards
that of the organisation. Difficulties in meeting workload targets combined with
increasing administrative responsibility were additionally found to contribute
towards worker stress (Collings and Murray 1996). This apparent contradiction
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between bureaucracy and motivation to join the profession (Audit Commission
2002) has relevance to recruitment and retention.

It is arguable that numbers attracted to the service may decline, but more probable
is, Munro (2004: 1092) warns, that people likely to be attracted will be less
interested in the human relational aspects, and more willing to adopt impersonal, -
standardised approaches. Additionally, the threat of time to direct work with
service users, is not only likely to reduce working relationships, and the quality of
the information gathered (Munro 2009: 128) but also the number of people willing

to remain within children’s social work (Audit Commission 2002).

3.5.3 Culture

Moghaddam et al. (1993) referred to culture as the human-made part of the
environment within which humans can shape and be shaped. Triandis (1990)
described cultural syndromes as consisting of behavioural, attitudinal, belief, value
and acéepted norm elements that combine to distinguish them from other cultures.
It is also recognised that cultural influences can be fluid, meaning more to éome
than others and at different times, indicating the challenge to study culture as a
concept. Trompenaars (1993) attempted to link cultural variance and
organisational behaviour with particular reference to nationality and religion. The
findings, however suggest a Eurocentric bias and over-generalisations that conflict
with social work values. Although, the impact of workplace culture on new recruits
is convincingly highlighted implying the need to protect and nurture students and
newly qualified social workers entering the profession. Thompson et al. (1996)
highlighted the crucial influence of organisational culture in gaining understanding
of work related stress which, as previously indicated, is inter-related to job
satisfaction and retention of social workers. Within this context the significance of

blame culture is now considered.

The most tragic outcomes in social work involve pain, injury and the death of
between 50 and 100 children from abuse or neglect each year (Frost and Parton
2009). Part 8 inquiries were superseded when the Children Act (2004) introduced
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Local Safeguarding Children’s Boards (LSCB) that investigates such cases,
providing information aimed at shaping future practice. Future LSCB reports are
likely to be published in their entirety following the Munro report due in 2011.

These tragedies, as well as other safeguarding incidents are sometimes |
attributable to mistakes made by practitioners. Bostock et al. (2005) identify a
culture of blame and condemnation of workers when mistakes are made that
inhibits opportunities for organisational learning. Drawing predominantly on
healthcare research (DoH 2001a; NPSA 2004), they reflect Fish, Munro and
Bairstow (2008) in their argument for positive organisational change in order to
learn from mistakes in child and family practice. This learning process involves
genuinely valuing front line social workers and their clients. With sentiment shared
by Ferguson (2002) and Pearson (2009) it is suggested that more positive
approaches to mistake making and things that go wrong, promotes a constructive 4
way to consider local safeguarding incidents. These can be used in addition to
LSCB serious case review findings relating to child deaths and serious injury to

children.

Fish, Munro and Bairstow (2008) questioned the culture around organisational
learning, arguing that an adapted systems approach to learning, like that adopted
within health, engineering and other high-risk industries is central to developing
and improving the quality of service provision. The current method of LCSB
serious case reviews have been criticised for their apparent inability to effect
change; similar findings and recommendations are reported with similar problems
reoccurring (DoH 2001a; NPSA 2004). This directly contributes towards a blame
culture, where honesty in mistake making is discouraged for fear of disciplinary

action; the antithesis of a learning organisation (Munro 2009).

Additional unsatisfactory work experiences are explained in masculinist culture
operating within a predominantly female workforce (80 per cent - LGA 2009b: 9).
For Dominelli (1996) social work is losing sight of feminism and an ability to
advocate for society’s oppressed. Harlow (2004: 171) referred to the

‘managerialist reconfiguration’ of social work resulting women ‘voting with their feet’
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whilst employing agencies struggle to retain professional staff. Charles and Butler
(2004: 61), however, postulated that patriarchy perpetuates the value in heroism
and being strong, illustrated by the ‘superwoman’ concept of Langan and Day
(1992).

“Anxious not to feed into stereotypes, workers become sucked into the
masculinist principle of never revealing their vulnerabilities because the
agency resents helplessness”, Charles and Butler (2004: 63).

Munro (2009) suggests this resulted in a reluctance to show emotions and feelings
where empathy and intuition become marginalised. One of Jones’ (2001) forty
social worker interviewees highlighted similar concern that ‘macho’ principles lead
to reluctance of help seeking (Jones 2001: 559). He does not clarify gender, and
no further research could be found identifying how this phenomenon specifically
affects male workers.

Further cultural problems affecting work satisfaction are reflected in the student
placement experience, where Thompson (2000) suggests they may fare
particularly badly as their knowledge is rubbished in an anti-intellectual culture. He
claims they often face negativity within their own teams through an anti-intellectual
attitude and general lack of understanding of the complex relationship between
theory and practice. This appears to be explained, in part by identification of the
lack of explicit, systematic use of theory in social work informed by practice and
research (Gomory, 2001a, 2001b, Munro 2002, Thyer 2001a, 2001b). Munro
(2002) argues the anti-intellectual stance is perhaps the greatest threat to evidence
based practice. Thompson also warns this approach devalues, oversimplifies and
demeans social work practice as well as patronising and discouraging the student
of learning (2000: 154-155). '

Conversely, cultures can have positive effects on workforce. Parton (2006) and
Munro (2009) refer to the link between recruitment and retention within positive
learning cultures where practice experience is a team concern to ensure students
are nurtured, supervised, encouraged and protected. Parton (2006) implies the

97



Chapter 3 - The Ecology of Practice
positive message of a learning culture embedded in an authority’s recruitment

strategy also leads to improvements in retention.

Figure 3.6 |think we just have to accept it

CO**2 0'A, , X Krvcxa

(http://www.clareinthecommunity.co.uk 2007)

Few British studies consider the complexities of humour in social work, with Witkin
(1999) and Van Wormer and Boes (1997) being notable exceptions. The pilot
within this study, in addition to personal social work experience, signalled a need
for an evaluation of any evidence of organisational culture encouraging or inhibiting
humour and any relationship with coping and work satisfaction. Selection of
methods was therefore considered with this in mind. Moran and Hughes (2006)
conducted a quantitative study involving 32 Australian social work students.
Thorson and Powell’s (1993) Multidimensional Sense of Humour Scale (MSHS)
incorporating a four point Likert scale was used to measure participant humour.
This was followed by completion of a Stress Scale (Moran and Colless 1999)

adapted to reflect the university setting as opposed to the front line workplace.

Finally, participant health was rated using Greenberg’s (1987) Symptom Checklist.
Contrary to expectation the researchers found ‘liking humour’ correlated positively
with stress and symptoms, indicating an association between liking humour and

poorer wellbeing. A correlation was also found between tendencies to use humour
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socially and lower levels of stress (Moran and Hughes 2006: 513). They
concluded that reduced stress might be attributable to social support gained
through the use of humour, rather than through the humour itself. They argued for
teaching about humour in social work education as encouraged by Powell and
Andreson (1985). Whilst | am not convinced humour can necessarily be taught,
the appreciation and understanding of its function should be included in social work
education. This is especially relevant given the way social workers use humour,
banter and badinage in their practice (see Chapter 7.4.5). Research conducted by
Baid and Lambert (2010) in nursing and midwifery education adds weight to this

argument.

In summary, a widespread disparity between senior managers of social work
organisations and front-line social wdrkers exists that appears to be politically and
bureaucratically influenced. Although, workplace culture is often seen by social
workers as being established by senior managers, research suggests such
cultures are more locally influenced. Recognition of this and the need for social
workers to reclaim workplace culture against increasing trends towards reductionist
understandings of human behaviour is required (Schofield 1998; Ruch 2005).
Focus now turns to the working environment; this being the ecology in which

cultures are understood to function.

3.5.4 Working Environment

“As we pursue our dreams and desires, we do so within the social context of
our lives, the constitutional makeup of our physical being, and the physical
environment surrounding us, which may also influence our destines”
(Urdang 2002: 3).

Social Work at its Best (GSCC 2008: 8) highlights the variety of settings where
social work is conducted, local authority children and adult services, NHS primary
and hospital care, joint teams and multi-disciplinary services, voluntary, not-for-
profit bodies and user-led organisations, private sector companies and private
practice. Structure within local authority, NHS and interagency services are often
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within specialist teams: child protection, children in care, family support, disabled
children, leaving care, children’s centres, fostering, adoption and permanence,
child and adolescent mental health, youth offending, care management, disability,
learning difficulty, substance misuse, mental health, and older people. The
physical working environment of children’s social workers can be identified by the
location of the organisation, where they spend a high proportion of time. However,
it is also varied, being wherever the work may lead; service user homes, cars,
public transporf, and courts (see examples in Healey 1998; Hollows 2001; Wagner
et al. 2001; Dickens 2006; Glisson et al. 2006).

Asquith et al. (2005) noted a dearth of research surrounding the, organisational
context of social work. Whilst this appears to be contradicted by the wealth of
literature highlighted above, they refer to the working environment and argue that
social workers work well and effectively within a variety of multi-disciplinary
contexts. This reflects the increasing shift towards integrated services in matching
government policy with needs of children (Parton 2009). Indeed, few social work
articles specifically related to environment were identified, most originating from the
USA and Australia. According to Asquith et al. influence over professional identity
and role will be more determined by core values than by the organisational
environment (2005: 40).

Nevertheless, research suggests the significant effect of environment, not only on
worker satisfaction but on professional social work practice itself (Healey 1998;
Hollows 2001; Wagner et al. 2001; Dickens 2006; Glisson et al. 2006). For
example, Dickens (2006) found a combination of inexperience and the stress
associated with the court environment in child protection proceedings contributed
to high turnover, within six English local authorities in 2001/2002. Human
resources literature also provides a wealth of research into environmental impact
on worker experience, performance, satisfaction, and training transfer (Kupritz
2002).
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3.56.5 Resources

Resource allocation is a key factor in organisational management, and can be key
in retaining social workers (Community Care 2007) as noted in 3.4.2. Mullins

identifies two broad categories of resources within organisations as:

e ‘“non-human — physical assets, materials and facilities; and
e human — members’ abilities and influence, and their management”, Mullins
1996: 71).

Johnson and Scholes (1999: 1565) add financial, sources and uses of money and
intangibles such as ‘good will'. Whilst an underpinning principle of this study is that
employees within the profession are the key resource for social work, this section
considers the financial and material requirement for practice and how this impacts

on retention and turnover.

In 2006-07, Children and Families’ Services received £5.025 billion (25 per cent) of
the £20.1 billion budget for councils with social services responsibilities (CSSRs) in
England (Information Centre 2008). Within the managerialist culture and emphasis
on market economics (Healey 2002), the need to meet service demand within
budget and resource constraints is ever more necessary. Munro (2002) notes the
inevitable influence of values in decision making on action and selecting
approaches with service users; these being partly influenced by the practice
evidence base but also by systemic judgements based on economics, resources,
morals and politics. Whilst social workers need to promote best value for money
and appropriate use of resources, as advocates they have the responsibility to
notify managers of quality, inequality and unmet need issues that compromise
service users’ human rights (Hafford-Letchfield 2009: 93).

Resources implemented to assess staff performance and electronic recording
programs have been identified as problematic by workers and the government
(Garrett 1999; 2003; Munro 2004). The ICS is effectively an electronic system
incorporating a single approach to the core social work processes of assessment,
planning, intervention and review to children in need. Concern has increased since
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the introduction of the ICS in 2007-08 (see 3.3.1), resulting in more pressure on
social work time, problems with implementation and with electronic systems
generally, and an environment of continued change (Holmes et al. 2009).

One particular contradiction of anecdotal and academic evidence is the finding that
between 2001-02 and 2007-08 ‘... a substantial increase in both the estimated
number of hours and the proportion of time spent in direct contact with children and
families as part of the planning and review processes...” (Holmes et al. 2009: 14).
Holmes et al. (2009) believed this may reflect greater importance now given to
these procedures compared to 2001-02. It is noted that none of the 6 local
authorities involved in the first data collection period matched the 6 involved in the
second. It should also be noted that the initial data collection was conducted
without consideration of increasing social worker time on indirect work, or whether

change can be related to the implementation of the ICS.

However, the study involved focus groups with a total of 454 participants across
the two periods representing the range of children's services work using the ICS. It
is argued the findings will therefore be somewhat representative of the children’s
workforce, despite variances in familiarity with the ICS. Particular frustrations of
workers are incompatibility of design with practice, a complex and repetitive
interface, and insufficient and untimely training (Holmes et al 2009). Additional
factors were reported to contribute to the reported increased time on administrative
and indirect procedure, includihg a shortage of administrative support. Change is
recommended and further investment is required to enable social workers to spend
more time on core work with children and families (CWDC 2008; Laming 2008;
Holmes et al. 2009). |

Bell and Shaw’s (2008) study noted the implementation of ICS was slowed by the
reluctance of some workers to embrace computer technology, implying not only
that training needs to be tailored accordingly but also a pbssible negative bias
within some workers that could hinder further developments. Implications of this
could be significant for senior managers as resistance to change by some may be

demonstrated regardless of positive organisational intentions. Worker criticisms of
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the ICS should therefore be considered within the context that it is relatively new

and, as Cleaver et al. (2008) suggest, involves a learning curve for social workers

in its use.

Evidence to suggest the significance of the relationship between resources and
retention can be found elsewhere. The ‘For Scotland’s children report’ (2007)
found the shortage of resources was a detrimental force against the principles of
integrated children’s services as services kept what they had rather than sharing
resources and working collectively. Whilst in Australia, Wagner et al. (2001) found
dissatisfaction was strongly linked to organisational constraints which was later
reiterated in the USA where LaRue Gertz’s (2005: 10) national survey results (82
per cent response rate) indicated the child welfare workforce felt budget constraints
and lack of resources were most significant in recruitment and retention. Light
(2003) also found disparity between managerial expectation of front-line human
services workers and the resources provided to do the task, which contributed

towards 75 per cent of them feeling frustrated, and 51 per cent unappreciated.

3.5.6 Change

“When the winds of change blow, some people build walls and others build

windmills” (Chinese Proverb).

A developing theme within social work workforce research is one of ‘change’,
which can be applied across each of the four factors in the ecology model. Asquith
et al. (2005) noted that whilst not all organisational change is perceived negatively,
it is necessary to recognise the continual changes the social work profession has
made in order to adapt to new conditions and arrangements. Drivers to these over
the last four decades include smaller departments, increasing mixed economy of
welfare provision, and increased collaborative working (2005: 36). Governance
and the pursuit of quality, in the move towards increased administrative social work
are highlighted as an increasing concern to social workers, there is a comparable

consideration in police work, nursing and teaching (GSCC 2008).
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In Australia, Wagner et al. (2001) highlighted the above mentioned concern of
disparity between policy and front-line practice. Using 6-week journals and two
follow-up workshops, government child welfare workers éxplained their perception
of little opportunity for their contribution to policy development. Workers preferred
to subvert the system for client gain rather than attempt to address policy failings at
“an organisational level. Whiist frustration and blame were evident, little impetus for
joint work for change was evident. Wagner et al. (2001) proposed an analytical
framework of individual, group/team, organisational and political factors that reflect
similarities with Baumann’s (1997) and those within this study. Wagner et al.’s
(2001) findings imply that plans to encourage workers’ inclusion in policy
development (Charles and Butler 2004) could be met with reluctance, resistance,

or scepticism, despite dissatisfaction in those policies.

However, Parton (1996) perceives social workers’ subversion more positively
where they exert considerable personal, professional and organisational control
through creativity and self-determination, within the context of significant change.
Charles and Butler (2004) acknowledge the challenge but argue convincingly that
reflective practice can effectively challenge cynicism and encourage workers
towards more inclusive approaches. It follows that increased self-efficacy and
locus of control are likely. The relationship between the concept of change, worker
dissatisfaction, motivation, and how this is dealt with was considered an important

aspect within the analysis for this study.

3.5.7 Pay

National salary scales in England are discussed in Chapter 2. The literature is
inconsistent with regard to the relationship between salary and retention, although
a wealth of anecdotal evidence reinforces academic research suggesting it is
influential in the recruitment of social workers, as discussed in Chapter 2. The
Welsh report into recruitment and retention (ADSS 2005) found most respondents
believed fair pay was the most effective way to make staff feel valued (25.9 per

cent of respondents) with financial recognition of skills, responsibilities, and
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experience being third (17 per cent). Salary was the key incentive for retention (52
per cent). This concurs with the influence of fair pay on recruitment in Audit
Commission (2002).

It is apparent that the crisis in recruitment and retention has had significantly
beneficial effects on some workers who appreciate their increased ‘market value’
as a limited resource. Between 2004 and 2005 Kirkpatrick and Hoque (2006)
interviewed 28 participants of various social work organisational positions,
including 20 agency social workers (13 from children’s services and 7 in adults).
Their strong position due to scarcity was concurrent with increased pay of up to
£5000 for newly qualified workers compared to state social workers. Resource
implications of this are found in children’s services 2006 the equivalent of 5500 full-
time posts (around 13 per cent of workforce) cost an estimated £110 million
(Information Centre 2008).

In the USA, LaRue Gertz (2005) surveyed state public child welfare administrators
in 42 states and found salary was a greater barrier to recruitment than retention.
However, once a worker has begun, salary becomes less significant in decisions
about leaving. This was contrary to Zlotnik’s (2005) systematic literature review
that found at an organisational level, better salary contributed towards retention of
child welfare social workers.

Examination of the literature indicates a disparity between organisational and
individual factors that appear related to retention, and also to some extent,
recruitment of social workers. The disparity appears rooted in organisational
factors inhibiting effective front-line work with service users. Section 3.3 suggests
direct work is a key motivation for students and social workers to join the
profession. It is the inability to fulfil these aspirations of effective intervention in
meeting service user need that leads to frustration and job dissatisfaction, which
contribute towards decisions to leave. External factors need to be considered in
order to establish the holistic nature of social work within the ecology of practice
and fully appreciate issues of recruitment and retention. These centre on image,
media and public perception, legislation, and policy.
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3.6 External Factors — the world outside

“To perform at their best, social workers require active support from

government, employers and the public’ (GSCC, 2008: 9).

This section considers the literature relating to the wider world within which social
work organisations function. Firstly, the general public and media are presented as
significant in defining a generally negative image of social workers. ldentifying the
dominant force for image making is not necessarily clear, and the social work
profession has some responsibility for, and connection to this. The legislative

- frameworks within which the profession operates is then presented as complex and
changing. The literature indicates a need for the voices of social workers and
service users to be heard more effectively by politicians to enable positive change

in recruitment and retention.

3.6.1 Image, media portrayal, and public perception

Post-war social work involved social workers having key responsibility for resolving
and navigating the indistinct relationship between family privacy and state
responsibility to the public (Frost and Parton, 2009). The landscape of social work
reached a turning point following the death of Maria Colwell in 1973 and
subsequent Public Inquiry as noted in 3.3.3 above. This signalled a shift towards
increasing political, media, and public scrutiny intensifying with each subsequent
child death Inquiry; most notably, Jasmine Beckford (London Borough of Brent,
1987), Tyra Henry (London Borough of Lambeth, 1987), and Kimberley Carlile
(London Borough of Greenwich, 1987). The professionals involved were criticised
for not doing enough to protect the children (Frost and Parton, 2009). Conversely,
the Cleveland ‘affair’ of 1987 (Secretary of State for Social Servicé, 1988)
highlighted concern that professionals had over-reaéted in removing over 100
children and young people suépected of being sexually abused (Frost and Parton,
2009).

It is within this context that stereotypical views of social workers are shaped and
embedded, where British media and the general public perceive them as
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‘ineffectual wimps’ or ‘bullies’, ‘politically correct dipsticks’, ‘dopey’ ‘geeky’, ‘do-
gooders’ (Eborall and Garmeson 2001: 12-13), and either ‘do-gooders’ or
‘interfering’ (Audit Commission 2002). Within a climate where the general public
has little understanding of what social workers do (Eborall and Gameson 2001) the
enduring negative perception of social workers is heavily influenced by media
commentary, often of high profile child abuse cases as noted above. This creates
a culture of disapproval and unwillingness to cooperate (Thomson 2000), a
particular concern where building relationships with service users and other
professionals is essential. The problem is compounded when as many as 80 per
cent of children’s social workers report to have been physically and verbally
abused (Batty 2001).

A recent example is provided in research following the death of Baby Peter. A
Local Government Association (2009) on-line survey to counciliors (n=165)
responsible for Children’s Services in English local authorities in May 2009
provides evidence of the negative impact the reporting of the Baby Peter case has
had on social workers. With a response rate of almost 48 per cent the results were

as follows:

Table 3.16 LGA survey results of negative impact of reporting the Baby Peter case

Reporting of the Baby Peter case Councillors (rounded to nearest whole
no.)

Negative impact on morale 88% (n=65)

Negative impact on public perception 93% (n=67)

Whilst these results are arguably expected, it is perhaps alarming that 3 councillors
appear to believe that the reporting of Baby Peter’s death had no impact on either
morale or public perception (2 believed it had a positive impact on morale and 1
believed likewise about public perception). This arguably indicates apathy or
detachment from the reality of perceptions of social workers and English society in
general. Although the research method may dictate no opportunity for clarifying
reasoning behind these statistics, further insight from these powerful, albeit

relatively few councillors, appears lacking.
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These findings correlate with the views of children’s social workers that 87 per cent
(almost '9 out of 10) believe negative media stories about social work make the job
harder to do with 92 per cent feeling the public undervalues their work (LGA 2009b:
15). The same study notes the distinction between the social work profession and
individual social workers with both being ‘hurt’ by negative media representation
(LGA 2009b: 22). Additionally, 68 per cent of social workers believed their
negative public image would stop people from wanting to join the profession (Audit
Commission (2002). Such negativity can have an overwhelming effect on social

workers, leading to stress (Collings and Murray 1996).

As indicated, vilification of social workers, is widely reported in the UK (Jones
2001; Audit Commission 2002; Harlow 2004; ADSS 2005; Galilee 2005; DfES and
DoH 2006), especially within child protection work (Franklin and Parton 1989;
Franklin and Parton 1991; Franklin 1998; Franklin and Parton 2001; Eborall and
Garmeson 2001; Reid and Misener 2001; Asquith et al. 2005). Similar perceptions
are reported in the USA (NASW 2004), and arguably less harshly, in Sweden
(Tham and Meagher 2009). Newly recruited Australian agency workers also
reported their disappointment at the comparatively poor image of social workers in
the UK (Eden et al. 2002). Further criticism can be found from visiting American
social workers who found their UK counterparts, ‘...badly stressed, badly paid and
badly educated’ (Benn 2003: 22).

Evidence to suggest what feeds negative imagery and lack of understanding of the
profession can be found in the’very complex nature of social work. Expert practice
is not necessarily determined or defined by an ability to articulate the use of formal
theory (Fook et al. 1997); what Kondrat (1992) refers to as ‘practical rationality’.
Adaptive and flexible approaches involving a broad, complex, and eclectic theory
base, contribute to social work experts having difficulty expressing underlying
theory at a particular time (Fook et al. 1997). These in turn seem likely to
contribute to public misinterpretation where, for example, a deep level of intuition is
perceived as directionless or mere common sense. Fluidity is also evident as
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social work evolves in response to ‘new policy aspirations, expanding knowledge
and rising public expectations’ (GSCC 2008: 10).

It is argued that social work should remain an eclectic ... ‘field of operation — the
troubled and/or disadvantaged and/or discriminated against individual in society —
ensures that it will depend for theoretical sustenance on concepts and findings
drawn from a wide variety of sources’ (Sheldon and Macdonald 2009: 46). To the
‘insider’, criticism of social workers being ‘woolly’ ignores the necessity for
sensitivity to complexity and the need for open mindedness. Given the apparent
relationship between the nature of social work and political, media, and public
perception, greater understanding of practice and effect depends on the
articulation of underlying professional principles (Munro 2004).

Evidence of positive and effective promotion of the image of the social work
profession appears to be lacking within the literature, despite particular attempts
(http://Iwww.socialworkandcare.co.uk/socialwork/ [accessed 8™ March 2007]; LGA |
2009a). Asquith et al. (2005) identified an urgent need for social work to
strengthen its professional identity and an inextricable link between this weakness
and the recruitment and retention crisis. It aims to counter this by building on the
strengths identified within the profession. The reported lack of a single
authoritative voice to represent the profession is also problematic (Eborall and
Garmeson 2001). This however, is one of the identified deficits aimed at being
rectified by the General Social Care Council (GSCC) through registration and
positive promotion of the profession. An exception to the dearth of positive public
promotion of social work can be found in the Stand up Now for Social Work
campaign (Community Care 2009b) but no evidence to indicate the effect of this

currently exists on the public or to recruitment and retention of social workers.

An additional connection can be made between media and social work image in
the portrayal of children and young people (and marginalised groups with whom
social workers frequently work). One of the key areas of the Children’s
Commissioner in England is to address the misrepresentation of children in the
media (Office of the Children’s Commissioner (2006). The government is a
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sxgnlf icant external factor in the ecology of practlce that impacts on recruitment and
retention and is considered next.

3.6.2 Law and Policy

The law sets out what social workers do, to whom they are responsible and
accountable to, and the principles that govern public services (Brayne and Carr
2008). Children's social care law and policy has been considerably developed
since the introduction of the Poor Law 1930; with the Children Act 1948, the
Children and Young Persons Act 1963, the Seebohm Report of 1968.
Development has been particularly significant over the last decade since the
introduction of the Children Act 1989, as illustrated in Table 3.5. This is somewhat
contradicted by the Scottish ‘21 Century Review’ of social work that noted a
dearth of national political commitment, particularly through the 1990s, evidenced
by the lack of degree level qualifying training and regulation of the workforce
(despite recommendation by The Orkney Report of 1992) and a robust approach to
independent inspection (Asquith et al. 2005).

