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Empathy in child and family social work 



DfE  

*   year ending 30 September 2017  

** as at 31 March 2018 

30,670* 
social 

workers 

404,710** 
children 
in need 

75,420** 
looked 
after 

children 

53,790**  
children 

‘child 
protection’ 

Context 

Complex system of child and family social 
work in England 

150 children’s service organisations providing 
range of child and family social work services 

30,000 social workers work with >400,000 
children in need and >75,000 children in care 



Policy - renewed focus on relationship- based practice  

DfE (2018) Working together to safeguard children: a 

guide to inter-agency working to safeguard and promote 

the welfare of children (PDF). London: HM Government 

Munro, E. R. (2011). Munro review of child protection: 

A child centred system. London: The Stationery Office. 

2011 

• Munro review of child protection 
recommended 

• reduction in bureaucracy  

• increase in direct work with 
families and children  

2018 

• DfE ‘Working Together’ statutory 
guidance recommended 

• developing social work practice 

• developing understanding, 
respect and relationship of trust 



Empathy is 

a central 

component 

of 

relationship

-based 

practice 

Empathy 

Consistent 
with social 

work 
values 

Increases 
information 

sharing/ 
service users 

‘open up’ 

Important 
to service 

users 

Core 
component 

of key 
practice 
models 



What  

is  

empathy? 



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Evwgu369Jw 



Emotional Cognitive Behavioural 

Three 

components of 

empathy 

Gerdes, K. E. and Segal, E. A. (2009). A social work 

model of empathy. Advances in Social Work, 1 (2), 

114-127. 



Focus on the 

behavioural 

component of 

empathy 

Emotional Cognitive Behavioural 



Behavioural 

components of 

empathy 

what 
social 

workers 
say 

(verbal - 
words) 

How social 
workers talk 

(verbal - tone) 

what 
social 

workers 
do 

(non-
verbal) 



Our research project  



 

Research 

Programme 
 

 

 

Funded by DfE Social Care 
Innovation Programme 2015- 2018 

Conducted research in 5 projects 
across 8 Local Authorities throughout 
England   

Aim to evaluate the quality of social 
work practice 



Our research 

project 

 
How do social workers communicate 

empathy? 

 
  



Three-step 

method 

Observe 
and record 

direct 
practice 

Apply adapted 
practice skill 
framework  

Assess 
practice 
quality 



375 

Observe and 
record direct 

practice 



Apply adapted 

practice skill 

framework- 

Motivational 

Interviewing  

 

Core 
skills 

Evocation 

Collaboration 

Autonomy  

Empathy Purposefulness 

Clarity of 
concerns 

Child Focus  

Whittaker, C.E., Forrester, D., Killian, M. and Jones, 

R.K. (2016). Can we reliably measure social work 

communication skills? Development of a scale to 

measure child and family social work direct practice, 

International Journal of Child and Family Welfare 

2016, 17 (1/2), 47-63 



 
 
 
 

“The extent to which a social 
worker understands or makes an 

effort to grasp parent/ carer 
perspective and feeling: literally, 

how much the social worker 
attempts to ‘try on’ what the 
parent/ carer feels or thinks”  

 

 

Motivational 

Interviewing 

empathy 

definition  

Moyers, T.B., Martin, T., Manuel, J.K., Hendrickson, 

S.M. and Miller, W. R. (2005). Assessing competence in 

the use of motivational interviewing. Journal of 

Substance Abuse Treatment, 28(1), 19-26.  



Applying Motivational Interviewing empathy 
definition #1 

1 2 3 4 5 

Each skill given a score from 1-5 

• Explorative 

• Curious  

• Families needs 

take precedence 

 

• Directive 

• Fact finding  

• Agency focus  

• Process 

driven 

  



1 2 3 4 5 

Social worker has 

no apparent 

interest in client’s 

worldview. Gives 

little or no 

attention to the 

client’s 

perspective. 

Social worker 

makes sporadic 

efforts to explore 

the client’s 

perspective. 

 

Social workers’ 

understanding 

may be inaccurate 

or may detract 

from the client’s 

true meaning. 

