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THE SOCIAL WORK HISTORY NETWORK

Tick box or relationship-based?
How will history judge our work with older people?

Dr Sarah Vieary, professor of
social work and mental health
with the Open University, reflects
on a recent seminar in the lastest
SWHN thought piece

oecial work with older people is a forgotten field of
Smuﬁmmﬂrﬁm Few social

work students actively choose it and there are
Timiled accounts of past praclice Lo build on. In light
of the demagraphic changes in the population, this is
surely a worry.

Dietving Inko the history of this area, a recent Soclal
Work History Nelwork (SWHN) seminar provided much
to reflect upon. Tt was maintained that while policy shapes
praciice, things do nol happen quickly, especially in
redation o social work with older people, Post-Sechohm
palicy became dominated by bureaucracy, culminating
In today’s whdespread tarpeting of rescirces and an
environment In which the private sector overshadows care
for alder peaple, In this confext, las our work become a
tick box exercise?

Soctal workers eopaged i many activities under the
MNational Assistance Act 1948 and mental health laws, but
lifthe mention i made of demenita. Barbara Robb, in her
1967 book Sans Frerything, highlighted the often poor
trestiment of ehder people in hospitals. Works such as this
can be an untapped mine for soclal work historians. But
1 limd myysell wonsdertng whal progress in valuing older
people with dementia has been made?

‘Ihe imporiance of social work's relalsonship-based role
was hiphlighted during the seminar. We are far more than
[rendly visilors, bul underiake work based on complex
Interactions between money, health, and hoising, 2l st
Lhe interface of whal can be intricate famibial relalionships
and sochal experiences. Research from the fate 15980
showed that high quality case management services,
when well targeted, improwed quality of life, reduoced
stress and were cost-effective. Soctal work with older
people 15 a skilled task, Dol it bis been in Uhe ot of care
management. Have these so-called softer skills become
crosded and marginabised and i there mo longer a focus on
relationships as iImportant lo the delivery of soclal work?

The evolution of the abuse of ohder people was charted
by SWHMN member Rridget Penhale, who was central
in radsing its awareness, and of the peed to promeobe
adult safeguarding (as we now call 1t} In soclal work
praciice, leaching and research. England’s Care Acl 2014
acknowledges the need for work In this area but responses
can be curlatled by hmiled resources.

And 50, we come full circle fo the resource dehate. [s

socctal work dislocated from the B course, from the
snclal perspective and understanding it hrings?

‘Lhere 15 no doubl Lhal the needs of many older people
are complex, and that time Is required to explore the
nlersection of health, soclal and relational saoes, Meeds
are often amplified by older peopls having Imited access
Lo resources and publicly lunded supporl. Rellance on
the familfy is a significant feature of the current welfare
paradigm, desplte their relatively invisible public profile.

What is important is the process of social work and the
vaiue of talking to, lstening and understanding an older
person and their carers experiences. Willl historians
looking hack on today see soctal work with older people
i Englans s having made an grreversible shilft toa ok
box exercise rather than a human relationship-hased
activity? Or will they be able to find evidence thal the
profession sees human relationships as paramount?

Astapeesd from “Social weork with clder people - 3 hidden Mssory” 3
seminar hiebd In Nowembar 2023

Slidess from the seminar are avallatile of the SWHN webdie
Speakiers #t the seminar were Bob Hudson, Jill Manthorpe, Allsoes
Miine and Bridget Peahale