Table 3.17 Recent key social work developments, pollcy, guidance, and law since 1989

Key social work developments

Children Act (1989)

Working Together to Safeguard Children: A Guide to Inter-agency Working to
Safeguard and Promote the Welfare of Children (DoH, HO and DoEE 1999a)
Framework for the Assessment of Children in Need and their Families (DoH, HO
and DoEE 1999b)

Assessing Children in Need and their Families (DoH 2000)

Adoption and Fostering Act (2002)

About the Integrated Children’s System (DoH 2003)

DipSW to social work degree (2003)

Every Child Matters: Change for Children (DfES 2004b)

Every Child Matters: Next Steps (DfES 2004c)

Every Child Matters: Change for Children in Social Care (DfES 2004d)
Children Act (2004)
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Youth Matters: Next Steps, Something to Do, Somewhere to Go (DfES 2005)
Protected professional status (2005)

Introduction of Children’s Trusts (2005)

Care Matters: Transforming the Lives of Children and Young People in Care
(DfES 20063a)

Options for Excellence (DfES 2006b) ,

The Lead Professional: Managers’ Guide. Integrated working to Improve
Outcomes for Children and Young People (DfES 2006¢c)

The Lead Professional: Practioners’ Guide. Integrated working to Improve
Outcomes for Children and Young People (DfES 2006d)

Common Assessment Framework (2006)

Directors of Children’s Services (2006)

Dept for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF)

Care Matters: Time for Change (DfES 2007a)

Staying Safe (DfES 2007b)

Change for The Children’s Plan (2008)

Social Work Task Force (2009)

Munro review of Children's Services (due 2011)

Whilst the law is essential, and effective policy change benefits service users (Platt
2006), children’s social care organisations must respond to the shifting social,
legislative, economic, and political influences prevalent at any given time (Hafford-
Letchfield 2009: ix). The volume of influences indicated above reinforces previous
Audit Commission (2002) concern that bureaucracy overwhelms front-line social
workers. Policy failures are also reported to have contributed to an enduring state
of crisis within the profession in the mid-1990s (Douglas 2002; Lymbery 2004;
Asquith et al. 2005; Kirkpatrick and Hogue 2006). Evidence suggests an
underlying dimension the social work profession deals with is individuals, groups
and communities failed by policy areas of crime, health, education, housing,
employment services in Britain (Crosskill 2001; Asquith et al. 2005; Walton 2005)
and in America (Anna Casey Foundation 2003).

Law and policy need not necessarily be perceived as top-down directives being
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thrust upon staff, thereby serving to disengage and distance them from the
employer (Audit Commission 2002). Munro (2005), and Fish, Munro and Bairstow
(2008) see value in the direct influence social workers and team managers can
have in this respect. Their ‘systems’ approach (see 3.5.3) not only highlights this
relationship, but reinforces the need for practitioners to be part of the decision
making process. The approach, for example, dictates that human error is
recognised as the starting point of an investigation as opposed to its conclusion
(Fish, Munro and Bairstow 2008: 19). A lesson learned in the USA is that success
of agencies depends on the involvement of stakeholders (central and local
government, staff, and the public) in prioritising goals (Genefal Accounting Office
2003). The concept of ‘bottom-up’ creativity and the need to value social worker,
individual and professional contribution towards future the direction of social work
is discussed further in Chapter 9 and is considered an important element of this
study.

Section 2.3.6 highlighted significant policy initiatives introduced to tackle
recruitment and retehtion problems, indicating more inevitable change for social
work organisations. This is reflected in local level structural change with the

| introduction of new professional social work grades (newly qualified, consultant
.and advanced practitioner). Whilst such change implies disruption, the Audit
Commission (2002) findings imply the successful integration of change will depend
on workers feeling valued, included in the procesé and senior managers
communicating relevant and beneficial long term aims effectively. This indicates
the significance in worker perception, not only of what organisational change is
made, but how it is implemented. Asquith et al. (2005) cite worker frustration in the
increasing emphasis to meet organisational agendas of audit and accountability at
the cost of direct work.

Ultimately, constructive organisational change, progression of the social work
agenda, effective recruitment and retention policy, positive outcomes for service
users depend on the government with the critical role of funding provision and
policy implementation (Healey et al. 2009). This reinforces the earlier message

that consideration of the relationship between the factors highlighted within the
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| ecology of practice model is essential. The literature indicates that if recruitment
and retention problems are to be effectively addressed, the voices of service users
and social workers need to be heard by senior managers, politicians, and

government. Social workers are responsible for ensuring this happens.

3.7 The relationship between ecological factors

In order to more fully understand the above case, individual, organisational and
external factors relating to recruitment‘in children’s social care, the relationship
between them needs to be explored. As this and the preceding chapter indicate
the world of social work is complex and operates at many levels. Itis importantto -
acknowledge that the boundaries of the fouf dimensions used to frame this chapter
and subsequent interview and observational data (see Chapters 7) are neither
concrete nor definitive, despite the likely implication in their presentation. For
example, social work senior managers could be considered within the individual
factor, or (as | have done) within the organisational factor. However, as my
justification for using Bauman et al.'s model suggests (see section 3.2.1), itis _
particularly helpful at providing indicative framework of dimensions relevant to
recruitment and retention of social workers.

Just as the factors work together in making decisions within social work, as
illustrated in Baumann et al.’s model (1997) (see Figure 3.1), I argue that these
factors are inter-related and influence recruitment and retention. These factors
can be considered in two useful ways. Firstly, within each of the findings my social
worker typology can be considered specifically in terms of ‘valued or undervalued’,
‘positive or negative’, ‘attached or detached’ (see examples in Chapter 7 sections
7.3, and 7.5). Secondly, the findings suggest that whilst connected, some
dimensions are more significant that others when job satisfaction, decisions to
leave, and actually leaving are concerned. In this respect they relate to what the
Audit Commission (2002) called push/pull factors and should also be considered in
relation to the findings.
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3.8 Concluding comments

This chapter highlights the wealth of international quantitative research that
considers the problems relating to recruitment, but most often retention of public
sector, generic social work, adult and children’s social care and child welfare
workers and protection workers. Literature from business and employment sectors
generally concur with issues that promote and impede retention. |

Insight is also gained through the use of Baumann et al.’s model of decision
making ecology, to demonstrate key influences and interactions of the four factors
of front-line social work practice and how cases, workers, organisations and the
external world relate to, and influence not only job satisfaction and dissatisfaction,
but ‘stay or go’ decision making. This provides the context for the identification of
what encourages, and what inhibits workforce retention. However, it is argued the
window into this world could be clearer, or at least offer an additional perspective;
that of the researcher, informed by first-hand observation.

Whilst the worker perspective is essential in research of this nature, this chapter
recognises the dearth of accounts of social work practice and of research using
ethnographical methodology, thereby increasing the apparent mystery surrounding
exactly what social workers do. This is compounded by the general lack of
qualitative research around the working lives of children and family social workers,
especially using observational approaches, despite the wealth of anecdotal reports
of challenge and complexity, i.e. what informs the decision to remain in or leave

what has become a child protection job?

The next chapter identifies and justifies the case study research design and the
approaches considered and adopted. Epistemological, ontological, and
methodological issues are presented, followed by description, and evaluation of the
individual methods of data collection.
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Chapter 4 - The Natural History of the Research

4.1 Introduction

Chapter 1 highlighted the original conception of this study and the subsequent
developments‘in approach and design. Itindicates the significance of how
researcher ownership was deemed essential in the conduct of an effective study,
and one that meets the criteria for PhD research (SHU 2010). The chapter also
demonstrated how the research questions were initially formulated through a
literature review, personal experience, and informal consultation with peers within
the child protection work environment. These questions formed the basis on which
the research design was realised in order to address the overarching aim of this
study, to gain insight into recruitment and retention of social workers in a children’s
services department.

This chapter identifies and justifies the case study research design, by locating it
within my ontological paradigm of constructivism, and my epistemological
philosophical framework as interpretivist. These underpinning principles imply the
most appropriate research strategy to be qualitative where the experiences,
thoughts, and feelings of social workers are explored in relation to issues of
recruitment and retention in a children and family department. The centrality of
ethics, and axiology (the branch of philosophy dealing with ethics, aesthetics and
religion), and quality issues are also discussed. The following table illustrates the
research approach. '

115



Chapter 4 - The Natural History of the Research
Table 4 18 Research approach

Phllosophlcal and methodologlcal conS|derat|ons

o shaped by personal and professmnal values and ethlcs

RoIe of theory in research (Model) Induct:ve generatlon of theory“

Ontological orientation Social constructivism

Epistemological orientation Interpretivism

Design strategy Case study

Methods Semi-structured interviews
Participant observation
Nominal group technique
Desktop review

The second half of this chapter continues the theme of ethics within a critique of
the strategic approach. This is supported through reflexivity and reflection,
presentation and justification of the specifics of research design and the application
of using mixed methods to data collection using: interviews, observation, nominal
group technique (NGT), and documentary analysis. This enables more effective
thematic analysis through triangulation and grounded theory. Analysis is based on
the principles of grounded theory, especially the development of codes. This was
conducted iteratively and centred on the development and cross checking of
emerging themes. |

This is followed by the practical implications of the strategic approach, including,
access to data sources, sampling, rapport, timing, ethieal issues, and ‘false leads’
(Alasuutari 1995). Here, | present an insight into the natural history of the empirical
research ‘journey’, reflecting the methodological challenges faced, and the exciting
and engaging experiences within. Whilst carefully planned approaches are
presented, examples of chance opportunities and unplanned ‘happenings’ (happy
accidents) combining to enhance my understanding of research are also noted.
Arising issues and how they were addressed is also presented.

The chapter closes with an illustrative timeframe providing clarity of the research

process, reflecting the natural history, and personal context of the study (Silverman
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2004). The next section presents the framework adopted for this study and some
of the considerations made in arriving at the decisions made.

4.2 Framework for the case study approach

The preceding chapters identify that recruitment and retention of children and
family social workers is complex, and problematic at: international; national;
regional levels; and locally in North City. The focus of this study is to examine the
problem in the local children and family social work service within North City. The
exploratory nature of the research implied the appropriateness of a case study
approach because it enables in-depth insight into complex, and unstructured
organisational problems (Easton 1992; Yin 2008). Stake (2003: 134) identifies that
whilst a ‘case’ may also be simple, a case study is not a methodological choice, but
one of what is to be studied. He adds that a case is: a ‘bounded’ (also see Denzin
and Lincoln 2003; Yin 2008), and integrated system; purposive; a functioning
specific; and a system (Stake 2003: 135). A case study approach is an intensive,
detailed examination of a particular setting, and its diverse issues and contexts
(Denzin and Lincoln 2003).

Case studies are widely used within qualitative enquiry (Stake 2003) and public
sector organisational research (Yin 2008), allowing for multiple method
approaches, and providing data bound by context and time for a detailed
explanation of the source (Yeager 1998). This approach allows for ‘the holistic and
meaningful characteristics of real-life events’ (Yin 2008: 3) such as organisational
or professional eco'logy of practice. It is of particular value when the phenomenon
to be explored (recruitment and retention problems) is closely related to its context
(North City CSD), (Yin 2008).

It is important to see case study as a distinct approach, rather than simply the
pragmatic application of mixed methods of data collection. A key advantage of the
case study approaéh is that it permits in-depth exploration of a subject in which
considerable detail about the practices and processes under scrutiny can be
understood in relation.to specific contexts. In enabling intensive examination, case
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studies are often associated with qualitative research, although not exclusively so;
both qualitative and quantitative methods can be employed (Yin 2008, Stake
2003). In this study for example, quantitative human resource data was used to
consider Norfh City workforce demographics, and the relationship with recruitment
and retention, in addition to the qualitative methods identified in the introduction to
this chapter. Issues relating to mixed methodology and triangulation are discussed
in Chapters 5.4.1 and 10.

Features that help identify this research project as a case study are:

e The 'case' is identified as North City's Children and Young People's
Directorate, with responsibility for the recruitment and retention of local
authority children and family social workers.

¢ The case is a 'bounded system' (Denzin and Lincoln 2003), framed by time
(length of PhD study) and place (four worksites in a single City — see Table
4.2).

e A detailed in-depth picture of recruitment and retention issues was provided
through extensive and multiple sources in data collection (Cresswell 1998:
36-37).

e A case study structure involving exploration of: ‘the problem’; ‘the context’;
‘the issues’; and ‘lessons learned’ was followed (Lincoln and Guba 1985).

Table 4.19 The case

North City Children and Young Peoples Directorate
Worksite 1 Firthport Area Office
Worksite 2 Wentworth Area Office Floor 2
Worksite 3 Wentworth Area Office Floor 5
Worksite 4 Ridgeways Area Office

With the case identified, the nature of the case study can be considered. Stake
(2003: 139) identified three types of case study: intrinsic; instrumental; and
collective. This study was initially considered to fall within the intrinsic category as

a better understanding of the particular case is sought. Recruitment and retention
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issues in North City are not necessarily representative of those elsewhere but that
it is the ‘particularities and ordinariness’ (Stake 2003: 139) of these issues that are
of interest. However, further reading which included Becker, Greer, Hughes and
Strauss (1961), provided a deeper understanding of case study research, and
reconsideration of the research question within my research, | believe an
‘instrumental’ case study better encapsulates the nature of the research. Here,
North City is the case that plays a secondary, supportive role, facilitating a greater
understanding of recruitment and retention. '

The context-specific nature of case studies provides the basis for widely reported
criticism of the approach in that the research findings are not generalisable;
findings from a single case cannot be applied to the wider world. In this sense, the
aim of the case study is not to generalise findings but to focus on; examine, and
illuminate a particular phenomenon in order to gain a greater understanding
(Yeager 1998). Whilst the study design was underpinned by the need to optimise
understanding of the case, rather than to generalize beyond (Stake 2003: 135), |
will later argue that ‘naturalistic generalization’ (Stake and Trumbell 1982) deems
this possible to an extent (see section 4.3.2). Greenwood and Levin (2003)
support this further through ‘action research’ and Williams (2002) with ‘moderatum
generalisations’ (also in section 4.3.2). It is however acknowledged, “the purpose
of the case report is not to represent the world, but to represent the case” (Stake
2003: 156).

A well reported advantage of case studies is the flexibility in the approach in
allowing for a mixed method design (rather than methodology) (Johnson et al.
2007) where triangulation can help clarify meaning and reduce the likelihood of
misinterpretation of data. Denzin suggests that by “combining multiple observers,
theories, methods, and data sources, sociologists can hope to overcome the
intrinsic bias that comes from single-method, single-observer, single-theory
studies” (Denzin 1970: 313). Whilst this underpins strength in my approach,
multiple observers were not adopted thereby limiting the ability to negate the
inevitable element of personal bias (also see 4.4).
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The following section considers the research strategy in this context of this study
involving, and being about, social workers that work with vulnerable, and often-

marginalised people. It also clarifies my personal and professional value position.

4.21 Case study approach: professional and personal contexts

Having argued for the case study research approach with North City CSD identified
as the case, further justification is now presented with a brief consideration of the
social work profession, and the social workers employed within. | also offer
reflection on my multiple personal stances as: a ‘person’, a research student, and
Registered Social Worker. The connectedness of the strategy to service users is
also noted.

The literature in Chapters 2 and 3 suggest a broad range of research strategies
relevant to this study. The focus was necessarily recruitment and retention related,
highlighting research driven by qualitative and quantitative methodologies. It
suggests that research helps the social work profession through: building
knowledge for practice; describing or explaining social problems; and informing the
reciprocal relationship between social work and research. This study was
influenced by criticism of social work research and the wish to meet the
requirement that research in the profession should, according to Shaw and Gould
(2001: 3):

¢ “contribute to the development and evaluation of social work practice and

services
¢ enhance social work’s moral purpose
¢ strengthen social work'’s disciplinary character and location

e promote social work inquiry marked by rigour, range, variety, depth and
progression”.

Macdonald (1999) and Thyler (1989 and 2000) (cited in Shaw and Gould 2001: 5)
indicated concern that social work research is generally lacking in the areas of

scientific rigour, outcomes, and generalisation. Shaw and Gould (2001) also reflect
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concern that social work research lacks ‘methodological imagination’, perhaps
feeding Western countries government departments’ perception as being
mistrustful of anecdotal or mystifying qualitative social work research findings.
Trevillion (2008) also noted that UK social work research, whilst focussing on
improving service outcomes, rarely seeks to develop core knowledge or the
traditional underpinnings of the profession. For Smith (2009), this falls within a
context of social work agencies, and government generally lacking commitment to
research processes. Shaw (2008) also charged social work academics with failing
in the area of presentation of findings and providing functional recommendations
applicable to practice. On balance, commentators on social work research also
frequently highlight good quality studies (see examples in Padgett, 2008; Shaw,
2001, 2003, 2007, 2008; Shaw and Norton, 2008; Smith 2009).

The introduction of this chapter indicated the relevance of my position in this study.
| adhere to codes of practice and ethics according to my roles as: a registered
social worker (GSCC 2001; BASW 2002); senior university lecturer (SHU 2010)
and PhD research student (SHU 2010). It is recognised that in addition to these
professional codes, my personal value base inevitably influenced this étudy. lam
male (40 years old at the time of submission of the thesis), White, able-bodied, and
working within a middle class profession. It is therefore important to acknowledge
the way | view the world and how | believe knowledge is created. Whilst this is
discussed in the next section, | can clarify that my intention for this study was to be
of benefit and practical use to the local social work agency, its employees
(especially social workers), and importantly, service users within North City. It was
also hoped that benefits would be gained through provision of new knowledge to
the social work profession, and the wider research community. This was clearly
not altruistic, as an overarching aim was to further personal and professional self-
development.

The following section presents the key philosophical considerations underpinning

this study, including ontology, epistemology, and subsequent methodology, further
justifying the case study approach.
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4.3 Philosophical framework
The landscape of research is a contentious one. Guba and Lincoln (1994 and
updated in 2003: 258-263) help distinguish characteristics within each research
paradigm, contending for “legitimacy and intellectual and paradigmatic hegemony”
(2003: 253). These are identified as: positivist; post pbsitivist; post modernist;
critical theory; constructionist; and (as updated by Heron and Reason 1997)
participatory paradigms. Boland (1989; 1995) observed a significant shift in the
social sciences towards more interpretive and criticalist thinking and doing, with
their legitimacy becoming well established and perceived as at least equal to
conventional (empiricist and in particular the positivist) paradigms (Guba and
Lincoln 1994). '

At its base, the philosophical concept of constructivism and interpretivist principles
lays the rejection of the assumption that positivist methods from the natural
sciences can be successfully applied to social science in explaining human
conduct. This is a necessarily subjective process where reality, and meaning V
(especially for further action) is derived from community consensus (Lincoln and
Guba 2003: 264). However, positivists argue that knowledge and truth are
established as facts and laws through the verification of hyphotheses through

. objective, “disinterested scientists” (ibid 2003: 260).

As previously described, my personal research paradigm is that of constructivism,
as | believe ‘reality’ is created and constructed by individuals (social actors), and
that an understanding of these perspectives is necessary. The ‘truth’ is dependent
on the situation, and the perception that is applied by individuals, and influenced by
values, beliefs, and attitudes (Lincoln and Guba 2003). My epistemological stance
is interpretive, as | believe knowledge to be a personal experience that is
subjective and unique (Lincoln and Guba 2003). This is informed by the German
intellectual tradition of hermeneutics and concept of Verstehen in understanding
the meaning of social phenomena (Schwandt 1994: 119). An understanding of the

world is gained through interpretation. To elicit research findings is therefore to

122



Chapter 4 - The Natural History of the Research
“offer the inquirer’s construction of the constructions of the actors one studies”
(Schwandt 1994: 118).

Justification of my constructivist and non-postivist stance is that the llanguage of
objectivity, distance, and control oppose my personal and professional social work
values. Social inclusion and engagement are central to my belief that social
science can inform and improve the lives in need through both qualitative and
quantitative research methods. Whilst identifying a constructivist paradigm, the
fluid nature of categories relating to the theoretical and paradigmatic strands of
research where boundaries shift is acknowledged (Lincoln and Guba 2003: 264).
Far from suggesting that ‘everything goes’ (Feyerabend 1988) constructivism,
including the associated axiology most closely relates to my value base. Lincoln
and Guba (2003) update their 1994 presentation of research paradigms with the
view that axiology is “part of the basic foundational philosophical dimensions of
paradigm proposal” (2003: 265), thereby highlighting the fundamental nature of
ethics.

4.3.1 Additional methodological considerations

Whilst | have argued for the focus on an interpretive, qualitative approach to
research within this study, my decision to join the ‘qualitative revolution’ (Denzin
and Lincoln 2003: vii) was not without debate. A positivist approach embracing
quantitative methodology was necessarily considered within the scope of the
research outline. Chapters 2 and 3 demonstrate the historical weight of
quantitative approaches to social work organisational research (most recently
identified by Burns 2009). Survey methods have been widely used to extract
recruitment and retention related findings across large samples, predominantly by
government bodies in the UK (see CWDC 2008). Also identified is the emergence
of qualitative and mixed method approaches specifically focussing on issues of
recruitment and retention of social workers (see Fook etal. 1997; Mor Barak et al.
2006; DePanfilis and Zlotnik 2008). These often highlight the sensitive and

emotive nature of the subject of job satisfaction and the need for participants to be
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given the opportunity to discuss their social world through rich description often

associated with qualitative interview techniques.

Questionnaires are frequently adopted within ‘grey’ literature, such as Community
Care, and Professional Social Work. Indeed, most of the findings presented in
chapter 5, from my documentary analysis of primary data within North City, are the
result of quantitative approaches, including survey methods. An increasing body of
qualitative research is however, beginning to inform these issues, and justification
for adopting such an approach within this study has been presented.

Whilst the methodological framework was not a pre-requisite, they participatory
body in this study, ‘North City children’s services’ was already identified in the
University and local authority contractual relationship. Recruitment and retention in

North City was problematised and the research questions were considered |

collaboratively. (Also see Chapter 9 for discussion on mixed methods).

4.3.2 Social action

Within the constructivist péradigm, this case study involving the social work
organisétion is a means of attracting ‘champions’ purposefully willing to consider
recommendations as contributing towards action planning (Guba and Lincoln 1981;
1989). Ethical issues are also a driving force for action, which in this study {and in
social work) involve outcomes having an eventual positive affect on service users.
This concept is also reflected in action research, which is described as being a
“socially meaningful” mission (Greenwood and Levin in Denzin and Lincoln 2003:
133). Positivist criticism perceives such a link in the application of the researcher’s
work as a threat to objectivity and also that, the researcher’s intellectual autonomy

is threatened by connectedness to the social world beyond the university (ibid).

Restriction in the researcher/case relationship has not been a feature of this study
and whilst findings and recommendations are bounded (Yin 2008) they were

always intended to be socially meaningful. Greenwood and Levin note, ‘results’ in
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the form of outcomes are important to those in society who are marginalised and
want assistance in dealing with the presenting problems faced; “poverty, addiction,
racism, environmental degradation and so on” (2003: 138). As indicated in the
previous two chapters, the literature éuggests a particularly low social and political
value of the social work profession, perhaps a reflection of the perceivably low
value of those individual social actors whom social workers work with most. This
reflects the indirect value of this case study to service users. It is within this social
. context that Padgett argues for the ideal suitability of qualitative repbrts giving a
voice to study participants, noting the restriction on expressing themselves through
powér imbalance (2008).

As noted in this chapter, methodological terminology is complex and contested.
Boundaries between methodological stances shift according to the author (Denzin
and Lincoln 2003). | have found this confusing and challenging, and sometimes
helpful. As my confidence has developed | appreciate how | can contribute in
some way to such debates. | have gained good insight into the advantages of
reading around research paradigms, approaches and ways to gain knowledge. For
example, whilst this study does not claim to be that of action research, | found on
reflection that within the case study approach my efforts to work positively with
organisational stakeholder resonated with what is referred to as “cogenerative
inquiry processes” in action research (Greenwood and Levin 2003: 148). To this
extent researcher and key stakeholder collaboration was important to varying
degrees in:

* defining research objectives
e constructing research questions
 learning research skills
e pooling knowledge and efforts
e conducting the research
¢ interpreting the results
e applying what is learned to prodiJce positive social change
(Greenwood and Levin 2003)
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The NGT method (see section 5.3.4) exemplifies collaboration where the
participative consensus approach includes the presentation of findings and
application of skill sharing. Organisational access was also dependent on
collaboration.

It is acknowledged that an exclusively collaborative approach was not adopted and
that a balance, underpinned by bias reduction and avoiding feeding a managerialist
agenda was believed necessary. This approach reflected my social work
principles where using holistic and inclusive approaches, informed through use of
an exchange model of assessment (Parker and Bradley 2010), identifies service
users as, to some extent, experts of their own situation. This also reflects Dewey’s
(1927/1954) philosophy that meaningful knowledge creation processes should
include the ethics of participation (Greenwood and Levin 2003). Both researcher
and stakeholder knowledge are essential and help create a powerful research
team (ibid).

4.3.3 Generalisation

Yin (2008) argued that generalisations are not the aim of case studies, as
previously stated. Additionally, criticism of generalising from small samples is not
possible because of the unique nature of the particular case.

However, Greenwood and Levin (2003) suggest how this can be considered
possible within action research using a two-step model highlighting how ‘context-
bound’ knowledge can be used in different organisations and settings.

1. Contextual conditions in which knowledge was created contextualises the
knowledge itself.

2. Transfer of knowledge requires contextual knowledge of the new setting,
differences, and reflection on consequences of applying actual knowledge in
the new context (2003: 152).
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Williams (in May 2002: 125-43) highlight possibilities of ‘moderatum
generalisations’ in interpretivist research. Grounded in the concept of cultural
consistency’ and the “...existence of some shared norms, a common language and
physical referents can allow at least some reciprocity of perspective between
researcher and researched, as well as viable comparisons between places”
(Williams 2002: 157). Whilst he suggests the necessity and inevitability of
generalisation, Williams warns of the moderate nature of ‘moderatum
generalisations’, but counters this in that “they need only to be so” and can be left
to stand or be developed further (2002: 139).