Social worker is 

actively trying to 

understand the 

client’s 

perspective, with 

modest success.  

Social worker 

shows evidence of 

accurate 

understanding of 

client’s 

worldview. 

 

Makes active and 

repeated efforts to 

understand 

client’s point of 

view. 

Understanding 

mostly limited to 

explicit content. 

Social worker 

shows evidence of 

deep 

understanding of 

client’s point of 

view, not just for 

what has been 

explicitly stated 

but what the client 

means but has not 

yet said. 

“Whatever the 
story was, you 
got it wrong. 

Because at the 
time, you weren’t 

taking your 
medication and 

you’d been 
drinking.” 

“She 
shouldn’t be 
worrying so 

much” 

“What are the 
things that 
worry you 

about that?” 

“ When you 
say that you 
are judging 

yourself, what 
do you mean 

by that?” 

Applying Motivational Interviewing empathy 
definition #2 



Assess practice quality 



 

Assess practice 

quality 

 

Allocate 
empathy 

score 

Use 
coding 
sheet 

Listen to 
recording 
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Local authority  

Comparison of mean empathy scores across 8 local authorities  

(n= 375)  
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MI empathy score 
(1-5) 

Distribution of 

empathy scores- 

LA 3 (n=110)  
 

87 out of 110 (79%) below a 

score of 3 

 

Mean average = 1.97 

 

5 out of 110 (5%) score higher 

than 3 

 

 



Count of behaviours 

present 

Range of number 

of behaviours 

present in 

interactions 

(n=110) 

Mean number 

of behaviours 

present in 

interactions  

(n=110) 

Number of open 

questions  
0-33 8.08 

Number of  closed 

questions 
1-51 14.05 

Number of simple 

reflections 
0-17 2.70 

Number of complex 

reflections 
0-13 0.66 

Length of interaction 16 -88 minutes 37 minutes 

 

 

 

Table of social 

worker 

behaviours 

(LA 3) 

 

 
 

 



Low 
empathy  

High 
empathy 

 

 

 

Analysis of 

behaviour 

counts 

 
If the social worker asked 

more open questions and 

offered more reflections 
(adjusted for length of interaction), 

this resulted in a higher 

empathy score   

 

 
 

 



 

 

 

 

 
 

 Transcripts of recordings of 
practice  
(n=10) 

 

What are the 
qualitative 
features of 

social worker 
communication 

of empathy? 

 

 

Curiosity 
Demonstrating 
understanding 

Focus on 
feelings 



SW: So would you say that you ever stopped drinking to excess? 

 

Parent: Not, not … no. 

 

SW: You've never stopped drinking to excess? 

 

Parent: Well, it depends what you categorise as excess. 

. 

SW: You said that there's days that you can go without a drink? 

 

Parent: Yeah. 

 

SW: So have you had a drink today? 

 

Parent: No. 

 

SW: Did you have a drink yesterday? 

 

 

 

 

Curiosity- Extract 1 (low skill) 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Curiosity- Extract 2 (high skill) 

 

 

 

 

SW: So the most important reasons why you want to make the change, why is it important 

to you to reduce your anxiety? 

 

Parent: I think obviously it wouldn't help Bobbie so if I'm anxious all the time, he's going 

to get off me and he's going to learn it off me. 

 

SW: Are you thinking while he's in the womb or when he's born? 

 

Parent: When he's born, if he sees me not wanting to go out or not wanting to do 

something, I don't want him to learn the same behaviours. 

 

SW: Where do you think your anxiety came from? 

 

Parent: I got mine from what happened. 

 

SW: Your experiences? 



 

Parent: The partner, the drinking and then losing my kids, don't forget as well about that, it really 

made me go downhill, I think that was one of the worst times of my life, when they took my kids. 

 

SW: So I guess they were the bigger triggers, losing your sister, losing your children, very difficult 

times in your life. 

