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PREFACE

Social work is an interesting and varied profession with a rich and diverse history. The
delivery of social work services in local, national and international contexts is dependent
on a range of interconnecting factors that shape and define how social work activity
takes place. At times social work focuses on supporting individuals and families; at other
times it focuses on developing communities. Very often the focus is on the interaction
between individuals and families and the communities they are part of. Social work is
always about relationships but it is almost always about politics as well. Recognising
that we are all affected by forces within and outside our immediate control is central to
understanding what social work aims to do and what it is able to achieve.

To work effectively in the complex arena of social work activity, practitioners require
significant skill, knowledge and expertise. Gaining, developing and honing relevant
skills and understanding represents the core building blocks upon which social work
education is founded. The overarching aim of this text, therefore, is to contribute to the
process of assisting social work practitioners to develop.

Our objectives in writing this book were fourfold:

To build knowledge — Social work is underpinned by a broad knowledge base draw-
ing on learning from a range of disciplines. In order to strengthen their effective-
ness practitioners need to acquire a deeper understanding of service users’underlying
issues and the context within which people live.

To develop skills — Many (arguably all) students embarking on social work educa-
tion and training will identify a range of personal attributes that are beneficial when
working with users of social work services. We are thinking here of attributes such
as being a good listener, treating others with respect, patience and self-awareness.
Where such attributes are recognisable then this is a strength; however, having cer-
tain attributes is not the same as developing skills to use those attributes successfully.
Being a social worker is a skilled undertaking and understanding how to use and
refine skills to their best effect is essential.

To support the acquisition of tools for practice — It would be erroncous to see
social work activity as mechanistic or formulaic. Whilst in some disciplines it may
be possible to apply a logic consisting of ‘if X happens, do Y and you will get Z
outcome’ — such a logic does not particularly apply in social work. That is not to say
social work is not evidence-based or that social work is not founded upon tried and
tested approaches that offer ways of engaging with service users — it very clearly is!
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Developing a range of tools to support ways of engaging and intervening with indi-
viduals, families and communities is important and, crucially, being able to use those
tools flexibly is a necessary part of developing as a social work practitioner. Every
developing (and indeed experienced) practitioner requires a ‘tool kit to draw upon
providing options to consider when engaging in processes of ‘helping’.

To facilitate critical thinking around applying learning to practice — Finally we
wanted to provide some demonstration within the text of how knowledge, skills and
approaches are applied in social work practice. Understanding the key issues in work
with different groups of service users and how work might be approached should
act as a critical sounding board for addressing practice issues. We do not seek to
be prescriptive here but to be illustrative, with the purpose of encouraging critical
engagement.

Joyce Lishman, Chris Yuill, Jillian Brannan and Alastair Gibson