Additionally, Trumbell and Stake (1982) argued for ‘naturalistic generalisation’ in
case studies where the reader of experiential and contextual research reports
gains awareness, understanding and the construct of knowledge. These appear
more likely if the issues are recognisable through previous experience, an ability to
make comparisons, and are reinforced through social processes that enrich
understanding (Stake 2003). Trumbell and Stake (1982) also acknowledged that a
choreographed research report is inevitably ‘edited knowledge’ and the reader will
in turn edit that this.

4.4 Ethics and Quality

Consideration of ethical implications is an essential part of any research proposal
and subsequent study (Barnes 1979). Human rights Iégislaﬁon and the Data
Protection Act (1998) also influence research methods. Despite this, Peled and
Leichtentritt (2002) identified the problem that ethical considerations were marginal
in most phases of qualitative studies reported in social work journals, following a
10-year review. This section demonstrates how consideration of ethics was central
to this study and with research ethics having strong resonance with social work
ethics.

Formal ethical approval of the full project was sought following Sheffield Hallam
University (SHU) procedural processes. The North City Health and Social Care

Research Consortium Ethics Committee granted this in September 2005 and SHU
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subsequently confirmed ethical approval through their Social Care Ethics
Committee. Ethical decisions were crucial to this study, especially because access
to area offices was gained where personal information about service users and the
workforce was available. Confidentiality and participant autonomy were therefore
upheld, and clarity provided from the outset that these would only be broken in
exceptional circumstances, such as a child being at risk of significant harm under
- s.47 Children Act 1989. As a registered social worker | was also bound by the
rules and regulations that apply to my profession including the code of practice
(GSCC 2001; BASW 2002).

The research methods needed to be ethically sound, and whilst the director of
North City social services provided overarching consent, additional measu_res were
taken to ensure participants were fully informed. This included provision of a
researcher biography, clarity that participation was voluntary, and subsequent
acquisition of informed consent. These measures included meetings,
consultations, supervision sessions, telephone calls, email and paper
correspondence, and use of tools such as consent forms. Issues for ethical
consideration necessarily included: honesty and trust, reciprocity, intervention,
advocacy, and finally, risk assessment (Lincoln and Guba 2003).

Research within organisations involved in the protection of children requires
sensitivity to ethical issues and anti-oppressive practice. Social workers often work
with people, who are marginalised in society, need some kind of help, or protection
from harm. It followed that this case study, directly or indirectly involved service
users, involving sensitive topics and should not cause harm to participants
(Silverman 2010). The welfare of service users was especially relevant in this
study because it was anticipated that | would have direct contact with them, albeit
rarely. This was proposed to be during home visits, meetings, and court hearings
although these particular sites, and therefore service user contact were, in the

main, curtailed for practical reasons.

Ethically aware research behaviour (Bulmer 1982) was an important thread running

through the case study. The research aims, objectives, and recruitment and
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retention focus were made explicit to all participants of all grades, as they could
have assumed their practice would be scrutinised and criticised. An honest and
transparent approach was aimed to encourage: rapport, opportunities to observe
more natural behaviour, honest responses, and a reduction of possibilities for
defensive feelings. The next section argues that ethical awareness is linked to the
need for researcher awareness of the inevitability of bias, and the need for
reflexivity in order to uphold the quality of the study. This supports Janesick’s
(2003: 56) declaration that research objectivity, regardless of methodological

approach, is a myth and claims as such cannot be taken seriously.

44,1 Bias and reflexivity

Hammersley and Atkinson (1996) acknowledge the need to build and maintain
rapport between researcher and participants. For example, gaining trust is an
important aspect of the observational technique and is a particular challenge to the
researcher. This includes the importance of self-presentation and appearance and
the need to avoid any ‘sharp differences’ (1996: 86). A helpful comparison is made
between the researcher and “...social actors in general, whose social competence
requires such sensitivity to shifting situations” (1996: 87). As a fellow’ social
worker | believe | was generally perceived as an interested (but tangential)

companion, and managed to maintain good rapport.

My empathic skills combined with the experience of using the observational
method through day-to-day interaction, and in-depth interviews, helped me
appreciate the participant perspective of me as a researcher. The following
scratch note (Figure 4.1) provides an illustrative example of this. It depicts my
encounter with a social worker who confided in me about her length of service, and
reflected frankly how our interaction, combined with my previous offer of help, had

changed her assumption of me:

129



Chapter 4 - The Natural History of the Research

Figure 4.1 Observational fieldnote
Drrect observatronal fii eldnotes e

iy "Qualrf ed i m 1981 Worker on the 2"" F/oor at Wentworth in 1993 and has been wrthrn ok
o : North Crty SSD srnce ' “No one ‘else knows thrs”’ she confi ded g
T She has a very dry sense of humour and is deceptrvely shrewd.

; fShe sard I have surprrsed her because she read my ‘blurb (intro Ietter to my study) and
,f thought she wou/dn‘t lrke me atalll She thought two years qualrf ed what would he
; know?’ She was very grateful for. my help wrth her desktop computer recent/y 1 thlnk
.Vythrsrswhatbmketherce ot b LG e e e ‘ -

) (w5 13 0BS).

Further indication of participant perception of me was provided within the
observations where occasional inference was made to me being either a ‘saviour’,

or a ‘'spy’ (see section 5.3.3)..

Throughout the study, | remained mindful that the danger of misunderstanding was
especially great within familiar settings (Hammersley 1990 cited in Silverman 2010:
29). The terrain was recognizable to me as a social worker and the need to avoid
‘over-rapport’ was ongoing (Silverman 2010: 30). | was frequently reminded of my
potential for bias throughout the period of data collection. Here follows a second
excerpt from observational scratch notes, this time reflecting my frustration at the

lack of resources available:

“Just established that Child Protection plans are supposed to be printed on
lilac paper “This. is apparently the most expensrve coloured paper you can get
and is therefore generally unavarlable ‘However, PC knows ‘where a supply of
lilac paper e exrsts and whispers | its location to JC. Up to now they have had to ‘
use pink paper as a cheaper compromrse’ Pure gold!! 1l use thrs asan"
example of the perception of a local authority holdrng back on resources
because they are stingy.  It's like.the printers not berng serviced from
yesterday These perceptlons all build and create an overall perception that
social workers will not be given the. approprrate resources and are therefore
undervalued and unde apprecrated” : SR e

: =y (W2 16OBS);

Barton (1994) (in Munro 2008a: 21) highlighted the concept of ‘biased observation’
in social work practice, which resonates with theory of participant observation in
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social research. | believe my communication skills developed through social work
helped me notice potential blind spots where evidence that contradicts my beliefs
is concerned. This reflexive approach was supported in my observations of some

senior managers being particularly positive about, and supportive of their staff.

Reflexivity, where Fook (2001: 127) argues subjectivity is an asset rather than a
problem, requires philosophical reflection and problematisation of personal
assumptions. Consideration was given to my values, value systems, social
standing, class, ethnicity, family, upbringing, gender, sexuality, physical and mental
ability, age, environment, life experiences: basically all the things that make me
who | am, and think the way | think. Reflexivity enabled me to appreciate how |
influenced every aspect of this study and each decision made. This includes
analysis, presentation of findings, and subsequent completion of this thesis and
contributed towards the overall quality of the study.

4.4.2 Quality, trustworthiness and authenticity

Issues of quality within the study were addressed using Lincoln and Guba’s (1985)
proposed primary assessment criteria of trustworthiness and authenticity. These
were considered as being more appropriate than considerations of validity and
reliability, which are widely (though not universally — see Kirk and Miller 1986;
‘Mason 1996) associated with measurement of quality in quantitative research
(Lincoln and Guba 1985). This distinction is based on Lincoln and Guba'’s (1985)
fundamental principle of the interpretist argument for more than one version, or
multiple versions, 6f absolute truth.

Firstly, issues of trustworthiness are considered in four ways: credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Secondly, authenticity is assessed
using five categories concerning the wider impact of the research of: fairness,
ontological authenticity, educative authenticity, catalytic authenticity, and tactical
authenticity (Lincoln and Guba 1985). The flexibility of the case study approach,
combined with my recognition of value for reflexivity, underpinned periodic
assessment for quality within this study. Quality of this study is now presented
through the criteria of trustworthiness and authenticity.
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As indicated, the first consideration in trustworthiness is credibility.

i) Credibility parallels with internal validity in quantitative research and
relates to the previously mentioned interpretivist notion of more than one version of
social reality and interpretation of an event (Jahesick 2003). Credibility of the study

determines the acceptability of the research to the reader. | argue this study is a
feasible and credible account of the ‘case’ because it adhered to the principles of
good practice in research (see SHU 2010) and because study findings were
presented to North City CSD in July 2009, where subsequent discussion and

~ debate confirmed my description, explanation, and understanding of the case.

Presentation slides were also followed by a written summary report. Respondent

evaluation or member checking (Janesick 1998; Lincoln and Guba 1985) was

further employed, as interview transcripts were emailed to each interviewee, with a

request for notification of any necessary amendments or disagreements.

Credibility is also underpinned through the use of triangulation (see Chapter 5.4.1).

ii) Transferability parallels with external validity in quantitative research and
the extent to which the study findings can be transferred to other social contexts.
Lincoln and Guba (1985) argued the detailed account of qualitative inquiry enables
judgement of transferability to be made by the reader. Such rich account or.‘thick
description’ (Gertz 1973) of the case is demonstrated in my extensive fieldnotes,
with particular focus on participants and the four observed worksites. This record
is available for scrutiny and supports an informed assessment for transferability to
other ‘cases’. Itis argued the literature review (in Chapters 2, and 3) suggests a
high degree of transferability. (Also see section 4.3.3 on generalisability).

iii) Dependability parallels with reliability in quantitative research where an
audit approach is adopted (Lincoln and Guba 1985). As indicated above, the
complete records of the study are available for access by the research supervisory
team. Whilst an audit has not been deemed necessary for the whole study, use of
the supervisory team has been made in considering the format of the interview and

observational data.
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iv) Confirmability parallels objectivity in quantitative research in

acknowledging that objectivity is not an aim of qualitative research (as explained in
section 4.4.1) and refers to the researcher’s need to act in good faith. My
presence within the research design signifies inevitable subjectivity resulting in bias
in this study. My social work training and subsequent professional practice have
empowered me with increased self-awareness, recognition of personal values,
capacity for reflexivity and strength in reflection. Confirmability is identified as an
auditing role, and | argue that my values and research paradigms have not
manifestly swayed ‘the conduct of the research and findings derived from it’
(Bryman 2004: 276). In sum, | have maintained an open mind about my findings,
especially where they might conflict with personally held views, whilst
acknowledging, and valuing the inevitability of the subjectivity of qualitative
research.

Following this is Lincoln and Guba's (1985) concept of authenticity, fairness being
considered here first.

i) Fairness: Views from within all aspects of service provision within the
‘case’ have been represented within the study. Chapter 8 indicates the unique
representation of senior mahagers’ consensus of facilitators to the recruitment and
retentidn problems. Interviews and observations also capture wide-ranging
perspectives. The predominant body of data from within this case study relates to

front line social workers and is representative of the case.

ii) Ontological authenticity: Feedback throughout, and following data
collection and presentation of findings, indicated a general appreciation of the
research and beneficence in that their story has been heard, and subsequently
told. 1 believe this to be the case for front line workers as well as senior managers.
Additionally, confirmation of a greater understanding gained by participants of their
social situation was expressed by some following presentation of findings (see
appendix Q). Expanding this understanding further is a personal aim, as
demonstrated in Chapter 9, where | argue for recognition of (and recognise the

challenge in) the mutuality of the roles across service provision within the ‘case’.
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iii) Educative authenticity: A strength in this study, | believe, is that
adopting the case study approach, and using multiple methods specifically
designed to elicit the perspectives, and perceptions across the grades in
organisational children’s service provision, facilitates opportunity for a greater
participant understanding, especially across the perceived front line/senior
management divide. An example of this is provided in Chapter 6.7.2.

iv) Catalytic authenticity: Ongoing contact between ‘case’ representatives
and | enabled participants to engage in constructive action. This included my
supervision as an honorary employee during the data collection period. Itis
recognised that the issue of power imbalance in the front line worker/senior
management relationship is relevant in influencing positive action and, as
acknowledged above, following final presentation of findings the senior manager
confirmed recruitment~and retention policy changes had been made. This was
reported to have improved recruitment and retention problems. These may, or
may not be related to the research findings and dialectic supervisory relationship.

v) Tactical authenticity: It is too soon to establish whether participants
within the ‘case’ have been empowered to engage in action for change in their
situation. Findings indicate this is a necessary outcome and the diécussion
presented in Chapter 8, provides the challenge to participants that encourage this
very process.

Whilst the criteria for assessing quality in qualitative research are contested, this
section is indicative of a study that is of good quality according to Lincoln and
Guba'’s (1985) proposed primary assessment criteria of trustworthiness and
authenticity.

4.5 Conclusion

In this chapter | have presented the theoretical, methodological underpinning, and
details of study design in the context of the natural history of my research. This
reflects the lived experience and the journey taken throughout the study. The
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location of this study is provided and justified in adopting a social constructionist
epistemology and an interpretivist theoretical perspective within which the case
study methodological approach sits.

The case study design is located within a qualitative approach using mixed
methods to provide opportunities for triangulation. Quantitative human resource
data gained also helpgad contextualise the case and confirmed the existence of
recruitment and retention problems in North City. Consideration of methods is
presented in relation to the research question and detail of the case study design
provided. The decision to use participant observation, semi-structured interviews,

desktop review, and nominal group technique is also presented as an effective

combination in illuminating the following:

The next chapter presents the specifics of the research design and argues for the
appropriateness of the techniques used. This extends reflection on the
collaborative research relationship and thorough consideration of ethical issues.
This begins with the pilot study, issues around access and theoretical sampling,

followed by the data collection and analysis.
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Chapter 5 — Fieldwork

5.1 Introduction

The previous chapter provided justification for, the adoption of a social

constructionist epistemology and an interpretivist theoretical perspective within

which my case study methodological approach sits. It argued for a qualitative

approach using a mixed method design of participant observation, semi-structured

interviews, desktop review of local data, and nominal group technique. This

chapter describes the practical detail of the design and its subsequent use in the

fieldwork.

5.2 Specifics of research design

The following table presents the methods of data collection used within the case

study design, where, and when they were conducted across the data collection

period.
Table 5.20 Methods of data collection
Date Method Where Sample Duration
Feb 2003 - Desktop review | North City See Chapter6 | n/a
Aug 2003 ‘Directorate
Oct 2005 — Non-participant | Firthport area 29 front line 15 days
Nov 2005 observation office workers
Nov 2005 — Interviews Firthport area 8 front line n/a
Dec 2005 office workers
May 2006 — Non-participant | Wentworth 2 and | 45 front line 17 days
July 2006 observation 5 area office workers
July 2006 Interview University Ex-employee n/a
July 2006 — Interviews Wentworth 2 and | 8 front line n/a
Aug 2006 5 area office workers
July 2006 Nominal group | Away day — 28 senior Half-day
technique neutral venue managers
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Sep 2006 — Non-participant | Ridgeways area | 22 front line 4 days
Oct 2006 observation office workers
Oct 2006 Interview Ridgeways area | 1 front line n/a
office worker
Feb 2009 — Desktop review | North City See Chapter 6
May 2009 Directorate
Totals 4 methods 4 work sites Obs n =96 36 days of -
Ints n=18 obs
NGT n =28
5.2.1 Access

This section demonstrates how access to the worksites and participants was
achieved in order to conduct this research study. My experience reflected Van
Maanen and Kolb's (1985) observation that gaining access required careful
planning, hard work, and a degree of luck. Negotiation was essential and my
communication skills helped with progression and | believe a key ‘door-opener’
was that | was a (fellow) Registered Social Worker. | was also planning research
designed to provide ideas for addressing agency recruitment and retention
problems.

Access was inevitably supported by North City being identified from the outset as
the focus of the research. As explained in Chapter 1, North City part funded the
study to provide an informed response to their recruitment and retention problems.
Initial meetings were held with North City senior managers across children and
adult services to introduce me as the researcher, and the proposed nature of the
research. This included a key meeting with senior social work practitioners to
discuss the relevance of the study and the potential research methods to be used.
Prior to this meeting the senior manager with recruitment and retention
responsibilities stated that the problems previously identified in recruiting and
retaining staff were no longer apparent. However, the senior practitioners, who
highlighted the crucial need for the study, did not uphold this perspective. They
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provided encouragement for the proposed methods; although they warned of the

challenges in participant diary keeping.

A document to formally introduce my personal details and the study to all potential
participants was emailed to two senior managers and a team manager (see
appendix F). However, this was not distributed to North City staff as anticipated.
Contacts were provided within one worksite for the proposed pilot study. Once the
pilot was completed, a subsequent meeting with the (then) Director of Social
Services provided opportunity to feedback my initial findings and future proposal
for the shape of the study and how it would be conducted. More comprehensive
citywide contacts were provided in order to progress with data collection.

The introductory document was subsequently updated and emailed to a business
support worker who forwarded it to all staff on my behalf. Following initial problems
within the pilot study, introductory visits were made to each area office involved
where study proposals were presented. Paper copies of the document were
distributed by hand during initial team meetings. Monthly supervision was also
negotiated, and provided by the Strategic and Operational Manager. T'his provided
an opportunity for the development of a reciprocal relationship where insight from
both strategic and operational perspectives was gained, as well as the sharing of
ideas about the pracﬁca‘lities of research methods in the field. It was, for example,
within one such supervisory meeting that | concluded the diary method would not
be feasible, despite my original determination in pursuing this. | was also able to
share emergent themes and topics, whilst being mindful of not breaking confidence
or being perceived by participants to be colluding with senior managers. | learnt
that workers’ perception of this particular manager was favourable and believe this

to have had a positive effect on my status as a researcher.

Overall, the methodological consultation process between various key members
and individual teams helped build rapport and my credibility with managers and
workers alike. | believe this served to shape the research design in enabling the

relatively smooth access to participants.
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Three key figures (two within separate business support teams and one with the
training and development team) were identified and contact maintained in order to
make the practical arrangements for data collection, such as: becoming an
honorary employee in order to obtain a security pass, access to the staff intranet
and email facilities, using desk space, and booking rooms for interviews. The
position of researcher as an honorary employee and registered social worker
reinforces Scott’'s (2002: 927) suggestion that social work academic researchers
are ‘honorary insiders’. These figures were particularly valuable to me and their
help was central in contributing to the positive progression of the practicalities

associated with access in the study.

| was generally warmly welcomed by staff of all grades throughout, with high levels
of interest in the publication of findings. The latter eventually became the cause for
great personal anxiety as the delays in completing the writing up of the stud‘y
became increasingly problematic. Only once did | feel less positively about the
researcher/participant relationship, during the NGT event (see Chapters 5.3.4 and
8). For the duration of each observation | became an accepted part of the teams,

albeit briefly, within the personally familiar office terrain of social work practice.

The period of observation within each worksite served as an excellent way to
further discuss me and the study with interested individuals and an opportunity to
consider sampling for interviews and eventually the nominal group technique
session. Details of sampling methods used are discussed in the next section.

5.2.2 Sample

Theoretical sampling is the selection of groups to study on their relevance to the
research quéstion and the researcher’s theoretical position (Mason 2002). With
North City identified as the case, social work teams most affected by recruitment
and retention problems were identified through consultation with key stakeholders
and human resource data. The following factors also contributed towards the

sampling strategy:
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¢ boundaries of the case, i.e. North City CSD;

e boundaries of the PhD study, i.e. time, one researcher;
e accessibility, and;

e practicality of observation, including timing and locality of participants.

Once the four worksites where Duty and Looked After Children (LAC) teams
worked were identified as: Firthport Area Office; Wentworth Area Office Floors 2
and 5; and Ridgeways Area Office, access was negotiated, as previously
described. An observational sample was provided which included all front line
employees within the targeted worksites. A within case, maximum variation
sample was therefore obtained and used to document diverse variation and identify
common patterns (Hubermann and Miles 2002). This was aimed to illuminate
multiple perspectives about the case (Cresswell 1998) (see Chapter 6) and enable
saturation point to be reached, where no significantly new data is generated
(Strauss and Corbin 1998).

During the fieldwork participants occasionally informed me of ‘ideal’ interviewee
candidates. The enticing proposition to target a convenience sample, using a
‘snowball’ technique (Bryman 2004), was, in the main, rejected because of the
anticipated likelihood of negative bias. One candidate (Jim) was interviewed
because he had left the child protection service and was considered by an ex-
colleague to have a wide range of relevant experiences to this study. Apart from
this, a less targeted strategy was deemed likely to capture a more representative
response including both negative and positive experiences within the case. A
maximum variation sample was therefore also used for semi-structured interviews,
where team member volunteers were collected during participant observation.

Every staff member within the observed sample approached agreed, without
exception, to volunteer for interview if randomly selected. After each observational

period, volunteers were given pseudonyms and randomly selected by an
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independent university colleague. The high level of interest demonstrated in
volunteering and subsequent participation of all those selected reflected the
perceived relevance of the research to North City staff. The opportunities

associated with this approach within the bounds of a purposive sample were:

» avoidance of ‘only the loudest and seemingly most interesting voices being
heard’ (a particular concern voiced by staff during methodological

consultation)
* reducing researcher bias

* increased ‘in case’ representation.

The perceived threats to using a random sample approach were:

* lack of social worker grade interviewees
» lack of experience of interviewees
+ under-representation of diversity issues (sex, age, disability, and ethnicity)

* reduced opportunity of interviewing ‘ideal’ candidates

On reflection, | believe the opportunities identified above outweighed the threats
and randomisation within purposive sampling for interviewing strengthened the

study.

The following data key (Table 5.2) is used to identify key information relating to all
18 formal interviewees presented in Table 5.3. When constructing pseudonyms,
the names of existing staff across the directorate were purposefully avoided and

any matches would be coincidental.
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Chapter 5. Fieldwork

Table 5.21 Data Key for Interview Participants

Grades

Service Manager
Team Manager
Senior Practitioner
Social Worker

Social Worker Agency
Trainee Social Worker
Support Worker
Gender

Male

Female

Ethnicity

White

Black

Asian

Length of
Service/Qualification
Up to 1year

1- 2years

3 -5 years

6-10 years

11 - 20 years

Over 20 years

Code
SM
™

SP
SwW
SWA
TSW
Sup W
Code

<1

1-2
3-5
6-10
11-20
>20
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Chapter 5 - Fieldwork

The sampling approach incorporated grounded theory principle of ‘saturation’
(Glaser and Strauss 1967; Strauss and Corbin 1998) where | did not have a pre-
determined number of interview participants. This sampling strategy served to
refine my emerging theoretical basis, within its flexible approach. Analytic
interpretations developed through the data informed further data collection, which
then informed and refined the developing theoretical analyses (Charmaz in Denzin
and Lincoln 2003).

| determined that no significantly new data was generated after the 18" interview
participant. | anticipated this would be close to the number | would conduct but
was receptive to the possibility of conducting more. However, this was a
challenging principle to apply in participant observation. This time consuming and
sometimés exhausting method required negotiation and organisation with senior
managers in North City. Whilst | am satisfied that, in the main, saturation point was
reached in this method, | would have liked the opportunity to observe the ‘retained’
team in Ridgeways before they were relocated to Wentworth. This would have
given me an opportunity to consider specific dynamics, make comparisons to the

retained team in Wentworth, and check data against study themes.

This approach underpinned the decision to consider nominal group technique
(NGT) (see Chapters 5.3.4 and 8) with senior managers as the sample. | was
interested to establish insight into senior managers’ perspectives on recruitment
and retention problems and believed this would give a sense of balance to the
study. The sample selected for the NGT was both ‘convenient’ and ‘opportunistic’
(Silverman 2010) as | was able to attend a senior team managers’ away day in
order to conduct the session. Supervision provided by the North City Strategic and
Operational Manager helped justify the convenience sampling strategy because
arranging a separate event for senior managers would have been problematic, due
to constraints on their time. The sample was also purposive because the target
group was senior managers (Silverman 2010). It is noted that two team managers
(outside the senior management range of grades) attended this event because
front line representatives were required for regular away day activities. Once

agreed, an explanatory document (see appendix O) was emailed to each senior
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manager informing of NGT as a research approach, and included a detailed list of

processes.

NGT participants fepresented all managerial grades from team manager (n=2) up
to, and including the head of service within the North City directorate (n=26)

‘ providing a total sample headcount of 28. This method is described in detail in

section 5.3.4.

This section has presented the theoretical sampling strategies for each method
where participants were involved. Data was collected over a six year period with
most obtained from October 2005 to October 2006, through a range of methods:
documentary analysis; direct observations; interviews; and nominal group
technique. This involved staff across all grades within fieldwork practice in
children’s services in North City. The design incorporated the triangulation of
methods for the purposes of data analysis. These are now individually discussed
in the following section.

5.3 Methods in action

This qualitative study used between-method triangulation (Denzin 1989: 237 - 41)
aimed at “increasing scope, depth and consistency in methodological proceedings”
(Flick 1998: 230). However, Fielding and Fielding (1986) state that while strategies
of multiple triangulations can add breadth or depth to a study, they cannot alone
make it more ‘objective’. Indeed, “...no observations or interpretations are
perfectly repeatable, triangulation serves also to clarify meaning by identifying
different ways the phenomenon is being seen” (Smith in Denzin and Lincoln 2003;
148). Predominant qualitative methods are identified as interviews and
observation, both of which were attractive to me as a social worker. | subsequently
learnt of, and gained confidence from, the valuable transferable professional skills

(Shaw and Gould 2001) associated with these research methods.