 

Parent: Social Services involved and then the sister and father losing the plot, being sectioned and 

… and then the abusive relationship 

 

SW: That would trigger off low moods on a daily basis 

 

Parent: It was so bad that he would say to me, when my sister passed away, he said, “Why don't 

you kill yourself? He'd wake up and have a beer and there's no way I'd be sitting there watching 

him getting drunk, so the best thing to do was just to get drunk and then just get worse and worse. 

 

SW: it sounds like you can make a real clear link between that abuse within the relationship, your 

mood deteriorating and then you drinking and self‐harming, there's quite a clear link there isn't 

there? 

 

 

 

 

Demonstrating understanding- Extract 1 (high skill)  

 

 

 

 



SW: Tell me what your reason is for using alcohol, what do you use alcohol for? Is it a 

social thing? Is it to block out something? 

 

Parent: Sometimes, yeah they want me to go for grief counselling. 

 

SW: And the grief is in regards to …? 

 

Parent: My mother. 

 

SW: Let's move back, tell me your first experience of alcohol … 

 

 

 

Focus on feeling- Extract 1 (low skill) 

 

 

 



Parent: Yeah, and nobody knew how to communicate and express how everyone's feeling. There 

was just too many arguing and too many fights, you know, where the police were called. Kids 

carted off. 

 

SW: You said that was when children's services were involved before it was normal. Was it 

because children's services were involved? Or was it because something else, do you think, 

when it was normal before? 

 

Parent: I think it's because I had more family members. I had more support, I had my mum, I had 

my dad, I was talking to my sister at the time, so there was more support in the family home. 

 

SW: You felt like you had more support, at that time you were talking to your sister … this was 

before you mum passed away, and your dad. 

 

Parent: Yeah, there was more people that you could rely on and pick up the phone. Losing a big 

part of the family, losing a mum and then losing a dad and then not talking to my sister 

 

SW:…when things use to be normal, you felt more supportive and you did have a wider support 

network … your support network isn't as it used to be when things were normal … 

 

 

 

Focus on feeling- Extract 2 (high skill) 

 
 

 



 

 

 

Break 

 

 
 

 



 

 

 

Summary of 

findings 

 

 
 

 

Qualitative findings 

 

Open 
questions 

More 
reflections  

High 
empathy 

Quantitative findings 

Curious 
Demonstrate 

understanding 
Focus on 

feeling 
High 

empathy 



 

 

 

Activity 

 
 

 

• Listen to two recordings 

• Refer to definition of empathy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Consider  

o level of curiosity (open questions) 

o demonstration of understanding (use of reflections) 

o focus on feelings 

• What empathy score would you give?   

 

 

 



 

 

 

Recording 1 

 
 

 

How curious was the social worker? 

 

Did the social worker demonstrate an 
understanding of the parent’s 
perspective? 

 

Was there a focus on the parent’s 
feelings? 

 

Were there any missed opportunities?  



 

 

 

Recording 2 

 
 

 

How curious was the social worker? 

 

Did the social worker demonstrate an 
understanding of the parent’s 
perspective? 

 

Was there a focus on the parent’s 
feelings? 

 

Were there any missed opportunities?  



Scores ? 

Audio 1 Audio 2 

? 



 

 

Limited focus on 

what social 

workers say  
 

 

verbal 
- 

words 

verbal - 
tone 

non-
verbal 

Emotional Cognitive 

Behavioural 



 

 

 

Barriers to 

empathy and 

how to 

overcome? 

 
 

 

 

 
Social worker stress 

• do high levels of stress prevent 
social workers from feeling , 
processing and demonstrating 
empathy? 

Reflective supervision 

• does supervision help social workers 
to  feel, process and demonstrate 
empathy?  



 

 

 

Application 

of research 

in practice 

and next 

steps 

 
 

 

What is 
empathy in 
social work 
practice? 

How can 
practitioners 
demonstrate 

verbal 
empathy? 

What 
mechanisms 
are required 
to support 

practitioners 
to be more 
empathic? 

How can we 
research 

non-verbal 
aspects of 
empathy? 

Current study Future research 



Thank you! 

 
e: amy.lynch@beds.ac.uk 

 

e: fiona.newlands@beds.ac.uk 
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