Participant diary keeping as a method of data coliection was also considered as a

valuable way of cross checking observation and interview data on an individual
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participant basis, as well as at the team and location levels. However, this was
deemed impractical for social work participants because they were deemed too
busy to complete them. | therefore reluctantly rejected the method (see
preparatory work in Appendices C, D and E). This was a disappointment because
diaries appeared an attractive way to elicit expressions of personal life Plummer
2004). ltis argued that diaries are among a group of research tools “...widély
ignored and neglected in both research texts and courses, which have enormous
potential for exploring concrete social experience in humanistic fashion"...(Plummer
2004: 288). Bryman also noted the value in the researcher-driven diary when the
research questions are very specifically concerned with aspects of people's
behaviour (Bryman 2001: 139). | believe these would be worth exploring further in

future social work research despite implications on participant time.

5.3.1 Desktop review of local data

Eborall and Garmeson (2001) employed desktop research where documentation is
reviewed to elicit contributory information linked to recruitment and retention in
social care and social work. This included documentary analysis of wide-ranging
human resource data specific to the employer in each case. A similar approach
was considered necessary in this study to enable me to illustrate and contextualise
recruitment and retention within North City. | was particularly interested in making
national comparisons with recruitment and retention statistics. This case study
design was aimed to be analytically, rather than statistically, representative (Yin
2008). However, in order to achieve a more holistic picture of the complex reality
of the ecology of practice within North City children’s services, desktop research
methods were employed to elicit statistical data through documentary analysis (see

findings in Chapter 6).

Supervisory arrangements with the senior North City manager, and observational
methods provided access to wide-ranging recruitment and retention documentation
from 1999 to 2006 that confirmed and contextualised local recruitment and
retention problems.
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A particular frustraﬁon within this review was my inability to obtain documents
relating to exit interviews for un-retained staff. Two senior managers indicated the
information existed because some leavers were interviewed; however neither

manager could locate the material.

Other documents considered for analysis were social worker case notes.

However, through discussion within academic supervision this was rejected despite
being of personal interest, because as a social worker with professional experience
within similar settings, | already had an appreciation of the general nature of the
work involved (later reinforced by interviews and observations). On reflection, |
believe this to have been a helpful decision because case recording on service
user files is conducted by social workers with a specific purpose that does not
necessarily reflect personél views that impact on recruitment and retention issues,
although these views might be indirectly referred to, for example, a lack of
resources for service user provision.

5.3.2 Semi-structured interviews A
In its broadest sense, interviewing is a common and powerful way in which people
can be understood and is reflected in what Atkinson and Silverman (1997) and
Silverman (1993) refer to as ‘the interview society’ (Fontana and Frey 2003: 63).
As a research method this approach offers flexibility in data collection, allowing the
interviewee to explore personal thoughts and feelings, whilst remaining on the
relevant topics of interest (Kvale 1996) and is a valuable strategy for discovery of
social phenomena (Fielding and Thomas 2001) and some degree of biographical
description (Fontana and Frey 2003).

1 concluded that a semi-structured interview approach was the most effective
technique where, crucially, the process offers flexibility and the interviewee has
freedom in how to reply (Bryman 2001: 313). The interviewer inevitably decides
how closely to follow the guide, and additional questions outside of the schedule
may be asked. Although structured interviews often elicit rational responses they
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are considered to fail to account for emotional dimensions (Fontana and Frey
2003: 70) anticipated in this study.

As indicated, semi-structured interviews are extremely flexible because they allow
for changes to be made, and for further examination of any issues as they arise.
Few resources are required for the interview process other than a suitable room,
the voluntary participants, notebook and pens, and a good quality recording device.
Interviews are often well attended because they are prearranged around
participants; attrition rates are therefore usually less when compared to techniques
such as questionnaires (Denscombe 1998). Perhaps the most distinct advantage
of this method is the ability to obtain richness and depth in the information gained.
The process of prompting and probing, reflection, and subsequent member
checking (Janesick 1998) means the interviewer can often obtain a depth of
information that demonstrates feelings, beliefs, insight, and knowledge reflecting
the participant's reality that questionnaires often cannot provide (Kvale 1996).
Denscombe (1998) advised that the quality of data obtained would often depend
on the thorough completion of each stage in the interview process. These include:

e consideration of interviewer's gender, age, ethnicity, religion, sexuality and
ability and whether personal identity will impede/influence open and honest
responses

e gaining authorisation to conduct the interviews from the appropriate
authorities |

e gaining informed consent from interviewees

e gaining the use of suitable-accommodation for the interviews (privacy, low
noise, no interruptions)

+ allowing for time of interviews and subsequent transcription and data
analysis

¢ consideration of appropriate presentation of interviewer (Denscombe 1998:
121)
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Semi-structured interviews may also be conducted over the telephone or in groups.
Telephone interviews can help save time if meeting the interviewee is a problem
and therefore increase the geographical sample. However, these were rejected
because non-verbal communication through body language is lost and this limits
the amount of data gathered. It is also more difficult for the interviewer to assess
how much is understood by the interviewee (Kvale 1996).

The constructivist approach identifies the researcher as the primary instrument for
data collection, in the interpretation through analysis, and construction of
knowledge (Denzin and Lincoln 2006; Punch 2000; Silverman 2005). The
interviewer therefore plays a key role in this process regardless of where on the
structured — unstructured continuum the design dictates. The skills of the
interviewer are therefore an essential resource, not to be underestimated (Kvale
1996).

Qualitative data has been described as an 'attractive nuisance' by Miles (1979)
because of the richness of information and the difficulties involved in its analysis.
Qualitative interviews are not therefore without challenges and limitations, perhaps
the biggest drawbéck being the length of time taken to, collect, transcribe, prepare
and analyse the data (Kvale 1996). Transcribed data is often lengthy and not in a
standardised format, especially when compared to questionnaires, which provide
standardised data that can be more easily analysed and presented. This may
have an impact on resources, especially where participants are geographically
spread.

Denscombe (1998) also identifies interviewer effect as a disadvantage because the
personal identity of the interviewer may influence what the interviewee says. This
may contrast with what the person actually does in reality, thereby adversely
effecting reliability of the data collected because consistency and objectivity are
more difficult to achieve. Additionally, some issues can cause considerable upset
to the participants, which if handled inappropriately by the interviewer can have

significant ethical implications.
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As previously stated semi-structured interviews produce raw data in the form of
tape recordings (if recording has been possible) and written notes. Audio |
recording is considered important because of the difficulties involved in conducting
the interview whilst note taking. Notes are valuable in helping to interpret

responses and include observations of body language.

Drever (1995) describes three stages in analysis of the interviews:
¢ Data Preparation - tidying up the raw data
¢ Analysis - categorising and reorganising the prepared data, considering
patterns relating to the research questions |

e Summarising Results - using patterns to develop conclusions.

Silverman (2005) considers analysis as being fluid in nature, conducted throughout
the duration of the research process. Whilst transcribing raw taped interview data
is time-consuming, an accurate reflection of the words used increases validity.

This is therefore reduced the more the transcription is summarised. A more
detailed consideration of analysis of qualitative interview data is considered
alongside that of observational data in section 4.7.

The process of consideration of the interview method within a qualitative paradigm,
combined with the literature highlighted in Chapter 3, provided adequate
justification for the adoption of the semi-structured interview method in the pilot
study (see appendix A) and subsequently within the eventual study design. The
group interview method was also considered, and finally adopted in the form of
Nominal Group Technique and is discussed in section 5.3.4.

A list produced by Kvale (1996) and supplemented by Bryman (2004) provided a

useful framework for self-analysis in my ability to conduct effective interviews and
is reproduced as follows:

¢ “Knowledgeable: is thoroughly familiar with the focus of the interview; pilbt
interviews of the kind used in survey interviewing can be useful here.
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Structuring: gives purpose for interview; rounds it off; asks whether
interviewee has questions.

Clear: asks simple, easy, short questions; no jargon.
Gentle: et people finish; gives them time to think; tolerates pauses.

Sensitive: listens attentively to what is said and how it is said; is
empathetic when dealing with the interviewee.

Open: responds to what is important to interviewee and is flexible.
Steering: Knows what he/she wants to find out.

Critical: is prepared to challenge what is said, for example, dealing with

inconsistencies in interviewees' replies.
Remembering: relates what is said to what has previously been said.

Interpreting: clarifies and extends meaning of interviewees' statements,
but without imposing meaning on them”. '

Bryman adds:

“Balanced: does not talk too much, which may make the interviewee
passive, and does not talk too little, which may result in the interviewee

feeling he or she is not talking along the right lines.

Ethically sensitive: is sensitive to the ethical dimension of interviewing,

ensuring the interviewee appreciates what the research is about, its

purposes, and that his or her answers will be treated confidentially”.
(Bryman 2004: 325).
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The aim of the research interviews was to gain participant thoughts, feelings, and
emotions by avoiding a strict format of questions and the researcher allowing the
interviewee the space, time, and opportunity to think and communicate such insight
more freely. An interview guide is an instrument used by the researcher to provide
standardisation of approach (Kvale 1996). This was deemed necessary for the
semi-structured design in this study and included prompts relating to the research
question (see below). Questions were generally of a similar nature for each
interviewee, although a degree of flexibility was employed to allow for expression
of themes, thoughts and feelings that helped construct a picture of how participants
viewed their social world (Kvale 1996). Crucially, interviewees had "a great deal of
leeway in how to reply" and the process was flexible (Bryman 2001: 313). The pilot
study helped focus, revise and refine the guide and highlighted omissions. As the
interviewer, | inevitably decided how closely to follow the guide and what additional
areas outside of the schedule were explored.

It is acknowledged that whilst some issues raised during the research interviews
were not always anticipated, or deemed relevant, the original intention to adapt the
interview guide through the cyclical interpretation was deemed unnecessary. This
was because the data was consistently appropriate and relevant to the research

question.

On reflection | was surprised at the conciseness of the guide and found that on
reviewing Kvale's (1996) and Bryman's (2004) list above, that my transferable
social work skills in interviewing upheld my competence and confidence in this
method, contributing towards less reliance on following a comprehensive list. In
this regard l had a good understanding of what | wanted to ask, whilst remaining
comfortable with the aspect of participant freedom. The interview guide headings

were as follows (see appendix K):
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Figure 5.1 Interview guide

'o’-_z"Personal relevance of recrwtment and retent/on
e Personal journey mto soczal work/expenence :
e _Personal expectatlons

el Personal expenences

o . "_“Suggestlons for lmprovement

Interviews were arranged to take place in a quiet office within the worksite of
employment. This was at the convenience of the interviewee to encourage
participation and reduce attrition. Interviewees were given an option of an off-site
location but this was never required. One interview was conducted at Sheffield

Hallam University for the ex-North City employee.

Three interviews were interrupted, each of these being with a team manager,
supporting their claims of how busy they were. One was interrupted three times,

which created a particular challenge with ‘flow’.

Interviews were often emotive and involved participants reflecting on, and reporting
painful experiences. A debrief was therefore conducted informally once the end of
each interview had been confirmed, where interviewee wellbeing was checked. On
one occasion the interview was suspendéd while the interviewee recovered from
recalling an experience of being victimised and bullied by the employer. We left
the interview room and had é cup of tea and recommenced once the interviewee

convinced me that she was happy to do so.

Each interview was tape-recorded and written notes were occasionally made.
Additional notes were often made immediately after each interview describing
personal thoughts and feelings about context and process. Interviews were fully
transcribed and emailed to each participant to read and review if necessary with an
opportunity for any changes to be discussed and agreed upon where a need arises
(Kvale 1996).
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5.3.3 Overt participant observation

Observational methods of research originated in social anthropology in the
Chicago School of social research, particularly Robert Park in the 1920s and 1930s
and Zorbaugh (1929), as a way of studying ever changing social phenomena (May
2001: 147 and Hammersley and Atkinson 1995: 158). May (2001: 147) defines the
method as follows, “...to listen, observe and experience and to expose theories
and biographies to new and unfamiliar social surroundings and relations, with a
view to enhancing an understanding of them”.

An intention of the study was to observe as many aspects of social work practice
as possible in order to capture patterns of behaviour within children’s services that
~ contributed towards problems with recruitment and retention. The literature and
my personal social work experience informed me that decisions to stay or leave the
service were influenced by a range of ‘cross-factor’ issues. Social work assistants,
social workers, team managers, service managers, and more senior managers
agreed on the personal relevance of recruitment and retention issues; that they
were problematic, and needed to be thoroughly researched. The high level of
interest fed my enthusiasm to gather data by observing practice within the
workplace. | antiéipated that | would enjoy the experience, especially as |
reminisced about my old social work team and the 'buzz' associated with front line
practice.

Observation is a research technique widely used across the spectrum of positivist
and empiricist paradigms, what Adler and Adler (1994: 389) referred to as “the -
fundamental base of all research methods”. How the technique is employed and
under which methodological stance is important in determining the appropriateness
of its adoption as a method of data collection. Having made the distinction
between methodological approaches in section 4.3, and identifying this research as
using a case study design strategy (see section 4.2), the value in the traditionally
ethnographic method of participant observation was considered particularly strong.

In reflection of how the boundaries around methodology can appear unclear

154



Chapter 5 - Fieldwork v

Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) argued that all social researchers were
participant observers. However, as discussed, Yin (2008) highlighted that whilst
the case study approach is necessarily bound by context and time; mixed methods
of data collection were often used.

Junker (1960) (in Hammersley and Atkinson 1995) provided a model for the
theoretical roles for fieldwork in ethnography, which helped frame the stance taken
within my role as an observer within this case study. As illustrated, the role rangeé
from ‘complete participant’ to ‘complete observer’ (see Figure: 5.2).

Figure 5.2 Theoretical social roles for fieldwork

Fieldwork
Comparative involvement: . Comparative detachment:
Subjectivity and sympathy : objectivity and sympathy
Participant as I I Il Observeras
| .
observer I participant
I
I
l
Comple'_(e I. | v Complete
participant : observer

(Junker 1960 in Hammersley and Atkinson 1995: 104).

An initial aim was towards the ‘complete observer’ side in order to reduce bias and
minimise over-rapport, and increase objectivity “intellectually poised between
familiarity and strangeness... and...socially...poised between stranger and friend”
(Hammersley and Atkinson 1995: 112). Robson (2002) explained that observation
is commonly used in the “... exploratory phase to find out what is going on in a
situation as a precursor to subsequent testing out of the insights obtained. For this

155



Chapter 5 - Fieldwork
purpose, the unobtrusive observation approach is most appropriate” (Robson
2002: 311-312). Defining characteristics of unobtrusive observation are that it is

non-participatory and is usually unstructured and informal.

I found the ‘complete observer’ (Gold 1958) particularly challenging during the pilot
study as not interacting with people (being unobtrusive) felt uncomfortable. | also
predicted it to be counterproductive and limiting in my research opportunities. This
also contradicted my need to build rapport and would only have rendered me a
‘stranger’. Additionally, | planned fo attend court and home visits with social
workers, which was not possible under the notion of complete observer. My
professional social work status also instilled sensitivity to issues of child protection,
in the senée that it sometimes shaped informal interviewing and probing (although |
my direct intervention was never required). So, despite the appeal of doing social
work, my role as participant observer would remain passive, rather than active
(Van Maanen 1978, in Bryman 2001).

Overt participant observation was therefore considered to be a valuable way to
triangulate data collection and contextualise individual responses provided during
interviews, but also within the observations themselves. The literature helped
underpin my awareness of the potential influence over people observed and need
to consciously minimise this in order to increase the validity of the data (Bryman,
2001; Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995; Silverman, 2004).

Worksites identified in Table 5.3 were targeted through negotiation with my senior
manager supervisor. My key aim in this approach was to provide a unique insight
through the window of the world of front line social work practice into North City’s
children’s services. Shaw and Gould (2001: 18) provided social work specific
research reassurance in my approach with their claim that “...ethnography sets in
the foreground the liberating or constraining features of everyday life, the
particularities of culture, and above all an emphasis on context...”. The focus on

recruitment and retention remained of constant significance throughout.
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During the supervisory relationship | was occasionally informed of organisational
change prior to publication to front line staff. This helped with planning and it was
therefore important for confidentiality on my part to be upheld; North City children’s
services were experiencing major transitions and | did not wish to provide potential
for an additional source of anxiety for social work staff at what was predicted to be
a particularly stressful time. Children’s Social Services became Children and
Young People’s Directorate and merged with Education as part of the national
change agenda following publication of the Children Act 2004 and the Every Child

Matters programme.

Firthport area office was accessed first because it was considered to be relatively
stable and | was advised would be a good preparation for what might be a more
challenging experience at the two floors of Wentworth House area office located in
a city centre tower block. This was followed by observations at Ridgeways located
on the opposite side of the city to Firthport and comparatively similar in size and
structure. Three weeks were planned for each worksite but this was to remain
flexible according to whether saturation point was reached with the data (Silverman
2004). The previous Table 5.1 in section 5.2 presents the duration of observation
totalling 36 days. o

The pilot study helped in the development of the following set of guiding questions
used to help focus the observational data collection:

e Whatis the working environment for CSD social workers?

e What iséues impact on day-to-day job satisfaction/dissatisfaction?

e How do social workers work?

e Why are the social workers being observed still working for North City CSD?
¢ What coping strategies are employed?

 To what degree are recruitment and retention issues relevant to front line
workers?

e Banter: what lies beneath?
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e What may influence improvements?

During the fieldwork, Spradley’s (1979) suggestion of four separate sets of notes

was initially followed:

e Short notes taken at the time.
e Expanded notes made as soon as possible after each field session.

¢ A field work journal to record problems and ideas that arise during each
stage of fieldwork — reflection tool.

e A provisional running record of analysis and interpretation (Kirk and Miler
1986 in Silverman 2005).

Initial scratch notes were expanded on at the end of each day of observation, as
they were evaluated and transferred into typed form using Microsoft Word. This
allowed for more thorough notes of observations, including recall of additional
material, analysis of the situation and my personal thoughts and feelings. It was
important these notes were made at the end of each day, as memory fades and
the account becomes less accurate (Robson 2002: 324). My pilot experience
prepared me for the mentally and physically demanding nature of this method. |
therefore welcomed the suggestion from my academic supervisor that | might
attempt to use a laptop computer onto which scratch notes could be directly
recorded. The flexibility of the case study approach enabled me to make use of
knowledge gained from the process to inform the next stage of data collection.
This method was used throughout the remaining observation sites and saved much

time in transcribing basic notes.

However, time was still required at the end of each day to expand these notes and
record reflections. The predominant advantage in using the laptop was the general
convenience during the actual observational stage and knowing that an electronic

source was already prepared on which to work and expand. | believe this also
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assisted the coding process because of the flexibility in cutting and pasting and
editing and re-editing when compared to using pens and paper.

A particular challenge was the need for what Egan (2002: 81) referred to as
‘effective listening’ where it was necessary to process what was actually being said
whilst musing on what was possibly missing. It was therefore important to balance
this with not wanting to ‘put words into the mouths’ of participants that were not
concurrent with their beliefs or intentions. This became easier the more | was able
to appreciate the personalities of the participants. Initially, it seemed necessary to
focus on building trust and rapport with participants. | empathised and behaved in
a manner that | would have appreciated as a social worker being observed. This
involved me being courteous, respectful, and discrete. As Stake suggested,
“Qualitative researchers are guests in the private spaces.of the world. Their
manners should be good ahd their code of ethics strict” (2003: 154). | aimed to
ensure that | did not impede in any way on professional practice.

The general practical method adopted during observations was what | referred to
as a ‘butterfly approach’ where | discretely ‘flitted’ from office to office, team to
team, desk to desk, as light-footed as possible in an attempt to remain relatively
inconspicuous and easy to ignore. This was not always possible and | found the
more people became comfortable with me and the more accepted | became, |

would be drawn into team-wide discussion whether social work related, or not.

An aspect of the observational process that developed less favourably was that of
observing social workers and their service users. The original proposal was to
shadow practitioners during home visits, meetings, and court work, and whilst each
of these were conducted, this was only very rare. In all, three home visits, one
formal team meeting, one office-based service user meeting, and one court
hearing were attended. | encountered a general reluctance for practitioners to
allow this level of access into their work. | accepted this as the general case during
observations at the second worksite and decided against pursuing this particular

line of observation, focussing on experiences within the work site.
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Reasoning behind participant reluctance was often openly described to me as the
nature of the visit/intervention, and the fragility or dyﬁamic of the social
worker/service user relationship. The underpinning reason for my reluctance to
persist in requesting to attend such visits and meetings was my generally
perceived practitioner unwillingness to expose this level of intimacy of practice.
This perception was reinforced by occasional comments made with casual
reference to my role as a ‘spy’. On reflection, | believe that despite having a good
rapport with participants, and honorary insider status, my perceived role as a
relatively unknown interested colleague rendered me an ‘outsider’. Once |
accepted this as the nature of the observation, | drew reassurance that | had
maintained the necessary balance to gain observational material from within the
arena where anecdotal evidence suggests 80 per cent of social worker time is
reportedly spent -in the office.

Interviews were arranged during each observational period and conducted soon
afterward with participants from the worksite just observed. This ensured the site-
specific observational data, emergent themes and topics were easier to recall and
triangulate.

5.3.4 Nominal group technique

A significant chance factor (Silverman 2010) within this study was that | shared an
office with a leading researcher in forensic podiatry, and expert in consensus
methods including Delphi technique and nominal group technique (NGT). Through
academic debate and sharing of research experiences, it became apparent that
NGT would enhance this study and add a somewhat unique quality. Firstly, this
consensus approach is often used with key stakeholders within organisational
research. Secondly, the mixed method design producés qualitative and
guantitative data time-efficiently and cost effectively (including immediate
dissemination of findings), making it attractive to researcher and participant
organisations alike (Gordon and Hamer 2004; Vernon 2005). Thirdly, the literature
review indicated only two international sociél work studies using the nominal group

technique had been published. | have also assisted in one small, unpublished UK
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study using NGT With social workers. This final point appealed to me because of |
the unique opportunity to apply a rarely used technique within social work
research, in addition to the anticipated usefulness of the data to senior manager
participants.

In order to describe NGT is it helpful to identify its origins in the Delphi technique.
Dalkey, Helmer and Rescher of the RAND Corporation first devised Delphi in the
“early 1950’s. It involves the completion of rounds of questionnaires by a group of
key experts within a specific field (frequently Health). Features of thé Delphi
technique include anonymity, feedback, statistical group response (Dalkey 1967),
use of informed respondents (Miles-Tapping et al. 1990) and group consensus
(Grant and Kinney 1992). A particular strength in Delphi is the ability to “sweep
rich sources of experiential data” (Mitroff and Turoff 2002: 22) and represents a

prime example of Lockean inquiry (see further discussion on this below).

The literature in Chapters 2 and 3 indicates the depth of problems associated with
recruitment and retention, social worker dissatisfaction, government attempts of

reform and a dearth of senior manager insight.

“The focus of consensus methods lies where unanimity of opinion does not exist
owing to lack of scientific evidence or where there is contradictory evidence on an
issue. The methods attempt to assess the extent of agreement (consensus
measurement) and to resolve disagreement (consensus development)” (Jones and
Hunter, 1995). |

Jones and Hunter’s (1995) description of consensus methods indicates their |
potential to address the research questions in this study. Whilst the Delphi
technique involves anonymity and rounds of questionnaires, NGT offers the
opportunity for personal interaction and dissemination within the research process.
The advantages of this outweighed the limitation that NGT may inhibit some
participants (Vernon 2005). Though possible, | believed this less likely given the
professional status of the participants.
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Delbecq and van de Ven (1971) first described NGT as an approach to facilitate

effective group decision-making within social psychology and it has since been

used within organisational research across a range of services (predominantly

Health in the UK (Vernon 2005)). Gordon and Hamer (2004) cite the three most
typical applications of NGT as problem identification, development of solutions and

éstablishing priorities. As the following table (5.4) suggests, NGT provides

perceived advantages over other group decision making processes.

Table §.23 A Comparison of Group Decision Making Processes

Attribute Decision making process

Delphi Focus Groups | Brainstorming NGT
Face-to-face group meeting No Yes Yes Yes
process
Generates a large number of Yes Maybe Maybe Yes
ideas
Avoids focusing on a single train Yes Yes No Yes
of thought
Encourages equal input from all Yes No No Yes
participants
Highly structured process Yes Maybe No Yes
Meeting time usually 1-2 hours No Yes Yes Yes
duration .
Avoids ‘quick’ decision making Yes No No Yes
High degree of task completion Yes Maybe No Yes
Provision of immediate feedback No Maybe Maybe Yes
Measures the relative importance Yes No No Yes
of ideas generated

(Gordon and Hamer 2004: 127)
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NGT uses a structured approach that the researcher is advised to follow. This
appealed because of my lack of experience in using the method, and involves the
following five-stage procedure:

1 Introduction and explanation
2 Silent generation of ideas in relation to the problem (participants working
alone)

3 Sharing ideas (between participants)
Group discussion (new ideas generated but none eliminated)
5 Voting and ranking (consensus reached and disseminated to group)

(Adapted from Gordon and Hamer 2004: 128)

This is not to imply the structure reduces the challenges involved, as in practice the
method proved especially demanding in terms of effective communication,
analysis, member checking, rapport, organisation and working within timescales.
Differences of opinion and active debate are encouraged within the approach and
a degree of control by the researcher, afforded by participants, is therefore also
essential.

An additional consideration that provided convincing sway in the application of
NGT was the ability to engage directly with senior and middle managers within
North City in a way that had not previously been perceived possible. | anticipated
the method would produce valuable data from key informants, identified as service
managers, operational managers, and the head of service across the whole
service provision of North City, including business support. The event would also
place recruitment and retention‘issues at the forefront of their collective concern for
at least the duration of the research process.

The NGT event followed the set process in adherence with the research method
and ensured the method would be completed (from data collection to presentation
of findings) within the negotiated half-day deadline within a senior managers’ group
away day in July 2006.
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A detailed process for the NGT event was produced following two additional
consultations with my previously mentioned expert colleague, and correspondence
with an additional expert in this field from another university (see appendix O)

Whilst Gordon and Hamer (2004) considered between 6 and 8 participants were
ideal for this approach, 28 actually attended the NGT event. | had originally
arranged to be supported by my NGT expert colleague who was unexpectedly only
able to attend for half an hour to assist in counting votes in Part 5 of the process. |
found this particularly challenging and on two occasions, out of my depth, and
appreciated one senior manager who provided assistance on each occasion. _
Whilst it was always a possibility that so many participants would attend, my North
City supervisbr believed this to be unlikely with an anticipated headcount of around
18. | had previously been reassured by each of my NGT contacts and the
literature that, although not ideal, larger numbers could successfully be involved in
the NGT (Gordon and Hamer 2004).

Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) cite the depth of researcher skills involved during
group interviews in order to account for group dynamics. These skills were tested
throughout the use of NGT, and especially when one senior manager did not
appear to take the research exercise seriously, randomly ticking his vote of choice
and sat back in his chair with his arms behind his head. His voting paper was
regarded as ‘spoiled’ and therefore discarded when the votes were counted. |

ensured | located the sheet by tracking it during my collection.

‘Sloppy execution’, is identified by Linstone (2002) as the fifth of eight basic pitfalls
in the Delphi method (2002: 568). Both the researcher and participants can have
responsibility for problems here. The researcher could be responsible for poor
participant selection where the group is either too agreeable (or too large).
Beneficence may be lost through poor interaction where participants resent being
used to educate the researcher. |
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Superficial analysis of responses is the most common weakness in this approach.
It is noted that group consensus can be based on “differing, or even opposing,
assumptions: they might also be subject to sudden changes with the passage of
time” (Linstone 2002: 568). The need for immediate dissemination of findings from
the process helps to address this particular concern. To reiterate Hammersley and
Attkinson’s (1995) notion of researcher skill, communication between researcher
and participants is therefore central to the avoidance of this pitfall and to the
effectiveness of the method. Sloppiness on the part of the participant includes the

need to ‘get it over with’ and hastily given responses without adequate thought.

Linstone’s full list of all eight basic pitfalls is illustrated below. Each pitfall provided
valuable insight into how the novice NGT researcher might make the best of the

consensus approach.

1. Discounting the future
The prediction urge

The simplification urge
[llusory expertise

Sloppy execution
Optimism: Pessimism bias

Overselling

o N o o A~ w0 DN

Deception
(Linstone 2002)

On completion of the NGT | was encouraged at being congratulated by some
participants for using such an engaging method and one that involved such timely
presentation of findings. Also, my colleague and NGT expert reinforced how
positively | had handled the challenge of using the method with such a large group.
Templates, correspondence, and vote forms including calculations associated with

this method are presented in Appendix O for audit purposes.

“...one would be hard pressed to find a better contemporary example of a Lockean

inquirer than the Delphi (Mitroff and Turoff 2002: 20).
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The mixed method nature of the data collected within NGT may b\e perceived to
conflict with my constructivist ontological and interpretivist stance. However, the
philosophy of consensus methods is wholly compatible as indicated by Mitroff and
Turoff (2002) above. Lockean perspectives derived from the notion of ‘self and
‘tabula rasa’, posit that the mind is an empty slate shaped by experiences
(sensations and reflections). Truth is therefore experiential where validity of simple
observations is based on agreement between different human observers (The
American International Encyclopedia 1954; Mitroff and Turoff 2002). The nominal
group technique derived from Delphi is therefore concerned with gaining insight
through consensus into the real world of its participants, enabling them to make
practical use of its findings. This resonates with the Marxist principle that the
purpose of science is not merely to interpret the world in various ways, but to
change it. The statistics generated within the NGT are considered descriptive and
enable key stakeholders to communicate findings in a language that is widely
understood by policy makers Vernon (2005).

5.4 Analysis of data

Robson (2002) has indicated that no prescriptive formula exists for the analysis of
qualitative data. However, he advised a rigorous and disciplined approach despite
the lack of clear guidance although countered with the need to avoid being overly
mechanistic (Robson 2002). The main task is that of data reduction and then to
display the data to aid in drawing conclusions (Robson 2002). Strauss (1987)
suggested guidelines for coding of categories within the qualitative data that
contributes to the reductionist approach. Effective analysis therefore extracts
typical and atypical notes and quotes to avoid too idiosyncratic an approach
(Hallett 1995). Value judgements are necessary in this process, increasing the
influence of bias and reliability (Silverman 2010). As previously acknowledged,
subjective judgement is an inescapable part of this study.
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This is not to suggest that analysis is a separate event conducted at the end of
data collection, as it is necessary to recognise the inter-related nature of the
collection and analysis (Silverman 2010). Silverman (2010) emphasised the
‘pervasive’ nature of analysis throughout research. It should not be considered as
a separate entity to be conducted once data has been collected and before writing
up begins. This highlights the fiuidity of the research process and the need to be
flexible and well organised. Also key is an ability to shift between considering
research methodology and the data available. Silverman (2010: 219) suggested

three ways of beginning analysis.

¢ “Analyse data already in the public sphere.
e Beg or borrow other people's data.

e Seek advice from your supervisor.

+ Analyse your own data as you gather them.

o Ask key questions about your data".

Gilgun (1994) considered the main aids for effective content analysis are coding,
observer/interview comments, memos, previous research and theory. The issue of
coding is most relevant to this study because of the volume of rich data produced
by transcribed tape-recorded interviews and observation notes. Developing
themes, topics, and concepts that emerged during the pilot study were coded as
‘part of the analysis process. Silverman (2010) emphasised the importance of
ensuring the established set of categories are precise enough for other
researchers conducting analysis with the same data would arrive at the same
findings. Glaser and Strauss (1967) and Charmaz (2003) suggested analysis is
enhanced through the flexible and heuristic strategies of grounded theory within
the constructivist paradigm which include:

¢ simultaneous collection and analysis of data
e a two-step coding process
e comparative methods

e memo writing aimed at the construction of conceptual analyses
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¢ sampling to refine the researcher’'s emerging theoretical ideas, and

e integration of the theoretical framework
(Glasier and Strauss 1967; Charmaz 2003).

An inductive approach was adopted, although it is acknowledged, as Kidder and
Judd (1986) state, this is rarely exclusively the case in research. Whilst | did not
have a pre-formed hypothesis or set of theories for interpreting my data, the
literature suggested grounded theory would be an appropriate approach to data
analysis. The intention was for the case study participants to provide their story of
their experience of social work, from which theories could subsequently be

achieved.

Case study analysis involves collecting the data from multiple sourcés, where a
detailed description of the case, the analysis of themes, and an interpretation about
the context of the case emerges (Cresswell 1998). A challenge arises in managing
the volume of data and avoiding being overwhelmed (Kvale 1996). Principles of
grounded theory were used in that data was analysed as it was gathered which
then shaped the data collection process (Bryman 2004). This was supported by
the intertwining design of the observations and interviews whilst the time between

allowed for reflection and consideration of the research questions.

5.4.1 Triangulation

Triangulation is a term first conceived by Webb, Campbell, Schwartz and Sechrest
1966) used to describe the multiple use of independent measurement processes to
reduce uncertainty of interpretation. This was bdrn out of the ideas of Campbell
and Fiske (1959) who demonstrated how multiple research methods could
increase validity. Patton added that triangulation involves a combination of

“...multiple observers, theories, methods and data sources” to “overcome the
intrinsic bias that comes from single-methods, single-observer and single-theory
studies” (Patton, 1990: 464). Denzin (1978) identified three outcomes of
triangulation: convergence, inconsistency, and contradiction. The prevailing

168



Chapter 5 - Fieldwork
outcome allows the researcher to “construct superior explanations of the observed
social phenomena” Johnson et al. (2007: 115). '

Source triangulation was used to increase validity and credibility of the research.
Interview, observational and nominal group technique data was compared at
different times against theories of recruitment and retention in social work
literature. Emergent topics and themes were compared across sources and
checked for compatibility until | established the key themes of: feelings of front line
social workers, coping strategies, relationships, perception, communication,
emotions and the emotive nature of social work. | was mindful that adopting
different vantage points should not impede the ability for me to also see
incompatibilities (Birley and Moreland 1998).

>5.4.2 Using computers in analysis

Computers in social research are most often associated with quantitative
methodology and largely confined to statistical work (Silverman 2010). Computer-
assisted qualitative data analysis or CAQDAS (Lee and Fielding 1991) is widely
considered to be one of the most significant developments in qualitative research
in recent years (Bryman 2001). Computer technology was used throughout this
study. In the initial stage, in identifying literature, note keeping, and writing; in the
data collection stage for record keeping, continued literature reviewing, and writing;
and in the latter stage where data analysis was of key focus. All word processing
in the production of the study was conducted using Microsoft Word software.
However, Word was also used in the analysis of observational and interview data
as all interview transcriptions énd observation notes were saved as Word
documents. This enabled the safe and convenient storage of digitalised data as
well as opportunities for manipulation. ‘Cut and paste’ and ‘Highlight' commands
were frequently used in conjunction with the ‘Find’ command in order to code and
group sections of data into themes and topics. | found this relatively
straightforward but somewhat unwieldy due to the volume of raw data.

A one-day training course was undertaken in June 2005 on the use of NVivo

software in order to enhance computer-assisted data analysis. Being computer-
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literate and having a keen interest in computer technology | embraced the
opportunity and Word documents were imported into NVivo and further analysis
was conducted. Of particular appeal was the prospect of maximising transparency
in my doctoral thesis (Bringer, Johnson and Brackenridge 2004).

However, | encountered difficulties in using the software when compared to Word
and felt that the depth of knowledge required to gain most benefit from NVivo was
beyond my capabilities at that time. | could not dedicate the necessary prolonged
blocks of time to this process. | also questioned the additional benefits and
potential in using NVivo over Word, gaining reassurance that Stanley and Temple
(1995) and more recently Hahn (2008) had also highlighted this observation. My
apprehension was also reinforced by my concern that without the acquisition of
new and necessary skills | might somehow jeopardise the data. Gilbert (2002) in
Bazeley (2007: 7) noted “...the reliability, or trustworthiness, of results obtained
depends on the skill of the user in both executing method and using software. The
danger for novices using a sophisticated tool is that they can ‘mess up’ without
realizing they have done so”.

On reflection, further opportunity to géin the necessary skills and knowledge in
order to maximise the potential for CAQDAS, such as NVivo would be of personal
interest as this represented something of a personal failure for me within the study
and a source of frustration. Clearly, the software cannot replace the researcher’s
organisational and analytical skills required in qualitative data analysis but as a tool
to enhance speed and rigour (Silverman 2010: 254) it has its advantages that
warrant further exploration.

5.4.3 Process of analysis

| argue that quantification conducted in this study does not compromise my
methodological paradigm of social constructivism (Cresswell 1998). Whilst |
rejected positivisnﬁ as a means of answering my research questions (see Chapter
4) analysis and reproduction of secondary data relating to recruitment and
retention statistics, and production of a more illuminating ‘real time’ vacancy rate

during the desktop review of secondary data, were conducted for illustrative and
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contextual purposes. Likewise, the number of occurrences of laughter during
interviews was identified to help illustrate my surprise at the frequency, and more
importantly, the relevance of humour within stressful situations. | eventually
connected this concept to the theme of coping. Quantitative data therefore served
to help me describe in more detail the picture within North City (Stake 2003 and

Yin 2008). This correéponds with my previous discussion on NGT in section 5.3.4.

Riessman (2004) identified four types of narrative analysis: thematic, structural,
interactional and performance. Thematic analysis was selected as the most
appropriate because it focuses on what is said by participants rather than how it is
said. Although this approach is frequently adopted in qualitative research (Bryman
2004) it is criticised for the threat to context caused by the cut and paste process
involved in the coding, grouping and theme development of the data. | countered
the risk of fragmentation (Riessman 1993) by ensuring that carefully labelled
duplicate copies of material were prepared specifically for the cutting and pasting
stage. The original transcripts and notes therefore remained fully intact in both
hard and electronic versions. This enabled me to return to check for context by
reading around identified topics Whenever necessary. Re-checking of data back in
its original context was fundamental to the analysis and was especially helpful in
the theme construction described in Chapter 7.2. The concept of ‘labelling’ of
participants was an aspect of data analysis that | believed necessary but was one

that presented some difficulty.
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Use of both interview and observational data enhanced my confidence in the
judgements | made within the labelling approach and helped me appreciate the
complexity involved in the coding of data. | also hoped to enliven the thesis by
enabling the reader ‘get to know' the participants by providing my judgements
“about typology as an addition to the demographics. On reflection it would have
been interesting to know participants’ thoughts about my judgements and how they
might perceive their own typology, or indeed a ‘type’ at all. Further research could
consider applying this member-checking technique to elicit deeper insight, which
could enhance the contextual considerations for the findings. Presentation of both
researcher and participant could then be compared and contrasted.

The initial process of interview data analysis involved reading notes, listening to
recordings, transcribing interviews and reading transcriptions. Initial analysis of
observational data involved reading and expanding scratch notes. This was
particularly time-consuming and an opportunity to reﬂeét on, and develop, the
emergent topics and themes. These were considered against the research
guestions, themes extracted from a range of sources, namely, previous literature,
the pilot study and the interview and observational guides developed from the pilot
study. | considered using a three heading approach of: Individual; Group/team;
Organisational and Political devéloped by Wagner, van Reyk and Spence (2001) in
their Australian study of organisational environment for child welfare workers.
However, further reading directed me back to the eventual analytic framework
adopted by Baumann et al. (1997) using the following headings: Case, Individual,
Organisation .and External as presented in Chapter 6. |

Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-stage model was used to guide my analysis. The
stages aré as follows:

Phase 1: Becoming familiar with your data

Phase 2: Creating initial codes

Phase 3: Searching for themes

Phase 4: Reviewing themes

Phase 5: Defining and naming themes

Phase 6: Producing the report
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A surprisingly enjoyable, yet draining and laborious, aspect of the study was found
within the coding stage of data analysis. As mentioned, two copies of each
transcribed interview and all expanded observational notes were printed off as hard
copies. A degree of pleasure was found in having a tangible copy of the words
constructed through the research. Interviews were then re-read at least three
times each, but usually around six. Audio tape recordings were listened to more
frequently because | was able to play them whilst driving, at my work office and
within my home settings. Pulling over to the side of the road whilst driving and
listening the audio cassettes in order to note a particular insight or moment of
realisation was sometimes necessary; so much so that it becamé an anticipated
part of the process. Coding was initially applied for almost each line of the
transcripts and expanded notes. These were then assessed for commonalities and
combined into more abstract codes (Charmaz 2004). | was able to cross-refer to
original scratch notes taken at time of interviews and observations for additional

perspective and context when needed.

Post-it notes and highlighter pens were used to code and recode which contributed
to data reduction and the subsequent generation of topics and themes. Examples
of codes that became increasingly important were: time, stress, ineffective/effective
supervision, agency worker freedom, perception of agency workers, pay,

environmental limitations and resources.

Having encountered difficulties during the study, contributing to delays in
completion, | was able to re-connect with my participants. | also found that further
connections and distinctions between methods were apparent that had not been
previously found. For example, one senior practitioner appeared rather distant
during observations and very rarely interacted with me at all. However, during her
interview | gained great insight into her thoughts and feelings, and established that
she was quite shy and more reserved working in the team setting. This helped me

establish ideas about organisational masks and how workers conduct themselves
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according to their environment. It also reinforced my desire to complete the study
and crucially, fulfil my responsibility to disseminate my findings to North City staff.

| applied my social work values and skills in the analytical process and ensured
that context was not lost. The holistic picture of a situation helped with judgements

being made sensitively (Trevithick 2005).

Reflection on analysis:

The creation oftheory did not come naturally to me and this is a skill | have
developed within my researchjourney. Again, | reflected back on my social
work practice and the requirement to theorise and make judgements. This
enabled me to reframe my thoughts and build confidence in my interpretation
ofthe data, and the duty to share them with the various anticipated audiences
for whom | write. The need to further inform the social work research
community became increasingly important driver as my connection between
the literature, and my data, became apparent. | found the process a stimulating
one, despite my initial reservation about the bias effect of my theorising. Again
I relied on Baumann et al. 's framework to help initiate the process. This helped
me apply the coding, abstract coding, topic selection and theme identification
and gave me the impetus to make the necessary decisions about the direction
ofthe findings. | was reminded that my thinking about the role ofthe
researcher had developed from one of being a voice for participants (although |
maintain part ofthis remains the case) to one of having a responsibility to apply
my own thoughts to the data and to develop these into theories for further
consumption. This marked a significant step in myjourney towards becoming

an independent researcher.
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6.5 Conclusion

This fieldwork chapter has presented issues of access, sampling, data analysis,
and emphasis on the essential need for participant wellbeing in relation to ethics.
The approach adopted is argued to contribute towards the quaiity and
trustworthiness of this study. Reflections on some of the methodological lessons
learnt within this study also provided insight into my personal development as a

researcher.

The next three chapters present findings from the selected method for data
collection and begin with the desktop review. This provides qualitative and
quantitative data that contextualises recruitment and retention problems in North

City, confirming vacancy and turnover rates are higher than national averages.
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Chapter 6 - Desktop Review of Local Data

6.1 Introduct_ion

The literature review demonstrates a general consensus that recruifment and
retention in social work, especially in children’s services, is a serious national
problem, occurring for many reasons. | argued that despite the level of national
concern and evidence of the associated effects on service users of not having
enough social workers to fill vacancies, a dearth of first-hand academic
observational research exists. Additionally, a lack of research has been conducted
where the voice of senior managers is presented with specific reference to
recruitment and retention. | also argued that a greater understanding of the
relevant factors is gained through consideration of factors at: case, worker,
organisational, and external levels. The previous chapter presented justification of
methods used in this study based on my methodological stance and personal
research baradigm. This chapter presents the findings using a desktop review
method of analysis of local secondary data. | first provide context of these findings
by briefly explaining the data collection process for this study.

Data was collected over a twelve-month period from October 2005 to October
2006, through a desktop review, direct observations, nominal group technique
(NGT) and interviews that included staff across all grades within fieldwork practice
with children’s services. All data collection retained a clear focus on the key issues
of recruitment and retention within North City, Children and Young People’s
Directorate. The ‘case’ and all participants are given pseudonyms in order to

uphold anonymity and maintain confidentiality.

It is argued this case study and selection of methods provide a unique window into
the little-known world of front-line social work. The resultant findings demonstrate
how social workers are generally proud of, and positive about, the direct job they
do; they recognise their significant contribution made at case, personal, '
organisational, and societal levels. To many, the aspirations held when they began
social work training remained strong. However, these were often contrasted with
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feélings of frustration, despondency, disempowerment and inability to meet their
personal and professional aspirations consistently and effectively. Through an
apparent failure to demonstrate effective and consistent workforce appreciation
there lays an deep sense of feeling undervalued. Qualitative methods provided a -
rare opportunity to investigate how this negative force contributes to low morale,
stress, poor health, disenfranchisement and attrition of workers within this
demanding public sector employment.

The main findings of this case study are presented within three distinct, but closely
connected chapters 6, 7 and 8. This first chapter presents findings from a desktop
review of data from the following range of sources:

¢ Alocal Recruitment and Retention Strategy dated January 2003

e Local CSD Employee Opinion Survey Results from November 2005

¢ Alocal senior management report arguing for more local resources dated
12" September 2005 '

e Local human resources staffing data from 1999 to 2004 including vacancies

from neighbouring local authority children’s services.

These documents offer a local context to staffing issues as well as demographic
data that is considered against national data provided in Chapter 2. A vacancy
rate of 15.7 per cent for children’s social workers is 3.9 per cent higher than the
national average of 11.8 per cent (LGE 2005; CWDC 2008: 53). More detailed
examination of the available statistics, however, allows for calculations that are
arguably more realistic, and illuminating, and reflect the impact of long term
sickness and actual social work posts covered. A ‘real time’ vacancy rate of 32.9
per cent (reduced to 25.2 per cent in 2006) is therefore presented for the four
areas within the case and, whilst it is recognised Idng term sickness and actual
posts covered are not included in the calculation of the national average, it
represents an indicative increase of 21.1 per cent. A five-year average turnover
rate of 17.3 per cent is also calculated using available local data. This is 4.9 per

cent more than the national average over the same five-year period up to 2004.
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The next chapter (7) combines findings from participant observation and semi-
structured interviews with 17 front-line children’s workers across grades ranging
from trainee social worker up to team manager, resulting from iterative, thematic
analysis. An additional interview was conducted with one ex-children’s social
worker who left child protection work to work with young people within the same
authority. Emerging topics and themes were carefully considered and are
presented in order of significance to the participants, and underpinned with
examples of observational field notes and verbatim interview quotations. The
dominant theme of front-line children’s services workers feeling undervalued was
found, along with the following related themes were also established:

e coping strategies
¢ relationships
e perception and communication

e emotions and the emotive nature of child protection work

The third Findings Chapter (8) presents data collected using the Nominal Group
Technique (Murphy et al. 1998) widely used within healthcare settings (Vernon
2005), but never previously used within academic social work research. Findings
here concluded with a consensus of opinion on the top ten facilitators to deal with
recruitment and retention problems by the senior management team of 28
conducted during the morning of a team away day on 12" October 2006.

The top ten facilitators in order of priority were:

pay and conditions
service configuration
career development
grow your own

resources

retrench — back to basics
work/life balance
modelling

. human resourses support/infrastructure
= 10. celebrating success

= 10. consistency and equity

©CONOOO AN =
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As explained, this current chapter presents the findings from the data obtained
through the desktop review. These are generally presented chronologically, but
also where there is a logical progression of information. This is always dependent
on the availability of information provided by the local authority. Exact matches of
some information could not always be provided, for example ‘leaving’ data is
restricted to all leavers from ‘1 999 to 2004 rather than being broken down to’
individual numbers per year up to 2006. It is, however, considered to provide
indicative recruitment and retention statistics and a local contextual basis for the
following two chapters.

6.2 A local recruitment and retention strategy dated January
2003

The above local authority document was posted to social workers within the case
study at their home addresses in May 2003 “to ensure that every member of staff
affected...receives the important information about the package of
measures...agreed between the Trade Unions” and children’s services senior
managers. Although-the covering letter from the Head of the Children and Family
Service states the “need to proceed with the implementation as soon as possible”, |
established that some team managers had been selective in adopting these
proposals. In some cases, therefore, measures introduced to tackle recruitment
and retention problems had still not been introduced to staff some two years later.
Members of one duty team, for example, were particularly aggrieved their team
manager had denied them the opportunity to work a nine day fortnight, despite

their protestations (see section 6.5.4).

The report, constructed by a children’s services manager, is split into three
sections. The main features of the recruitment and retention ‘package’ are
included within each:
e new posts
o creation of a senior practitioner post within each fieldwork team

o creation of two trainee social worker posts per area office
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o new salary scale and job descriptions for team managers

e working conditions
o incremental increases on annual leave, up to three additional days
o flexible working
= term time working based on 38 or 40 week contracts
= zero hours contracts to create an ‘internal agency’

= 9 day fortnight, 74 hours worked and one day off duty

¢ equality, and health and safety issues |
o reassurances given of no risk of redundancy
o all new posts appointed via selection process
o aimed at providing more consistent and effective management and
support to staff
o aimed at reducing levels of sickness absence

Job descriptions were included with a deadline for completion being 31% January
2003. This initiative had already been implemented when my data collection
began in October 2005. In addition to the above discrepancy in implementation,
universal concern was expressed about the stipulation that senior practitioners
were not employed to provide practice assessor roles. This concern was shared
by senior practitioners themselves and the policy was generally perceived to
contradict what they believed their role to include. The attached Senior Practitioner
job description clearly stated the role would include ‘practice teaching of student
social workers’. The next section presents findings from an extract from a senior
management report indicating resource problems within the local children’s

services.

6.3 Local Council Employee Opinion Survey results on 3™
November 2005

The survey was made available to CSD employees on 3™ November 2005 and
_ includes results for both 2004 and 2005 staff surveys. A response rate is not
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known and the survey was issued to all staff within Education and Social Services
Directorates. Children and Families was one of six service areas. A five-point
scale of responses to a series of 56 statements was used to determine scores for
each statement. The scale is described as follows:

Agree strongly +200
Agree +100
Neither agree nor disagree 0
Disagree -100
Disagree strongly -200

The overall score for a group of employees is a mean average of these individual
scores. The calculation of scores also advises that a score of +50 and higher can
be seen as very positive and not generally reflecting a major concern. A score of
+20 or less, however, may reflect issues of concern for employees and should be
investigated. Rather than duplicate the entire survey results, a selection of the
highest and lowest scores for Children and Families is presented. The opening 6
questions and scores are however included regardless of score because of the
relevance of their relevance to this study.

The lowest score provided overall was -12 in 2004 for ‘Staff are consulted about
how major changes are implemented in my Service’. This was +8 in 2005, still one
of the lowest that year. The lowest score for 2005 was +1 recorded for two
statements: ‘| have had a useful staff appraisal in the last year’ and ‘The Council's
ﬁnancial systems and procedures are effective’. The highest overall score was
+114 in 2005 for ‘1 am aware of and understand the equalities policies of the City
Council’. This was not recorded in 2004.
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Table 6.24 Children and family employee survey results 2004 and 2005

Children and Families
2004 2005

Overall score — average of all responses 49 52
| feel that my Service values the work | do 33 40
| get job satisfaction from my work 73 77
| feel motivated at work 66 57
| feel a sense of pride in being part of North City Council 16 31
City Council is more effective than it was 3 years ago 35 35
| am satisfied with the physical environment in which | work -6 27

Highest five scores (2005)
1 am aware of and understand the equalities policies of the City - 114
Council
1 am confident in my skills and abilities to get a job outside the 88 109
Council if | decide to leave .
| have the opportunity to comment and make suggestions to my - 103
manager
| have taken action in the last year to improve my own personal 96 102
development ’
My service respect individual differences (e.g. Cultures, 96 98
backgrounds, disabilities, sexual orientation) of its employees
Lowest five scores (2005)

I have had a useful staff appraisal in the last year - 1
The Council’s financial systems and procedures are effective’ -9
In general my Service has the technology it needs to deliver the -3 2
required level of service
| am aware of how my Service compares with similar services in 1 4
other Councils
Staff are consulted about how major changes are implemented in -12 8
my Service
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6.4 A local senior management report dated 12" September
2005

A senior management report arguing for more local resources was obtained on 28"
September 2005 and relates specifically to the local authority of the case study.
This was used to present statistical human resources data and provides a
‘snapshot’ of vacancies (from which the vacancy rate is calculated), long term
sickness of staff by area, the distribution of children’s social work posts across the
city, and the distribution by experience of staff. This data also provides insight into
senior management perception of local issues believed to influence recruitment
and retention at that time, which was around the beginning of data collection
through participant observation. This specific data adds weight to the argument
that serious problems are apparent, and the local vacancy rate was much higher
than the national rate at that time.

6.4.1 Fieldwork establishment
Significant factors relating to a reduction in social work capacity were highlighted
as follows:
o development of a Family Support Service (FSS) in 2003
o four social work posts transferring to FSS in 2004 resulting in reduction of
the social work Fieldwork establishment to 107.6
¢ significant increase in demands on social workers in tasks and written work
* establishment has not been increased since 1993
e capacity has reduced
o due to 15 posts converted to senior practitioner grade in May 2003
o 4 posts transferred to FSS in 2004 (as above)
¢ 10 new social worker posts created in March 2005 due to start before 2006
e 4 new support worker posts created from previous interviewing officer posts
due to start before 2006
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6.4.2 Recruitment and retention

The local extent of problems is presented within the context of the associated
national problems:

o difficulties exist in recruiting and retaining high quality staff

o this is exacerbated by the stressful nature of child protection and court work

e the lack of essential car user allowance can affect recruitment and has
implications on time and casework capacity for non-car users

¢ the transfer of 15 social workers to senior practitioner posts has effectively
reduced casework capacity of each post by 20 to 40 per cent (3 to 6 FTE
posts)

¢ the additional leave allowance of between 1 and 3 days implemented
through the Recruitment and Retention strategy in 2003 equates to 224
days annually

¢ the allowance of 3 ‘reading days’' was introduced to all fieldwork social
workers in June 2005 to promote Evidence Informed Practice (EIP) and
equates to 333 days annually

¢ no additional provision is made to cover the above loss of capacity of a total
of 557 days _

« the EIP and Recruitment and Retention strategies have effectively reduced
casework capacity by 2 FTE social worker posts

e a signiﬁcant‘number of newly qualified social workers have no tier 3 and 4
experience and require high levels of support and cannot take on high
caseloads '
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6.4.3 Changes in the nature of the work

Social work within children’s services is noted to have become increasingly
challenging, reflecting the shift towards child protection and court work away from
the preventative work being conducted by family support workers. The following

issues are highlighted as having an impact on casework capacity:

¢ legal proceedings are increasingly complex, lengthy and adversarial

¢ additional duties, responsibilities and time commitment required for twin
track planning — preparing for adoption as well as assessing parents and
family members

e 2002 requirement for pathway plans for care leavers to be continually
reviewed up to 21 years of age

e 2003 requirement for post adoption support assessments presented to
adoption panels

e 2003 requirement for Form Es presented to fostering panels

e 2003 requirement for Personal Education Plans for all looked after children

¢ introduction of placement panel has led to significant time commitment

¢ lack of in-house fostering provision has led to increase in out of city
placements (n=206, 33 per cent of looked after population)

e impact of travel time and liaising with out of city establishments

e increase in requirement for performance management

» staff with poor sickness records and competency issues often have
caseloads reduced or removed, with no capacity to cover

e compulsory learning sets and practice seminars, and post qualifying
requirements impact on capacity

+ requirement for social workers to maintain direct contact with foster carers

e GSCC requirement for 15 days of accredited training in each 3 year period

¢ introduction of databases and the Integrated Children’s System demand
training time and commitment especially from those with limited computer
skills

e 2005 introduction of Special Guardian orders under the Adoption and
Children Act 2002 require further assessments
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6.4.4 Statistical data to highlight problems with caseload capacity

This study has a particular interest in the named area teams and area totals have

therefore been calculated separately to other teams. This is because the named

teams conduct child protection work (in ‘duty’ or ‘child in need’ capacity) and are

identified as being the teams where recruitment and retention issues are most

relevant. A consideration for this data is that whilst the report is dated 12"

September 2005, itis unclear exactly when the statistics relate to or exactly when

they were collected. All other tables within the report however, are dated 1% April
2004 to 31° March 2005.

Table 6.25 Distribution of social work posts

Area Senior Social Practice Total
Practitioners Workers Teachers
(SPs) (SWs LI & LII) (PTs)
Wentworth 2 2 10.5 0.5 13
Ridgeways 3 16.1 0.5 18.6
Firthport 3 16 0 19
Wentworth 5 2 10.7 0.5 13.2
AA (Access & 5 26.8 0 31.8
Assessment) |
LAC 2 10 0 12
Area Total 10 52.3 1.5 63.8
Total 17 89.1 15 107.6
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Table 6.26 Vacancies by area

Area SPs SWs . Total
Wentworth 2 0 2 , 2
Ridgeways 2 4.5 6.5
Firthport 1 25 - 35
Wentworth 5 0.5 2.6 3.1
AA 0 19 | 19
P&TC 0 0 0
Area Total 3.5 11.6 15.1
Total 3.5 13.5 17

A vacancy rate for the four named area teams of 23.7 per cent is calculated as
follows: '

15.1 vacancies = 0.237 x 100 = 23.7 per cent vacancy rate
63.8 posts

The vacancy rate for all area teams of 16 per cent is calculated as follows:

17 vacancies = 0.157 x 100 = 15.7 per cent vacancy rate
107.6 posts

The vacancy rate of 15.7 is 3.9 per cent higher than the national average rate of

11.8 per cent for children’s services in England (LGE 2005; CWDC 2008: 53).

Table 6.27 Long term sickness (over 6 weeks)

Area SPs SWs Total
Wentworth 2 0 2 2
Ridgeways 0 0 0
Firthport 0 1 1
Wentworth 5 0 1 1
AA 0 2 2
P&TC 0 1 1
Area Total 0 4 4
Total 0 7 7
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A total of 7 staff were reported to be subject to performance management
procedures as a result of long term sickness. Although vacancy rates do not
include long term sickness within the equation, the foIIowing calculation is included

here for illustrative purposes:

15.1 vacancies + 4 long term sickness (= 19.1) = 0.299 x 100 = 29.9 per cent
63.8 posts

The following table illustrates how work is being covered across grades and areas

and includes agency cover and permanent staff working additional hours.

Table 6.28 Distribution of observed staff by Post (2006)

Area SPs SWs SWs PTs Un- Total
Level | Level ll qualified

Wentworth 2 1.7 5 0.5 2 11.2
2

Ridgeways 1 10 3 0.5 2 16.5

Firthport 3 1 14.1 0 0 18.1

Wentworth 1.6 2.8 5.3 0 25 12.2
5

AA 5 11.2 11.1 0 0.8 28.1

P&TC 2 6 3.5 0 0 11.5

Area total 7.6 15.5 27.4 1 6.5 58
Total 146 | 337 41 1 7.8 97.6

An additional illustrative ‘real time’ rate of 37.8 per cent can be calculated
considering cover provided by senior practitioners and social workers across the
four named areas. This is assuming practice teachers and unqualified workers do

not conduct ‘social work’.
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7.6 SPs + 15.5 SWs LI + 27.4 SWs LIl (=50.5 SW posts actually covered)

SO.

15.1 vacancies + 4 long term sickness (= 19.1) = 0.378 x 100 = 37.8 per cent
50.5 posts

When it is assumed practice teachers and unqualified staff do conduct social work
and are therefore included in the ‘real time’ rate, a rate of 32.9 per cent is

calculated as follows:

15.1 vacancies + 4 long term sickness (= 19.1) = 0.329 x 100 = 32.9 per cent
58 posts

This ‘real time’ rate of 32.9 per cent compares with the national vacancy rate in
2005 of 11.8 per cent, a difference of 21.1 per cent. When the original vacancy
rate of 23.7 per cent is considered this is still 11.9 per cent (nearly twice) more than

the national average.

Data to calculate turnover rates was not provided within the senior management

report but are presented in section 6.5.

6.4.5 Update on local vacancy rates for 2006

The table below was compiled after the senior management report but is
introduced here in order to provide an update for 2006. This table presents the
total establishment for all four named areas and includes the calculated vacancy
rates as well as showing the contribution agency and additional cover. Although
the raw data for the previous year could not be obtained, the table below appears
to be an update on the data used to inform the senior management report

described above.

The total Fieldwork Establishment for 2006 (excluding Asylum and Children With
Disabilities teams) was 123.6 social workers and 14 support workers. The

fieldwork establishment for the four named area teams was 67.8 social workers; an
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increase of n=9.8 posts (16.8 per cent) from the establishment of 58 social workers
in 2005. The vacancy rate on 1% July 2006 was 25.2 per cent.

Table 6.29 Staffing establishment and vacancy rates at 1st July 2006

All four | Establish- | InWork | Vacancies Vs Vs Sub- Vs Establish-

named ment (%) covered covered stantive covered ment

areas by Add vacancy % covered

Agency hrs/temp rate %
%

SP 10 55 4 - - - - -
Level Il 56.3 29.6 13.1 11.6 1.6 - -
Level | 23.8 - -
Practice 1.5 15 - - - - - -
Teacher
Totals 67.8 60.4 17.1 11.6 1.6 25.2 77 89

6.4.6 Senior Practitioner Review February 2006

The review was conducted using questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, and
team meetings, involving senior practitioners, service managers, team managers,
and peers and colleagues. Points within this report of relevance to this study are
presented here. '

The senior practitioner role was introduced in April 2003 following implementation
of the Recruitment and Retention Strategy presented in section 6.2 of this chapter.
It is acknowledged within the report that the original job description was confusing
and not well presented; this was subsequently revised and reissued in 2004. By
2006 the post had increased from 19 to 22 across North City, however, substantive

" posts across the four areas in this study were actually reduced from 15 to 14. This
contradicts the senior management report presented above in this section, which
gives the original figure of 17 senior practitioner posts rather than 19 (see table
6.7). 11 senior pfactitioners are reported to have left the role since its introduction,
a turnover rate of 50 per cent. However, only one person was reported to have ieﬂ
due to being unhappy with the role. The turnover rate when leaving the local
authority (n=2) rather than an internal move is 9.1 per cent. The table below
indicates reasons for turnover.
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Table 6.30 Reasons for Senior Practitioner furnover

No. of SPs | Reason for turnover

6 Promoted within service
2 Sideways move

1 Downwards move

1 Emigrated

1 Unhappy with role

6.5 Local human resources staffing data from 1999 to 2006

This section presents a selection of local human resource data obtained through a
senior manager during the data collection phase of this study. Firstly, the data

" relates more generally to the local authority headcount and offers demographic
information from 2005 and 2006. Secondly, more specific to children’s social
workers demographic information is provided from 2004. Thirdly, sickness
statistics are presented to demonstrate levels across the four named area teams
and contextualise the previous long term sickness data considered in the
calculations for ‘real time’ rates in section 6.4. Fourthly, data on leaving social
workers from 1999 to 2004 is presented and a subsequent turnover rate is
calculated. Finally, comparative vacancy and ‘real time’ rates are provided from a

‘Briefing’ from children’s services from a neighbouring local authority.

6.5.1 Local headcount August 2005 to April 2006

The following two tables present demographic human resource data indicating the
total headcount for all local authority staff in August 2005 and April 2006; an
employee increase of 8.7 per cent (n=54) over a 9-month period. Women
represent 80.7 per cent of employees, and men the remaining 19.3 per cent.
People with disabilities represent an average of 2.8 per cent of the workforce and
ethnic minority groups an average of 13.9 per cent. An apparent increase is noted
of 56 employees in April 2006, who did not declare ethnicity; this may, or may not
be indicative of the way the more recent data was collected. Most employees fall
within the 40-49 age range followed by the 50-59 age range with averages of 34
per cent (n=223) and 25 per cent (n=161) respectively.
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Table 6.31 North City Local Authority Headcount - August 2005

Gender Disability Ethnicity
. . E.thni_c Ethnicity Total
Age Males Females Disabled White Mlnorli-ty_ Not Employees
Communities | Declared
16-19 0 1 0 1 0 0 1
20-29 19 56 1 61 14 0 75
30-39 22 115 4 117 19 1 137
40-49 42 173 4 172 41 2 215
50-59 33 130 6 146 16 1 163
60-69 4 25 3 29 0 0 29
70+ 0 1 0 0 0 1 1
Total 120 501 18 526 90 5 621
Table 6.32 North City Local Authority Headcount - April 2006
Gender Disability Ethnicity

. ) ) E'thni_c Ethnicity Total

Age Males Females Disabled White Mlnorlt-y. Not Employees
Communities | Declared

16-19 0 4 0 1 1 2 4
20-29 19 82 1 66 13 22 101
30-39 27 127 4 118 21 15 154
40-49 44 186 4 175 40 15 230
50-59 34 125 6 140 14 5 159
60-69 4 21 3 24 1 0 25

70+ 2 0 0 0 0 2 2
Total 130 545 18 524 90 61 675

6.5.2 Headcount of children’s social workers in 2004
The following table provides data relating to the above two tables, but focuses on

children’s social workers from 2004.
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Table 6.33 Headcount of children’s social workers in 2004

CHILDREN’S 2004 %
SOCIAL WORKERS

GENDER:

FEMALE 73 79.1
MALE 19 20.7
DISABILITY 4 4.3
AGE:

UNDER 30 11 11.9
31-50 53 | 576
51 AND ABOVE 28 30.43
ETHNICITY:

WHITE BRITISH 70 76.1
BME ' 22 23.9
TOTAL: 92 100

6.5.3 Children’s social workers sickness report 2004

The table below (part a) links with the subsequent table (part b) and presents the

number of days of absence of social workers during a 78 working day period in
2004. It includes the four named area teams of the case study, as well a small
selection of comparative teams. Overall totals for children’s, and older people’s

services are included for contextual purposes.
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Table 6.34 Sickness report January to March 2004 Part a

DAYS DAYS DAYS
RELEVANT UNIT STAFF ABSENCE ABSENCE ABSENCE
TEAMS/UNITS TOTAL UPTO 1 UPTO 6 OVER 6
WEEK WEEKS WEEKS
WENTWORTH 2 31 32 31 55
RIDGEWAYS 36 25 8 51
FIRTHPORT 32 43 40 0
WENTWORTH § 36 27 72 84
CHILD PROTECTION 17 21 0 0
CHILDRENS HOSPITAL 7 0 0 0
SENIOR MANAGERS -
C&F 6 0 0 0
FOR COMPARISON
CHILDREN’S
SERVICES TOTAL 666 597 1175 1078
OLDER PEOPLE’S
SERVICES TOTAL 301 241 733 471
ALL STAFF TOTAL 1516 2905 2481

1752

Across the whole local authority, the grand total absence rate ranged from none, to

100 per cent over the 78 working day period between January to March 2004; this

was heavily influenced by the number of staff employed within each team or unit.

For example, 95 per cent (42 out of 44) of units/teams with no absence recorded

had below ten staff members. Likewise, the two teams with high absence rates of

100 per cent and nearly 75 per cent absences, in mental health and older people’s

units respectively, had only one staff member in each. The tables demonstrate

that during this time, between the four area teams within this case study, absence

was relatively low with 3 out of 4 being below the all staff percentage absence of

5.05 per cent. Absences for children’s services were also slightly lower (0.66 per

cent) than for older people’s services.
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Table 6.35 Sickness report January to March 2004 Part b

POSSIBLE | PERCENTAGE | PERCENTAGE | PERCENTAGE ?g?:l'_’
WORKING | SICKUPTO1 | SICKUPTO6 | SICKOVER6 | pepcEnTAGE
DAYS WEEK ~ WEEKS WEEKS ABSENCE
WENTWORTH 2 2418 1.32% 1.28% 2.27% 4.88%
RIDGEWAYS 2808 0.89% 0.28% 1.82% 2.99%
FIRTHPORT 2496 1.72% 1.60% 0 3.33%
WENTWORTH 5 2808 0.96% 2.56% 2.99% 6.52%
CHILD PROTECTION 1326 1.68% 0 0 1.58%
CHILDRENS
HOSPITAL 546 0 0 0 0
SENIOR MANAGERS
- C&F 468 0 0 0 0
FOR COMPARISON
~ CHILDREN'S
SERVICES TOTAL 51948 1.15% - 2.26% 2.08% 5.49%
OLDER PEOPLE’S
SERVICES TOTAL 23478 1.03% 3.12% 2.01% 6.15%
ALL STAFF TOTAL 136656 1.11% 2.13% 1.82% 5.05%

6.5.4 Children’s social workers who left between 1999 and 2004

Less information is available on retention and turnover of social workers. No exit
interview data was made available to me despite requests, although the blank
forms were obtained. Little is therefore known about the reasons why social
‘workers leave the employer; anecdotal evidence was captured however through
other social workers within interviews and observations of this study. One
interview with an ex-children’s services social worker also provides first-hand
insight. The following data provides a breakdown of leavers across a five-year
period. The established posts of 107.6 children’s service staff is reported not have
changed since 1993. An average annual local turnover rate can therefore be
calculated, and compared to the national average over the same period. This

calculation is as follows:

93 social workers left = an average of 18.6 social workers left per year
5 years

18.6 social workers left per year = average turnover of 17.3 per cent
107.6 established posts
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This local turnover rate of 17.3 per cent compares with a national turnover rate of
10.6 per cent in 2004 and a national average rate of 12.8 per cent across the sarﬁe
five years up to 2004 (LGE 2005; CWDC 2008). This reflects an average 4.5 per
cent increase over the national average.

Table 6.36 Children’s social workers who left the local authority between 31st April 1999 and
31st March 2004

CHILDREN’S SOCIAL | 01/04/1999 %

WORKERS - LEAVERS -
31/03/2004

GENDER:
FEMALE 76 81.7
MALE 17 18.3
DISABILITY 3 3.2
AGE:
UNDER 30 7 7.5
31-50 49 52.7
OVER 50 37 39.8
ETHNICITY:
BRITISH WHITE . 79 85
BME 14 15
TOTAL LEAVERS 93 100

6.5.5 Vacancy information from a neighbouring local authority 2006

This information is presented to provide a comparison to the CSD within the case
study. Itis sourced from a report of the executive director of social services from
July 2006. It reports the positive experience of recruiting trainee social workers.
Vacancy rates are reported to have varied between 2005 and 2006 from between
18 and 8 per cent. The overall shortfall of children’s social workers including
vacancies, long term sickness, maternity leave and excluding posts covered by
agency staff, was calculated to be between 5 and 13 FTE (6 per cent - 15 per
cent). Concerns are raised that agency staff are not as committed to the employer,
with an examplve of one agency worker leaving ‘overnight’. Further concerns are
reported that agency social workers are paid more than publicly employed social
workers. Finally, six trainee social workers due to qualify over the next two years

are cited as being a crucial element of the long term recruitment strategy.
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A vacancy rate of 23.2 per cent for all fieldwork staff is calculated as follows, and
excludes administrative staff:

27.4 vacancies = 0.232 x 100 = 23.2 per cent
117.9 posts

A vacancy rate of 28.7 per cent for all fieldwork staff from social worker grade to
team manager grade is calculated as follows:

23.8 vacancies = 0.287 x 100 = 28.7 per cent
82.9 posts

When long term sickness is factored the following ‘real time’ rate of 33.5 is
calculated as follows: |

23.8 vacancies + 4 long term sickness (= 27.8) = 0.335 x 100 = 33.5 per cent
82.9 posts

When covering agency staff are factored the following adjusted ‘real time’ rate of
19.3 per cent is calculated as follows:

23.8 vacancies + 4 long term sickness — 11.8 (= 16) = 0.193 x 100 = 19.3 percent
82.9 posts
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Table 6.37 Staffing of Fieldwork teams at 31st May 2006 for a neighbouring local authority

Title Establishment | Vacant Long term Agency Current
sickness shortfall

Team 11 1 1 0 2
Manager
(TM)

|Assistant TM 8 1.2 2 0 2.2
Senior SW 26.8 7.3 0 4 3.3
SW 371 14.3 1 114 3.9
SW and 82.9 23.8 4 11.8 11.4
above totals
Trainee . 9 . 1 0.4 0 1
SWi/others
Family 26 2.6 1 4 -0.4
Support
Admin 25 1.5 3 1.7 2.8
Grand totals .142.9 ' 28.9 8.4 21.1 14.8

6.6 Interviewee turnover 2007

A subsequent review of the employment status of the interviewees for this study in
September 2007 revealed the following information, from which an indicative
interviewee turnover rate of 29.4 per cent was calculated. 3 of the 5 interviewees
who left child protection work (2 social workers and 1 team manager) remained
employed by the local authority. 2 workers (an agency social worker and a support
worker) left the service altogether. The ex-North City employee remained in his job
with young people. '
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Table 6.38 Interviewee turnover at September 2007

Total by
Grade Grade | Retained | Turnover
Supw 1 0 1
TrSW 2 2 0
| AgSW 1 0 1
SW 7 5 2
SP 3 3 0
™ 3. 2 1
Total 17 12 5
5 interviewees turnover = interviewee turnover of 29.4 per cent

17 established posts

6.7 Concluding comments

This chapter is the first of three that presents research findings from this study.

The desktop review enabled access to documents and reports rarely méde
available outside of employing organisations. These papers are not always
consistent and lack clarity in how data is gathered. They do, however provide
insightful data that sits behind the publicly available audits and government returns,
and offers deeper understanding of anecdotally reported difficulties within social
work teams, for example, the ‘real time’ rate, which allows for long term sickness

and can be adapted to account for posts covered or not covered by agency staff.

Whilst it is acknowledged that whilst posts affected by long term sickness are not
considered for permanent cover (so the person can return to post once recovered)
the ‘real time’ rate can at least provide greater insight into the effective gap, as
experienced by front line social workers. Although it is not considered for the ‘real
time’ rate within this study, the neighbouring authority included statistics on
maternity leave. This chapter demonstrates the significantly higher resultant rate.
In Chapter 8, | argue for the inclusion of maternity leave and long term sickness
statistics in order to provide the ‘real time’ rate to sit alongside vacancy rates in
order to empower social work managers to better express the reality of the

problems experienced by social workers.
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In summary, this chapter has presented statistics demonstrating vacancy and
turnover rates that are higher than the national averages. It is from within this
context that the findings presented within the next two findings chapters can be
considered. The next chapter presents thematic findings from qualitative semi-

structured interviews and participant observation.
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Chapter 7 - Interview and Observational Findings

7.1 Introduction

‘Social work is something you are rather than something you do’ (Roy INT).:

Chapter 6 presented desktop review findings that provided a local context to
reported problems with recruitment and retention where higher than national
average vacancy and turnover rates were established. Vacancy rates were
considered with long term sickness and a new ‘real time’ rate was calculated, that |

argue, more closer reflects the experience of front line workers.

This chapter presents combined findings from participant observation and semi-
structured interviews with 18 front-line children’s workers across grades ranging
from trainee social worker up to team manager (see Table 5.3 in section 5.2.2),
resulting from iterative, thematic analysis. This includes one interview with an ex-
children’s social worker who left child protection work to work with young people
within the same authority. Emerging topics and themes were carefully considered
and are presented in order of resonance to the participants, and underpinned with
examples of observational field notes and verbatim interview quotations. Whilst
interviewee and observational data were not exclusively explicit about feelings of
being undervalued, analysis identified this was a predominant theme alongside
which the following themes were identified:

¢ Coping strategies
¢ Relationships
e Perception and communication

e Emotions and the emotive nature of child protection work

Feelings around value and undervalue coloured and infiltrated the working
experience of participants and appeared to have the power to influence most other

perceptions of experience. lllustrative data reflecting the inter-related nature of
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these themes is therefore occasionally presented more than once. Table 7.1 in
section 7.2 illustrates the key findings and their perceived weight following
analysis. It is unlikely that social workers consciously consider themselves in the
context of Bauman'’s (1997) ecology of decision making model. It was, however, a
useful tool against which to conduct the data analysis. The presentation of data
Wit'hin this chapter does therefore frequently refer to case, individual,
organisational, and external factors to help frame the findings. The next section
presents data supporting the relevance of the study to interviewees.

7.1.1 Relevance of recruitment and retention to interviewees

. A fundamental concern throughout this study was whether the central issues of

recruitment and retention were relevant to the local workforce. This was confirmed
at an organisational level through initial management meetings but more

| significantly, because the head of service had been involved in ensuring the study

was initiated from the outset. Individual perspectives were key to gaining insight

into relationships between recruitment and retention, and the ecology of social

work practice.

All 18 interviewees confirmed personal relevance of recruitment and retention.
This view was expressed regardless of whether the interviewee's team was
perceived as being affected by high vacancies and/or tumover at that time.
Unanimous interviewee relevance was contrary to one senior manager’s view
before the data collection period began in 2003 who perceived that North City did
not have a problem at that time. The manager subsequently acknowledged that
recruitment and retention problems had previously occurred and would be a factor
in the future.

interviewee confirmation of relevance was both implicit and explicit. Where
responses were not directly confirmed, further analysis was employed, which
provided an implicit confirmation. For illustrative purposes, here follows an
example of how analysis of data involving five interviewees (Carol, June
Stephanie, Kate, Jane), contributed towards the universal affirmation of relevance

to all interviewees, whether implicitly, or explicitly. The analysis of the combined
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interview and observational data, within and across worksites enabled a holistic
oversight confirming relevance of this study to interviewees.

Carol, an international social worker with 16 years of qualified experience, initially
indicated her ten months of employment in North City did not qualify her to provide
an opinion of relevance. She later implied personal relevance of recruitment and
retention by explaining how new recruits needed stability within the Firthport based

team:

‘The moment you worry about stability you begin to think ‘oh, is this the right
place for me to be?' For me now, that's the issue...” Carol (INT).

Observational data provided deeper insight into Carol’s insecurity: her team
manager was on long-term sick [eave; the part-time senior practitioner had also
recently been on sick leave; and four vacancies existed within the team. This
represented a team vacancy rate of 40 per cent and a ‘real time’ rate of 50 per cent
when long-term sick leave was considered. An interview with June, from the same
team provided additional context for Carol's concern. With three-and-a-half years
of qualified experience, June described herself as the longest serving member of
the team. Although instability was also a concern for June, she explained
confidence instilled by experience had equipped her with an ability to cope.
However, like many of her experienced colleagues, she sympathised with Carol
and other new recruits, indicating the depth of concern:

‘lin three and a half years]...we’ve never been a stable team...people

coming, people going ..." June (INT).

June also confirmed the relevance of recruitment and retention as being of
universal importance in the social work profession. She was also one of a few
participants with a positive perception of a citywide relocation,

‘l don’t want to be the most experienced worker in the team three and a half

years in...because | want to be learning as well’ June (INT).
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Stephanie, a social worker within the Wentworth area office, also confirmed the
negative effect of high turnover. Like June, she identified herself as one of the
most experienced members of her team, having been there for three years.
Findings reflecting June and Stephanie’s shared concern relating to inexperience,

asa by—prbduct of high turnover, are presented in section 7.4.6.

Interviewees offered both holistic and personal perspectives to demonstrate the
personal relevance of recruitment and retention problems. Jane indicates a wider
appreciation:

‘[Recruitment and retention are] obviously a problem for most local
authorities in terms of staff shortages, which is why they use agency
workers’' Jane (INT).

A more personal perspective was offered by Kate, highlighting particular concerns
about the relationship between the team manager and many of her colleagues,
including herself. She additionally indicates her resilience, which is presented later
within this chapter (section 6.4).

‘The number of people | have seen come and go because...[of problems

with a team manager]...and | am still here!’ Kate (INT).

This section presents indicative examples of the universal relevance of recruitment
and retention problems to interviewees, from personal and more holistic
perspectives. The next section briefly introduces key themes in this study and
provides insight into their construction, followed by the presentation of the findings
associated with each theme, beginning with the dominant theme of an undervalued
workforce.
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7.2 Construction of Topics and Themes

Themes identified through grounded theory data analysis were not necessarily
made explicit during the period of data collection. Deeper analysis was therefore
necessary in order to elicit associated topics identified through observations and
interviews, which were correlated in order to construct associated themes. Topics
are introduced in Table 7.1 within their relative theme and are presented in more
depth throughout this chapter. Whilst topics are presented within each theme in
this chapter, they are not unique to themes and were found to interrelate across
them, reflecting the complex nature of social work (see Chapter 9). To address the
challenge of ‘topic travel’, or cross-theme relevance, it was necessary to employ a
method of weighting in order to arrive at the eventual destination for presentational
purposes. The method of weighting was also employed in order to establish a
hierarchy of resonance to the study.

The following diagram presents the four identified themes in order of resonance
surrounding the aforementioned dominant theme that children’s services
participants in North City feel undervalued. Participant feelings of undervalue was

primarily associated with their employer (see 7.5.6) although not exclusively so.

During analysis each interview and set of observational notes was coded for the
following: |

¢ positivity and negativity

e case, individual, organisational and external factors

¢ attachment and detachment

The process of analysis described in Chapter 5.4 was then followed in order to
elicit the findings presented in this chapter.
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Table 7.39 Themes and topics

Themes

Topics

1) Valued or undervalued?
The feelings of front line

Value, and valued by service users
Value, and valued by team members

participants Undervalued by employer/senior managers
Undervalued by public and media
Indicators for feeling undervalued

2) Coping strategies Coping with challenges

Student preparedness for front line practice
Changing nature of front line practice

The ‘coping mask’ of resilience

Humour, banter and badinage

Age, experience, and confidence

3) Relationships

Positive individual/case factor relationships
Negative individual/case factor relationships
Positive individual/individual factor relationships
Negative individual/individual factor relationships
Positive individual/organisational factor
relationships

Negative individual/organisational factor
relationships

Positive individual/external factor relationships
Negative individual/external factor relationships

4) Perception

The ‘emergency’ meeting
The ‘thank you’ lunch

Perception of powerlessness

5) Emotions and the
emotive nature of child

protection work

Joy
Pride
Fear
Guilt
Sadness
Anger
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7.3 Valued or Undervalued? The feelings of front line
participants

The dominant theme of this study is that front-line child protection participants
generally feel undervalued; predominantly by their employer, but is also, to some
extent by society, and on a more personal level, by service users. This served to
undermine, and for some, ultimately relinquish employee attachment to the
employer. In Chapter 9, | develop this theme and argue that feeling undervalued,
especially by the employer, has a tangible impact on social workers’ job
satisfaction, morale, considerations to leave child protection work, and the
subsequent actuality of turnover, and is therefore a significant contributory factor to
recruitment and retention problems. This is theorised in Chapter 9 and presented
within the framework of Baumann’s (1997) Ecology model and in the literature

review in Chapter 3.

Wide-ranging implicit and explicit references indicated the universality of feeling
undervalued; observational notes recorded examples on each of the 36 days of
direct observation across all four teams within the three worksites. All 18
interviewees also reflected this theme to some extent. This chapter provides
analysis of indicative data to suggest the range of feelings is wide and that some
participants feel less valued than others. Underpinning the dominant nature of this
theme, examples of feeling undervalued are located within each key of the four
additional themes presented in this chapter. This is demonstrated in the following
tables (7.2 and 7.3) where explicit and implicit data, from interviewees and
observed participants feeling undervalued across the four ecological factors, are
presented. Explicit and implicit exceptions to feeling undervalued were also found;
examples of participants feeling valued are presented in tables 7.4 and 7.5. This
demonstrates complexities within the dominant theme and the need to investigate
further in order to gain a greater understanding (see section 10.4). Findings
indicate that whilst participants demonstrated feeling undervalued across one,
some, or all ecological factors (case, individual, organisational, and external), these
were frequently countered by feelings of being valued elsewhere within the
ecological factor range.
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Chapter 7 - Interview and Observational Findings

7.3.1 The context of interviewee perspective

Interviewees had a range of positive and negative perspectives about their social
work practice, which were explicitly and implicitly expressed (see below). This
reflected the complex nature of human relationships, and of social work, on which
each personal story is based. Examples representing the broad range across the

two extremes are illustrated -below.
Positive perspectives:

‘I'm absolutely loving this, doing the assessment and child protection stuff...]
can't see me wanting to go anywhere at all really (Emma INT);

‘| love my job’ (June INT);
‘...you never stop learning in this job its so diverse’ (Stephanie INT);

‘| do enjoy just being able to assist...children who are in difficulties’ (Carol
INT).

Negative perspectives:
‘| hated doing bits and pieces; do a bit here, do a bit there’ (Jim INT);

‘It's a Cinderella service with a low status...not perceived as important to

anyone’ (Peter INT);

‘...I'm not comfortable because | feel under the most pressure that | have
ever been under...’ (Kate INT).

Contradictions were apparent, within interviews, paragraphs, sentences, and also
across the methods used, where an observation would appear contrary to what
was suggested within an interview. Considering the range of opinion, in addition to

apparent contradictions, thematic analysis of all data associated with each
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interviewee (including observations) was weighted, and informed my eventual
subjective judgement of either generally positive or negative interviewee
perceptions. This cross-method thematic analysis increased the validity of the
judgement made, although this was not possible for one participant (Jim), who had

already left and could therefore not be observed in practice.

The establishment of a general stance of the interviewee in relation to their ecology
of practice provided the context within which the data could be considered.
Judgement of positive or negative stance was based on my perception of
interviewee perception, and informed by the applied weighting of data. Individual
interviewee context relating across the themes in this study is presented within the
remaining tables in this section. Interviewee findings are mainly presented in order
that interviews took place to enable consistent comparisons between data where

possible.

Having established my rationale for judgements about interviewees, focus is now
given to the indicative data. The first Table below (7.6) indicates 11 out of 18
interviewees were positive about their holistic social work experience, and 7 were

generally negative.

212



Chapter 7 . Interview and Observational Findings

No. Name Positive Negative
1 Jackie v

2 Rachel v
3 Peter v
4 Sarah v
5 Carol v

6 Harriet v

7 Avril v

8 June v

9 Jim v
10  Stephanie v

11 Emma v

12 Trudy v

13 Jane v

14 Felicity v

15 Chris v

16 Kate v
17  Daphne v
18  Kevin v
Totals M 4

The following Table (7.7) compares these positive and negative perspectives with
external, organisational, individual, and case perspectives for each interviewee to
demonstrate how analysis was conducted. Concepts of attachment and
detachment are also introduced and associated with each interviewee, within each
factor. Insight into the intellectual debate associated with this process is provided
in Chapter 9.6.1. The developing picture of the personal context for interviewees’
perspectives were underpinned further by their subsequent presentation in Tables
7.8, 7.9, 7.10 and 7.11 in association with each ecological factor, and their
attachment or detachment relationship. The same subjective judgement process

described above was adopted.
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7.3.2 Case factors

Seventeen interviewees were attached with regard to case factors with the
remaining one being detached. When compared to their perspectives, each
interviewee was categorised as follows:

Table 7.46 Interviewee typology under case factors
Typology Interviewees

Positive-attached Jackie, Carol, Harriet, Avril, June, Stephanie,

Emma, Trudy, Jane, Felicity, Chris

Positive-detached

Negative-attached Rachel, Sarah, Peter, Jim,.Kate, Kevin

Negative-detached Daphne

7.3.3 Individual factors

78 per cent (n=14) of interviewees were attached with regard to individual factors
with the remaining 22 per cent (n=4) being detached. When compared to their
perspectives, each interviewee was categorised as follows: |

Table 7.47 Interviewee typology under individual factors

Typology Interviewees

Positive-attached Jackie, Carol, Harriet, Avril, June, Stephanie,
Emma, Trudy, Jane, Felicity

Positive-detached Chris

Negative-attached Rachel, Peter, Jim, Kevin

Negative-detached Sarah, Kate, Daphne

7.3.4 Organisational factors

Half (n=9) of the interviewees were attached with regard to organisational factors
with the remaining half (n=9) being detached. When compared to their
perspectives, each interviewee was categorised as follows:
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Table 7.48 Interviewee typology under organisational factors

Typology Interviewees

Positive-attached Carol, Harriet, Avril, Stephanie, Emma, Trudy, Jane
Positive-detached Jackie, June, Felicity, Chris

Negative-attached Rachel, Kevin

Negative-detached Sarah, Peter, Kate, Daphne, Jim

7.3.5 External factors

83 per cent (n=15) of interviewees were attached with regard to organisational
factors with the remaining 17 per cent (n=3) being detached. When compared to
their perspectives, each interviewee was categorised as follows:

Table 7.49 Interviewee typology under external factors
Typology - Interviewees

Positive-attached Jackie, Carol, Harriet, Avril, June, Stephanie,

Emma, Trudy, Jane, Felicity, Chris

Positive-detached

Negative-attached Rachel, Kate, Jim, Kevin

Negative-detached Sarah, Peter, Daphne

7.3.6 Interviewee typology and subsequent employment status

The following table provides insight into interviewee typology compared to their
employment status in September 2007 and is discussed fully in Chapter 9. It
indicates that, of the six interviewees who left child protection work, four (two-
thirds) shared negative perspectives of the ecology of practice (including Jim who
had already left at the time of the interview) and two were positive. Two of the
three interviewees who left child protection work, but remained working for the
CSD, had negative perspectives. Of the two interviewees who left the service

altogether, one was positive, and one negative.
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Chapter 7 - Interview and Observational Findings

7.3.7 Valuelundervalue indicators

Analysis was also conducted to elicit indicators for interviewees feeling
undervalued, in order to better understand their reasons. The volume and variety
of indicators involved were also considered. This data is presented in the following
table (7.13). In all, | judged that 23 key indicators encapsulated the thoughts and
feelings of participants in relation to feeling undervalued. Totals were calculated
for the number of indicators for each interviewee, in addition to the frequency of
reference to each indicator across the range. Sarah (n=23), Jim (n=21), and
Rachel (n=20) had the broadest range of indicators. This correlates with each of
their negative perspectives in relation to the ecology of social work as
demonstrated in section 7.3.1. Jim’s higher range may have been more expected
because he had already left the child protection team because of his overall job
dissatisfaction (see Chapter 5.2.2).

Further correlations were found as the remaining four interviewees (Peter, Kate,
Daphne, and Kevin) with negative perceptions all had the next highest range of
indicators. The interviewee with positive perceptions and the broadest fange of
indicators was June (n=13) who matched Daphne’s range, followed by Jane
(n=10), and Harriet (n=9). Emma had the lowest range of indicators with 2
followed by Carol with 4. The mean average number of indicators per interviewee
was almost 11 ranging from 2 to 23. A total of 195 interviewee references to
indicators were made with the highest scoring being ‘pressure’ (17), ‘time’ (15),
‘stress’ (14), and ‘resources’ (14) and the lowest being ‘mobility’, ‘resentment’, and
‘oppression’, each sharing 4.
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Chapter 7 - Interview and Observational Findings

7.3.8 Concluding comments

This section has presented findings that indicate the dominant theme of
participants feeling undervalued. Where necessary, supporting data was provided
through observational data. In summary, interviewees generally have either
positive or negative perceptions of the ecology of social work practice. The data
also suggests interviewees are attached or detached to each of the range of
factors within the ecolégy and that these vary, and are not necessarily dependent
on positive or negative traits. Finally, a range of indicators is associated with
feeling undervalued; of which being pressured and issues relating to time were
cited by most interviewees. Presentation of findings now turns to the remaining
four key themes, beginning with the most resonant of these: coping strategies.

7.4 Coping strategies

‘Team manager to her social worker: “Get back in there! You can’t go to
karaoke until you've finished your viability assessment!” (W5 11 OBS).

The previous literature review chapters indicate national and local turnover rates
are considered high, and there are not enough social workers within children’s
services to meet increasing demands (LGA 2009). This is compounded by
problems with recruitment into the profession (LAWIG 2007; CWDC 2008).
Conve‘rsely, high levels of social workers are motivated to work within children’s
services (GSCC 2007), and despite the challenges and reported crisis, many are
also motivated to stay (Burns 2009) and report job satisfaction, and rewarding
work. Research also suggests that workers report low job satisfaction, low morale,
and feelings of wanting to leave, but still decide to be retained (Tham 2006). To
reiterate the cofnplexities involved, this can be compared to those workers who
choose to leave, despite high job satisfaction, high self-esteem, and possible
feelings of wanting to stay. Again, an active decision is being made, this time
being one of turnover. Chapters 2 and 3 indicate many reasons exist for active
retention and turnover decision-making.
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The rationale behind active retention decisions despite, for example feeling
undervalued by.the employer, was a key consideration within this study. Interview
responses and relevant observations were found to be wide-ranging and influences
are considered within each factor of the social work ecology. Section 7.3 within
this Chapter presented findings that provide insight into the personal experience of
workers in front line children’s services.

Analysis focussed on retention of participants, given the high level of undervalue
perceived by interviewees, especially relating to organisational factors and the
employer. | found the key underlying theme of resilience attributed towards
retention of many who worked through the associated challenges of what appeared
to be an often-negative work experience. Resiliency is reportedly understudied in
social work. It is helpfully defined as “...an important concept and attribute related
to an individual's ability to cope with stress and prevail” within a cross-cultural
social work study (Amrani-Cohen 1998: 1). In a survey study involving 1100 Israeli
and American participants, Amrani-Cohen (1998) found resiliency was associated
with high levels of job mastery, low levels of role ambiguity, lower workloads, high
levels of autonomy, and good emotional support from team colleagues. The work
setting played a less significant bart in social worker resilience. These international
findings resonate with those in this study and indicate that good quality training,

supervision and clarity, will contribute towards nurturing resilient practitioners.

This section now turns towards the theme of resilience in retained participant social
workers and also in the one ‘unretained’ interviewee (having been previously
retained). As noted, resilience is strongly associated with an ability to cope in the
face of adversity, and is linked to positive learning experiences and good
supervision and support (Garezy 1991; Rutter 1995). It is noted, however, that no
one is invincible (Rutter 1995). Like the theme of feeling undervalued, resilience
was also found to be universally associated (in varying degrees) with interviewees.
Observations also highlighted numerous instances in either real time, or reflected
by participants, that demanded the ability to cope with consistently complex

challenges. These finding suggest that if Horwitz's (1998) resilience in social work
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is about survival, then social workers need to be equipped with the necessary
knowledge by educational institutions, and further developed and protected within
their working environments by their employers. The need for nurturing resilience is

essential given the significance of stress and the emotive nature of the work.

As stated, challenges to resilience are associated with feeling undervalued, but not
exclusively so. Other related issues are also apparent and key challenges

. identified within the rich description available are presented in Tables 7.14; 7.15;
7.16;7.17 below, as an indicative sample from interviews and observations. These
are related to the range of examples given for feeling undervalued in section 7.3,
and in the main, reflect many of those within the literature highlighted in Chapters 2
and 3:

Table 7.52 Challenges to social work resilience — case factors

Challenges Example of challenge

Working with loss ‘One very recent case to come through the duty team
involves a 14 year old child who witnessed his dad
being stabbed last weekend. His mother has been
arrested. Issues include trauma, where is he living,
chief witness to stabbing, undercurrent of mental
health problems...’” (Team meeting R5 12 OBS).

Violence and abuse ‘...it's a difficult job in itself isn’t it, that you are out

there dealing with very, very difficult cases and
you've seen a lot of abuse’ (June INT)

Threatened by service ‘They talk about a social worker who got attacked by
users a service user on a bus’ (R 2 OBS).

Reluctant cases “...in adoption work people are pleased to see you
and want you there. [In child protection] they don't”
(Emma W 5 OBS).
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Table 7.53 Challenges to social work resilience — individual factors

Challenges

Examples

Emotions

‘This week I've seen three separate people in this
team crying their eyes out. What other job is there
where that would have happened?’ (Daphne INT).

Health concerns

‘...my health as well has deteriorated quite a lot since
| started this job. I'm living on paracetamol’ (Daphne
INT).

Family pressure and

‘She said how difficult it is for many female social

time workers who have children and are either single or
are the main earner in the household and therefore
have little choice but to work full time hours (W 5 10
OBS).

Ethnicity ‘... as a black [practitioner] and | had a lot of issues
that | raised as we went along’ (Trudy INT).

Inexperience ‘...teams are relatively inexperienced nowadays,
because people have moved on’ (Stephanie INT).

High workload ‘They pile the child protection on, | know it's because
they are short staffed, but that will make people leave
(Rachel INT).

Lack of support and ‘| feel under so much pressure sometimes with such

supervision little support that | just think sometimes, is this worth

risking your own health for?’ (Kate INT).

Lack of recognition

‘we’re all being squeezed’ and that [service manager]
hasn't come to address us to say / know this is crap
at the }noment but thanks for sticking with it...’ (Terry
R5 13 OBS).
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Table 7.54 Challenges to social work resilience — organisational factors

Challenges

Examples

Undervalued

‘Things are being noted as not being on the file [by
the independent reviewing officer] (IRO) when the
social worker said they were. The IRO said this was
not accepted (W5 12 OBS).

Unnecessary change

‘Nobody wanted to come here [Firthport] and now
they are here and have got settled, they don’'t want to
go back’ (Sarah INT).

Poor working

environment

‘In terms of recruitment and retention, have you had a
look around this building? It's a fucking dump!’ (F 1
OBS).

Lack of resources

‘A problem arose as neither the social worker or the
policewoman had child seats’ (R 2 OBS).

Pressure

‘...you can end up getting absolutely nowhere...
you've got to be really strong and say, no I'm not
racing off to do that’ (June INT).

Top down hierarchy

‘...nobody’s resistant to change; we all know things
have to change, but [the recently announced
‘collocation’] doesn’t make sense to me (Rachel INT).

Poor pay ‘What could your employer have done to retain
you? ...They could have given me more
money...(Jim INT).

Audit ‘| detect a tangible sense of fear associated with the

Joint Appraisal Review (JAR)...involving much
speculation about what the inspectors will do, where
they will go, and what they will say’ (W5 13 OBS).
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Table 7.55 Challenges to social work resilience — external factors

Challenges Examples

Biased media portrayal ‘The media always portray social workers negatively
—removing kids but never to visit an old lady who has
fallen down the stairs’ (Sally W5 14 OBS).

Negative public “One woman | worked with thought social workers
perception were on commission for how many children they
removed’ (Sally W5 14 OBS).

Devalued by other ...we... are...able to recognise things like risk and
professions child abuse and development and so on...its almost
like ‘anyone can do it', and that's the attitude | don't

like (Jane INT).

Politics Amy discussed government disinterest, a lack of
resources and promoting of social workers and a lack
of strong voice (Amy W2 16 OBS).

7.4.1 Coping with challenges

All 18 interviewees demonstrated tendencies towards resilience in describing
examples of their work related challenges. For some, this was a conscious
awareness of personal strength; for others, more subtly implied. Three
interviewees (Jim, Stephanie and Felicity) particularly associated resilience with
professional expectation in that it ‘goes with the territory’ of social work and was
associated with ability to either do the job, or not. Students and newly qualified
social workers (see below) were of particular concern to most interviewees (see
sections 7.4.2 and 7.5)'. A common perception was that new entrants were either
‘social work material’, or soon realised if this was not case, once working within the
child protection environment. However, provision of support was also widely
recognised as essential and is discussed further within this chapter (7.4.2).
Resilience and a good sense of humour (see section 7.4.5) were highlighted as
two key personal qualities. Another generally accepted acknowledgement was that

social work was not a job that everyone was capable of doing, despite some
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‘outsider’ perceptions to the contrary, where opinion for some was acknowledged

to be that common sense was all that was required to do social work (Jim INT).

Resilience, however, was said to be not exclusively innate and can be gained
through experience, according to most social workers who discussed this aspect of
coping. Half of all interviewees (Jackie, Rachel, Harriet, Avril, June, Jim,
Stephanie, Trudy, and Felicity) reflected on their personal development where
experience had increased confidence, and equipped them to better deal with
challenge. Rachel, Felicity, and Jim each indicated that whilst an ability to cope in
the first year of practice signalled an ability to cope with anything, inner qualities
were additionally necessary for the successful navigation of front line challenge.
Rachel and Jim reinforced this with insight into how they were (separately) faced
with what many practitioners believe to be one of the most traumatic working

experiences, as newly qualified social workers:

‘| nearly left when | started in the July and in the October | was removing a
baby at birth under an EPO... no newly qualified worker should have to do
that...it wasn’t healthy (Rachel INT).

‘On my first day, | went on my own to remove a newborn child from his mum

in hospital...l just couldn’t believe it (Jim INT).

Both managed to work through their experience and many other examples
discussed thanks to their resilience, reinforced by their personal life experiences,
peer support, and social work training. Jim’s description of his professional
baptism, the lack of preparation of the employer, disorganisation, ‘chaos’, senior
managerial disinterest, and lack of protection afforded staff, arguably framed his
perception of ecology and strong detachment to organisational factors. Despite his

initial resolve...

‘| didn't let it get me down. | just thought ‘well, crack on — it can’t be this bad

all the time [laughs]'... his eventual turnover was perhaps inevitable.
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However, Jim's ability to downplay and make light of the negativity experienced,
. combined wifh a willingness to understand reasons behind the apparent
organisational ineptitude reflected those of Daphne presented above in section
7.3.1, and was not uncommon:
‘[It was] just a set of really minor bits and pieces that seemed to stack up’
(Jim INT).

This initial employment experience of recruitment is important in shaping
organisational attachment (as indicated by Avril, Jane, and Harriet). Jim’s following
explanation for his ability appears representative of many participants within this

study.
‘I'm a social worker for God's sake; I'm trained to be empathic!’ (Jim INT).

7.4.2 Student preparedness for front line practice

Returning to the above-mentioned concern for student and newly qualified social
worker ability and welfare, educational establishments were occasionally criticised
for not preparing students for the reality of front-line work. This perception was
expressed by five interviewees, but was more notable during observational
periods, and was additionally shared by some senior managers. Findings
associated with senior managers within the Nominal Group Technique did not
reflect this concern, as presented in the next Chapter 8.

During a presentational visit to one area office, | was asked directly by a service
manager, due to my general association with University education, for insight into
the increased volume of dyslexic students entering the profession. This was
followed by wonder at achievement of qualification when ‘poor grammar’ and
learning needs were so apparent. Support is discussed in the next section and
includes the perspective of a worker with dyslexia that relates specifically to this
managerial concern. '
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For some, concern for appropriate skills were the predominant concern, as

indicated by Kevin:

‘| don't particularly feel that the universities are equipping social workers
with the right skills to come and join local authority children and families
teams’ (Kevin INT).

For others, life experience and student practice within statutory settings were not

given the necessary priority:

‘ think [resilience is] possibly - and | might be controversial here - in the
process of being eroded; accepting students onto the new social work
degree with little or no real experience of much, in terms of life, and social

work practice in non-statutory sectors’ (Jim INT).
Harriet reflects concern for the importance of personal confidence in new recruits:
‘I don’t know how they’d cope if they didn't have confidence’ (Harriet INT).

A student perspective was provided during observations at each worksite, and two
interviewees were trainee social workers. Each trainee shared more positive
perspectives about their educational experience (within the same university) than
Drew, the student on her third and final practice placement (in a different
university). Drew acknowledged her social work degree course was ‘useful’ (F 1
OBS), but she and her peers found it disorganised and especially problema'tic in
finding student placements. Drew’s future plans were to work in a‘city many miles
away from North City, and unlike Emma and Jane, she reflected a generally
negative perspective of the ecology of practice. This was indicated by her
comment that she had ‘had enough of anti-oppressive practice’, and that she was

‘bored’ and had ‘nothing to do’ on one occasion (F 1 OBS).

An additional challenge to the resilience of newly qualified social workers, long-

serving practitioners, and managers, was reported by many participants to be the
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effect of change in the level of service provision away from that of prevention,
towards that of protection. One team manager shared particular concern for the
preparedness of students, indicating apparent capability issues where targets were
not being met and disciplinary proceedings being initiated. This, combined with
understaffed teams was considered to be a particular ‘struggle’. She indicated a
wider problem in this respect as it was ‘not just new social workers’ (Georgina W2
2 OBS).

7.4.3 Changing nature of front line practice

It was widely acknowledged that the changing nature of children’s services, with a
shift towards high-end child protection and court work was problematic. No
indication was given that the shift should not have taken place, and there existed a
general reluctant acceptance that it was somehow inevitable. Participants often
referred to preventative work fondly and welcomed the balance it gave to highly
pressurised child protection work. This created a perceived void between what
students were being trained, and educated to do, and what social workers were
actually doing in front line practice. If such little preventative work was available
(because it was allocated to family support teams), the dilemma in requiring newly
qualified social workers to undertake child protection work existed; what Kevin
referred to as ‘hitting the ground running’.

While team managers, like Kevin, Harriet, and Trudy were responsible for dealing
with the reality of the phenomenon, senior managers occasionally hinted towards
their empathy, and frustration. Responsibility, it seemed, for this void lay with
educational establishments according to most participant team managers, and
senior managers. |

Whilst team manager Kevin, doubted the efficacy of social work education for
students in becoming social workers, he acknowledged the goalposts had been
moved within children’s services. He perceived the employer was ‘chucking them’
into assessment teams before being ready which inevitably led to ‘burn out’ (Kevin
INT). This reflected a widely held view aéross all grades that newly qualified social
workers needed, and had a right, to be nurtured, protected, and mentored. This
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was believed to be of more significance within the recognised climate of
competition of recruitment (Rachel, Sarah, Harriet, Avril, Stephanie, Felicity,
Daphne, and Kevin). Both trainee social workers expressed appreciation that their
employment status afforded them a degree of protection in this respect, although
they were still required to work with cases involving child protection.

All three team managers interviewed expressed their particular recognition for the
need of genuine and meaningful support of newly qualified social workers, from
within individual and organisational factors. Mentoring was specifically noted for its
strengths in developing prbfessional practice, confidence, and efficacy. Each
demonstrated value in the need for within and across team peer support and their
personal dependence on senior practitioners and more experienced team
members. Kevin also acknowledged the need for support of himself by senior

managers, in addition to underpinning government policy, within this framework.

7.4.4 The ‘coping mask’ of resilience ‘

In reflection of collective social commentary, analysis turned towards the need to
cope, within contexts of male dominated organisational principles (Jones 2001), .
managerialist reconfiguration (Harlow 2004), patriarchy and heroism (Charles and
Butler 2004) and reluctance in display of emotion (Munro 2009) (see Chapter
3.5.3). This is of particular relevance within the predominantly female workforce
nationally (LGA 2009b) and locally (see Chapter 5.5.2).

As indicated above, resilience was a key theme within this study, enabling
participants to cope within their profession. Resilience of interviewees was found
to be mainly high and wide ranging. The following quotes represent the two
extremes across the range of indicators for resilience; from the very high:

‘I think that | can manage most things really” (Felicity),

to very low...:
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“| don’t know why I'm here actually because | am pissed off [cries]. It's just
one big struggle, you've got enough working with people who are at risk
without struggling” (Sarah).

Reasons for retention, and to be resilient were equally diverse, most often centring
on a commitment to service users, the self and family, colleagues, and most
predominantly, the team. Discussion around such commitment often elicited the
most positive responses within the study findings. In most cases a clear distinction
is made between the front-line, where camaraderie was apparent, and senior
managers and/or the employer, for whom little allegiance was expressed. This
reinforced the sense of attachment and detachment with associated ecology
factors presented in section 7.3. (Also see discussion on this apparent divide in
Chapter 9, and recommendations for resolution in Chapter 10).

In order to establish any effect of the above social commentary concerns,

individual interviewee transcription data was compared to observational data where
the interviewee’s identity was clearly provided. Interview scratch notes, and
subsequent expanded notes were also analysed for indications of personality traits
within each scenario; the privacy and intimacy of the interview room and the far
less discrete social arena of front line practice. Most interviewees were noted to
reflect the same, or largely similar views regardless of the setting, but were,
perhaps understandably less likely to exude negativity before team managers, and
further less likely before senior managers during my observations. That is not to

say negativity was not expressed openly to managers.

Within the ‘open forum’ of the team room, on rare occasions negativity was
expressed to senior managers, the nature of expréssion was different and more
restrained, more polite, and more jovial than during interviews. The reluctance
towards free expression appeared to be connected to concepts of power and fear
within organisational factors of practice ecology (Hafford-Letchfield 2009: 30).

An example of the reluctance for free expression of negative perceptions, and an

apparent undermining of autonomy through hierarchical power and organisational
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structure was at a senior management ‘Emergency Meeting’ about collocation
where the general plan of team moves was explained to a large gathering
representing half of the city-wide children’s service (F 14 OBS). The meeting was
identified by senior managers, not as a consultation, but an, ‘opportunity to go
public’ about speculation associated with the relocation of the service teams.
Many uncertainties about this were presented, including doubts about the future
existence of Firthport as a worksite. Although staff despondency was sensed
throughout, no one was prepared to question the presenting senior managers.
However, once they left, the consensus of despondency became apparent. One
worker commented afterwards that it was “unnecessarily churning up panic’ (OBS
Fir: 104) for senior managers to refer to the meeting as ‘an emergency’. The two

comments shouted out immediately after their departure were:
‘I'm leaving!’
and

“I'm off to watch Little Britain [satirical TV comedy] tonight, and that'll make
more sense!” (F 14 OBS).

People appeared anxious and were uncertain about their future with the news that
major disruption would occur at some point within the next five months.
Observational data collection captured elements of the relocation taking place nine
months after this senior management presentation, lending support to the above

social worker’s concern about connotations of the word ‘emergency’.

To return to the findings when comparisons of interview and observational data
were made, a notable ‘coping mask’ was established relating to self-presentation
within the team environment and how that ‘slips’ during the interview situation.
This was found in three interviews (Rachel, Sarah and Auvril) and was most
apparent in the case of Sarah. Sarah presented as a comical misanthropist, and
dominant character within the team room. She was the social worker who joked

that the director of services had sent a spy into their camp (see sections 4.4.1 and
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5.3.3). Her abruptness was charming and cheeky, as opposed to rude, when she
told me to introduce myself on entering the team, without raising her eyes from her
work on her desk (F 1 OBS).

Sarah (a self-proclaimed ‘gob on legs’) (F 1 OBS) was the key instigator of banter
and badinage within her team, with dynamics changing and becoming less
humorous when she was not present (F 4 OBS). She openly expressed her
negativity across the team, whilst her ‘new boy team manager’ (Sarah INT) was
away, becoming more reserved in his presence. A strong, jovial, resilient, long-
serving and healthily cynical social worker was presented and captured during the
observational period. Although, a similar pattern was initially found during the
interview, a more serious, considered, and knowledgeable woman was
increasingly portrayed. |

Further into the interview signs of vulnerability were noted with expressions of
‘fear’, ‘guilt’, and feeling ‘unsafe’. It became apparent that she had endured some
particularly negative experiences during her lengthy career within North City,
including bullying, oppression, and sexism. These were associated with her
reported previous period of poor physical health. After an hour of interviewing
Sarah broke down and cried; in contrast to all previous observations, she appeared
defeated. Following a short break, Sarah chose to continue, and at the end of the
interview ten minutes later, Sarah was joking and resembling her more familiar self.
Sarah did not need to be positive in order to demonstrate resilience; she favoured
humour:

‘| don’t know, all | seem to do is moan; you know, not only about my neck! |
[both laughed]' (Sarah OBS).

This observed appearance of coping seemed related to top down hierarchical
power but was also combined, in Sarah’s case, with the need to cope before the

team.
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When resilience was analysed against staff grade, a notable reversal of
suppression was found at team manager level, where it appeared to be deemed
necessary to ‘be positive’ and ‘be coping’ than not. Harriet and Trudy were both
able to express their more negative concerns about their experiences during
interviews than was observed of their work. Both team managers had reputations
for positivity and for being good to work for. One worker referred to Trudy as being
‘lovely’ saying, ‘they’re the team that don’t bite’ (W2 12 OBS) when | debated
belatedly joining Trudy’s team meeting. This reinforces Trudy’s perception that she
had developed a ‘teamy’ team (see 7.5.3). A senior practitioner within Trudy’s

team, with nearly 30 years qualified experience reinforced this the following day:

‘| deputy for Trudy and we have clear expectations of each other, and we
know what each other wants’ (Mary R2 13 OBS).

Trudy acknowledged her strengths (of being a ‘people’s person’, and an ability to
not ‘always follow the guidelines religiously’) and appeared to have a high degree
of self-efficacy ('l tend to mould things'), but peppered her interview language with
numerous references to good ‘luck’ and ‘fortune’ in relation to team cohesion. She

also explained that despité appearances:

‘| think | can do better...because | haven't got the backup fhere, the cover. |
feel I'm constantly having to be available’ (Trudy INT),

and in relation to finishing supervision early because of work pressure:

‘...you go back and you think — ‘this is actually appalling really’. It's not
good enough...| feel almost guilty’ (Trudy INT).

A similar scenario was found for Harriet, who again, shared a positive perspective.
Her language was interjected with similar references to being ‘lucky’ and ‘landed
on our feet' in respect of avoiding ‘all sorts of trouble’ team-wise; ‘they just fitin’.

Harriet also identified her strengths as being ‘listening and honest’ and ‘non-
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dictatorial, but challenging when necessary’ (Harriet INT). With regard to her own

practice Harriet said,

team,

‘It's all heavy-end...there are no easy decisions...| just haven't got time and
have to make a quick decision, sometimes off the top of my head...big

decisions...’ (Harriet INT),
and in relation to her resilience compared to a newly qualified worker on the
‘...she was panicking......... Am | so far removed that it's only the really

heavy-end [work] that | think about?' and ‘... you forget how daunting it can
be’ (Harriet INT).

As suggested, resilience and the ability to cope with the challenge of social work in

North City is a key theme in this study. A powerful method employed in resilience

is humour, as indicated by Sarah. Findings relating to humour, banter and

badinage are now presented in the next section.

7.4.5

Humour, banter and badinage

‘Friday 5pm. With a wry smile of her face, Felicity shouts sarcastically
across the room to her remaining colleagues as she leaves, “Hope the JAR
goes well for you!” She teases them knowing she will be on leave next
week.

Her colleagues are in hysterics as they joke about employing ‘comedy
actors’ to take their places in meeting with the inspectors. They describe
the faces of the inspectors whilst the chaos ensues. They descend info
further hysterics’ (W5 14 OBS).

The literature suggests ‘fun’ and ‘social work’ are words rarely used within the

same sentence. Personal experience however, equipped me with the knowledge

that humour, banter, and badinage were likely to surface during the period of data
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collection in this study. The previous sections within this Chapter indicate high
levels of negativity within North City and that a dominant sense of feeling
undervalued prevails. Social workers generally appear to demonstrate resilience in
enabling them to cope with the complex challenges faced within their work. This
section presents findings that suggest the importance of humour within front line

social work and how participants employ its use to reinforce their resilience.

An unexpected finding in this study was the frequency of laughter recorded during
interviews and observations. The distinction was 'drawn that laughter was
associated with humour rather than nervousness for the purpose of analysis.
Laughter, included my own where it was in response to humour expressed by the
interviewee. Analysis indicated a total of 226 separate laughs, providing an
average of 12 per interview with a range of 3 (Carol) to 40 (Stephanie).
Observational data supported this with frequent scenarios described and
references to ‘laughter’, ‘banter’, and ‘humour’. My personal judgement on humour
was irrelevant for the purpose of the analysis and whilst | inevitably found many of
these occurrences funny, comical, or humorous, this was not always the case; they
were recorded as being so for the participants in order to gain a holistic
appreciation of the phenomenon. My involvement in some of the humour is
acknowledged, although this was purposefully minimal, but balanced with my need
to build and maintain trust, and rapport with participants.

Many participants discussed the concept of humour, valued it significantly, and
acknowledged the necessity for its employment in order to cope with their work. In
this respect, humour was revered and recognised by some as being somehow
different:

‘We got by on our dark sense of humour’ (Jim INT);
and

"...they've all got a mad sense of humour, the lot of them’ (Felicity INT).

Context is also considered important in order to gain an understanding of what
could be misinterpreted or misunderstood, especially outside of the profession.

This reflects the wider world where the sensitivities and complexities of humour are
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noted. The following two quotes from separate worksites encapsulate observed
social work humour reflecting exchanges between workers in relation to case

factors:

‘Daisy: “How tough can a 6 year old girl be?”
Felicity: “Well her mum has got a gun and a knife; remember, so she
probably is quite hard!” (W5 4 OBS);

and,

‘Poor little baby, he’s got a crap name and he's got a heroin addiction’ (F 13
OBS).

When analysed for social worker grade, the adoption of humour was found across
all levels of front line services. Team managers used humour to reinforce
camaraderie and team unity, although this not observed in all teams or described
by all interviewees. A relationship was noted between those managers who were
generally highly regarded and approachable and their ability to use humour in
maintaining a sense of being ‘in it together. These managers were observed as
successfully integrating the serious issues of child protection with humility and the
ability to communicate with their staff at a level that is perceived as appreciated,
welcomed, and important. The following observation captures such positive
interaction between Carla, a duty and assessment team manager, and her team

where use of sarcasm is employed:

‘Monday 12.10pm: Carla receives a new referral by email. She prints it out
and reads it to Daisy and Brent (support worker). She describes a case
involving domestic violence at a child's birthday party where the male and
female had an argument and caused damage to property. The female’s
mother was also involved. The male involved decided to walk down the

road in the path of oncoming traffic.
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The team begin to gather around and make light-hearted comparisons to
their own families and trouble caused at their family get-togethers and
weddings. Humour is never far away.
Carla says jokingly, and with a big smile, “Thanks for your help on this one;
I’m} pleased you're taking this one seriously” (W5 14 OBS).

The following quote from Felicity, a duty and assessment senior practitioner
underpins her belief that humour is a form of self-protection that significantly
contributes to her retention, and the ability of many to remain working in child
protection. Citing ‘pure luck’ as being responsible, Felicity claimed that every team
she has worked in used humour, and had high levels of morale throughout her
lengthy social work career. She captures the functional aspect of the theme of
humour within this study:

‘OK people are joking but you have to realise some of the dreadful things
that people are working with really’ (Felicity INT).

To summarise, ntjmerous examples were found were humour was either discussed
or directly employed. It is widely recognised to be a key ingredient in social worker
resilience, as an effective tool for team bondihg, and for negating grade barriers.
The next section presents findings that support the relationship between age,
experience, and confidence, and resilience.

7.4.6 Age, experience, and confidence

Experienced social workers are highly valued within the profession, as reflected in
the literature review chapters. They are more important wherever recruitment and
retention problems exist. Team managers shared a frustration that the distribution
of newly qualified staff was beyond their control; senior management told them
when a new recruit would be joining their team. This reinforces the element of luck
associated with successful teams reported by each, but especially Harriet and
Trudy. Kevin was ‘unlucky’ in that he reported receiving a young newly qualified
worker into his team with no statutory placement experience, and no grounding in

child protection practice. Within his previously quoted concern that universities had
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ill-prepared students Jim acknowledged employing agency responsibilities in their
role for providing adequate student placements.

Whilst he reported his concerns in this respect, Kevin also noted a trend in newly
qualified social workers that contradicts, in part, his argument of the lack of
preparedness. They appear to be making informed choices about their

professional career paths:

‘They [student social workers] go to university because they want to do
something...they don't think it's a profession that's some kind of woolly set
up. | think younger people now who come into the profession...22-23 years

of age...realise it's not fantastic money...’ (Kévin INT).

For all three team managers the pressure of time to support newly qualified social
workers was a serious problem, compounded by the previously reported
predominance of ‘heavy-end’ child protection work. They each wanted to ensure
full induction was provided, utilising their own strengths but also those within the
team, with the support of senior practitioners to provide mentoring in upholding the
wellbeing and protection of new employees. This nurturing of social workers was
strongly believed to be linked to retention and was related to from positive
experiences from Harriet and Trudy, and from frustratingly negative experiences
from Kevin, whose team was ‘turned totally upside down’ by through turnover
(Kevin INT). The pressure of time reported by team managers to provide the
necessary environment for new social workers was exemplified during
observations but also during the research interviews for this study. All three team
manager interviews were intérrupted by a member of their team, needing their

urgent attention, despite being conducted in private rooms away from teams.

Some social workers shared negative perspectives about newly qualified social
workers (see Jim's comment in section 6.4.2) relating to an erosion of resilience
created by an influx of new and inexperienced students becoming newly qualified
social workers. To reinforce the above team manager concerns of the need for

support not all social workers are perceived to have the qualities that enable them
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to cope under the intense pressure they regularly face. In such cases the new
social worker will either leave relatively quickly, or persevere through determination
and resilience. For Felicity this concept was clear but ignores issues around
support, although subsequently provided insight suggesting supportive measures

can enable those that initially feel inadequate to become effective practitioners:

‘...my view is that you can either do [it or you can't]...people find out very
early if they can’t do social work and | think they find that in the first year or
so’ (Felicity INT).

Here, Felicity recalls experience within previous employment with a more
supportive organisation:

‘[they] were excellent for newly qualified workers...they had a lot of very
experienced staff. Because of that...students...didn’'t actually do any child
protection or care proceedings until [they] were level 2 or level 3. You'd
share a case with a more experienced social worker, so you are much more
prqtected...' (Felicity INT).

In support of less favourable perspectives of students, and newly qualified social
workers, age was occasionally cited as problematic; perhaps reflecting anxiety at
the time around the reduced age limit for entry into social work education when the
degree was introduced in 2003 (GSCC 2010). This view appeared to be shared
only by interviewees who had been qualified for many years (Sarah, Jim, Felicity),
but not exclusively so (Stephanie), and was universally related to the age of the
participant; they were all over 40 years old.

The concern for age and inexperience is epitomized by Sarah who assessed the
student on final placement within her team to be a:

‘very green 21 year old from a well off family with no life-skills or experience
to take out there’ (Sarah INT).
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This concern is perhaps better understood within the context of her previous

experience where:

‘...a young girl, just qualified, she came for about 3 weeks...she just said “/
don’t even want to have anything to do with it so I'm going back to teaching”

- | don't think they realise how crap it is until they come into it’ (Sarah INT).

Sarah explains this contributes to young newly qualified social workers being
fearful of making key decisions in peoples’ lives; something she admits to having

never got used to, despite being qualified for nearly 16 years.

The general view of new and inexperienced staff however, was positive. The
opening year in the life of a newly qualified social worker was referred to on many
occasions, usually being identified as a time to be nurtured, protected, and
supported, until confidence and competence levels were sufficient. Positivity was
also expressed by two newly qualified social workers in the process of transferring
their agency contracts to statutory, one of whom Jess explained her decision as a
matter of personal security, loving the work, appreciating her team support, and
being comfortable in her surroundings (F 9 OBS). This corresponds with team
manager perspectives of the need to nurture their staff, especially as Jess and her
colleague worked within Harriet's team.

Older age, experience, or retention were not always perceived as being beneficial
for practice. An anecdotal citywide perception was that one entire worksite (and
especially one team) was inflexible and unwilling to accept change. Reasons for
their apparent rigidity were associated with their individual ages, longevity, and
their isolated geographical location. Two team managers shared particularly
positive beliefs about their younger and newly qualified social workers: they were
more flexible, and receptive to change. This had been particularly positive around
the collocation of duty teams, generally perceived to be a major and unwelcome
upheaval. Trudy supported this view and, whilst appreciating an age and skill mix
within her team, was unique in her expression that turnover could be a positive
concept.
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‘...people see a move as a negative thing...| think it is quite productive and
you can develop skills’ (Trudy INT).

Trudy's view did, however, reflect the wider concern for the need for opportunities
for within-service mobility, cited by many participants as a powerful retention policy
(see Chapter 9).

7.4.7 Concluding comments

The previous sections identify concerns that being the most experienced social
worker within a team after three years from qualification is particularly challenging.
This is compounded where additional problems exist in the absence of more senior
front line staff, namely senior practitioners and team managers. Whilst the
remaining front line workers ‘cope’ with increasing workload, the pressure impacts
on morale, job satisfaction, and ability to conduct the work required in protecting
children. Problems are exacerbated by feelings of being undervalued by the
employer, associated with inadequate resources, poor working environments, top-
down hierarchical oppression and a lack of support. Participants have
demonstrated resilience, underpinned by supportive inter-personal relationships
within front line networks, camaraderie, and humour. Key findings relating to these
relationships are presented within the next section and reflect the complexities

involved in the fast-developing world of children’s services.

7.5 Relationships

Participants frequently cited relationships, both directly and indirectly and indicated
their fundamental and all-encompassing nature within social work. This section
presents ﬁndings using the now familiar four factors associated with the ecology of
practice (Baumann 1997). Analysis indicates the complexity and wide variety of
social work relationships involving human relational dynamics across the societal
spectrum. Thé following tables (7.18 and 7.19) present individual and external,
and case and external factor relationships identified within this study:
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Table 7.56 Individual and Organisational Factor Social Worker Relationships

Individual Factor

Organisational Factor Relationships

Relationships
Internal External Internal External
Social Workers Secure Unit Senior Management Team Independent Reviewing Officers
workers

Managers

Residential Care
Staff

Panel Teams

Family Support Practice Assessors Inspectors
Workers
Business Support Trainers

Workers

Students

Table 7.57 Case and External Factor Social Worker Relationships

Case Factor Relationships

External Factor Relationships

The Child Extended Services Inter-disciplinary | Other
Pre-born babies Siblings Volunteers Counsellors University
lecturers/staff
New born babies Parents Aoncates Drug/Alcohol Journalists
Workers
Children Grandparents Community Support | General Religious
Staff Practitioners Representatives
Young People Extended families Shop Workers Health Visitors Court staff
Adolescents Peers Taxi Drivers Midwives Judges
Care Leavers Local Communities Nurses Members of
Parliament
Foster Carers Paediatricians Councillors
Adopters Police Officers Children’s
Guardians
Solicitors Psychologists
Youth Offending Psychiatrists
Team Workers
Youth Workers
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The subsequent sections within this chapter presents findings associated with the
relationships highlighted within the above table from the perspective of participants.
Whilst categorisation is challenging due to the complexities involved, these are
grouped as positive or negative across the four factors of social work ecology and
reiterated with illustrative quotations. Challenges mainly exist because of the very
personal nature and understanding of human relationships. As previously
indicated in this chapter (and in depth within Chapter 4), the triangulation of
methods enabled the opportunity for cross-analysis of research data, especially
using interviews and observations. This front line participant perspective informed
the assessment of relationships as positive or negative as presented in the
following Table 7.20 where an indicative rationale is also given. Examples are
however provided from both perspectives within each relationship factor to
illustrate the complexities and occasional contradictions within, and to present a
holistic overview of the relationship theme.

Table 7.58 Assessment and rationale for participant relationship across ecological factors

Nature of relationship Assessment of Individual perspective of
relationship predominant rationale
Individual/case factor Positive Making a difference

Doing social work

Rewarding

Individual/individual factor | Positive Teamwork
A Support

Banter
Individual/organisational Negative Undervalued
factor Scrutinised

Restricted
Individual/external factor | Negative Undervalued

Misunderstood

Misrepresented
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7.5.1 Positive individual/case factor relationships

Many social workers expressed dedication and satisfaction in their ability to help
service users through direct work, actively making a positive difference in their
lives. As indicated in the previous section (7.4) findings identify the relationship
between resilience and the ability to do social work, and in turn make a positive
difference in the lives of their service users, resulting in personal feelings of reward
and job satisfaction. This section of Adam’s conversation with me encapsulates

this positive feeling:

‘l love my job; it's so rewarding. Like that one | was telling you about — the
boy getting adopted and the meeting I'd arranged for the foster-carer to
meet the adoptive parent. We were all sobbing and feeling so emotional; it
was just great...I'm just off to another meeting now for a different case,
where the adoptive mum will meet Danielle, the 5 year old child, for the ﬁrét
time. I'll be crying when | get back to the office!’ (Adam F 4 OBS).

Section 7.4 indicates the significance of humour used by participants as a coping
mechanism. Some of this humour could lead to possible interpretations of
disrespect and insensitivity towards service users. However, because this is
adopted within the privacy of professional boundaries, and is balanced by a
universal commitment to service users, the findings suggest high levels of
sensitivity, empathy and understanding.

Narrative accounts were shared of emotional distress at removing babies at birth
from their mothers (see section 7.8), provision of life-changing support in order to
enable families to remain together, and of personal disappbintment and upset
where parents failed to turn up to contact meetings with their estranged children, of
tenacity in gaining resources and occasional ‘bending of rules’ in order to ensure
client wellbeing, and of bravery in working with service users whom representatives
of other professional organisations had réfused to work with, of being verbally and
physically threatened by abusive parents, of working through annual leave and
unpaid overtime in order to keep up with what was perceived as the relentless and

increasing pressure to help protect children, of travelling across the country at
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personal cost because no essential car user allowance was paid, and being too
busy to claim back mileage, and of working with daily reports and occurrences of
the abuse of children and young people.

These accodnts and observations represented many of the reasons social workers
initially joined the profession and are perceived as being of great value.

However, a further general perception existed that the direct role with service users
was threatened by increasing organisational demand for accountability and
meeting of targets, using time-consuming methods and resources that impeded
this process. Many additional concerns were raised that family support workers
were increasingly conducting direct work. Kate summarises this dilemma:

‘We just go in at a bad point in relation to child protection, just picking up the
pieces and always fighting. We don’t have time to engage with and befriend
them’ (Kate INT).

7.5.2 Negative individual/case factor relationships
Negativity was also expressed about the working relationship with service users
outside of the bounds of humour. As indicated, threats to social workers were

occasionally reported. A rare reference to weapons was recorded:

“In an earlier related incident, the mother had a gun to her head when the
children were in th