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Why This Question?

• Relevant to me as Team Manager in a Family Support Team

•Munro (2011b) recommended that workers move towards a relationship based 
methodology, where time is spent getting to know individual families’ 
circumstances and considering how best to offer support. Eileen Munro 
asserted that 'good social work practice requires forming a relationship with the 
child and family and using professional reasoning to judge how best to work with 
parents' (Munro, pg 11, 2011a). 

• Winefield & Barlow (1995) have argued that because abusive and neglectful 
parents are often emotionally damaged themselves, positive, trusting 
relationships with child welfare workers are a necessary precondition for 
learning and change. 

• Is it possible to build relationships with service users who are involved with 
child processes?

Central Bedfordshire Council    www.centralbedfordshire.gov.uk

Methodology

• Thematic  literature review to consider themes and ideas, 
as opposed to reviewing each literature piece individually

• Research dating back forty years; particularly in the area 
of the families' views of child protection, it became 
apparent that the messages being identified in the early 
1980s are the same as those being identified in 2016.

• Many identified having chosen a qualitative approach 
because of the benefits of qualitative methods in 
promoting depth of understanding of the issues involved 
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Experiences of Child Protection:
Children

•Mainey et al. (2009) empathy, being a good listener, warmth, honesty, 
an informal but professional approach, being interested, committed, 
respectful, reliable and willing to take action. Children disliked their 
social worker being a remote figure, particularly when they knew that 
the social worker had a key role in decision-making about their lives.

•Woolfson et al (2010) young people appreciated being informed and 
involved from an early stage. 

•Dillon et al (2016) trust, privacy and honesty. Meetings during school 
time blocked involvement for young people

•Schofield (2005) noted this relationship aspect of the work could not be 
delegated to another worker as young people recognized that the social 
worker had the power to make decisions about them. 
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Experiences of Child Protection:
Parents/Carers

• Service users valued social workers who practiced in a manner that 
evidenced reliability, openness and friendliness (Sainsbury et al, 1982; 
Sainsbury, 1987)

• Parents have generally been dissatisfied with the processes and outcomes 
associated with the child protection process (Cleaver and Freeman, 1995; 
Freeman and Hunt, 1999; Thoburn et al,1995)

• Some study participants have gone so far as to allege professional 
misconduct, including the distortion or exaggeration of risk (Lindley, 1994)

• Parents found that even with a supportive social worker they still felt 
disempowered by the child protection process (Smithson and Gibson, 2016)

• Parents perceive an allegation of child abuse, or the need to access 
services, as threatening to their self esteem and questioning their ability as 
parents. The term 'abuse' can cause feelings of guilt and defensiveness 
amongst parents (Buckley et al, 2011)

• Identified that parents valued working in partnership, valued being treated as 
an individual (Wiffin, 2010)

• Supportive, listening, honesty, promoting cooperation and being human 
(Platt, 2008)
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Experiences of Child Protection:
Social Workers

•Limited Research is what assists workers (as opposed to a wealth of research
about what does not assist eg hostility and aggression).

• Social workers highlight face to face contact to be of importance (Carpenter et
al, 2003)

• Supervision is important as leads to more resilient staff and lower turnover,
which supports relationship building due to consistency between worker and
family (Wiffin, 2010 )

• Social Workers recognise the need to work in an open and honest manner,
with listening also identified by staff as a key skill when engaging with families,
although this needed to progress from simply listening to understanding (Platt,
2008)
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Barriers to Relationship-Based Work:
Individuals

• Professional anxiety around blame leads to risk adverse intervention (Dale et 
al, 2002; Dale, 2004, Whittaker, 2011)

•Workers may unconsciously deny or minimise concerns as a form of  emotional 
self protection (Rustin, 2005)

• Aggression towards staff/hostility - professionals can unconsciously collude, 
avoid meaningful contact with the child or family due to concerns for their own 
personal safety and/or  be caught up with the rule of optimism. Also hinders 
openness and honesty due to fear of repercussions.

• Disguised Compliance (Reder et al, 1993; Kagle,1998; Brandon et al, 2008)

• Engaging the young person and reluctance for them to share information (Coy, 
2009)

• Adolescents less likely to be involved with CP. Professionals believe they can 
protect themselves and so treated with less priority (Rees et al, 2010)

• Length of Social Worker involvement (Wiffin, 2010; Smithson and Gibson, 
2016) 
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Barriers to Relationship-Based Work:
Organisational

• Cultural shift from early intervention back towards a child 
protection orientated style of involvement (Featherstone et 
al, 2014)

• Blame cultures (Munro, 2010; Munro, 2011b; Dale et al, 
2002)

• Finances/Access to services – worker perceived as 
‘unhelpful’ (Marshall, 2011)
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How to Minimise Potential Barriers
• Supervision plays a significant role in this aspect as workers need a safe environment to explore their
feelings and personal judgements so that they are able to maintain their level of professionalism when
working with families (Hennessey, 2011)

•Supervision provides the opportunity to identify and protect against avoidant practice, so that children
and families receive the best possible intervention (Howe, 1998). Poor supervision can mean that staff
may not admit when they are wrong or have anxieties and doubts, may become defensive in their
behaviour, attitude and practice (Morrison, 1990)

•Use of humour, alongside work to enhance resilience and emotional intelligence can be strategies for
improving the self-care and retention of social workers (Chiller and Crisp 2012). Social workers can use
humour to make attachments, create and sustain relationships by showing a more human side (Jordan,
2016)

• Managers must ensure staff feel supported (Sudbery, 2002) and managers must be self aware of their
own emotions to see ‘blind spots’ in staff (Cooper, 2005)

•If the social worker can manage to be consistent, caring and reliable, this allows a young person to
improve their level of social functioning within a stable relationship, which they may not have
experienced from their parents, and can boost feelings of trust and self-worth (Wilson et al, 2011;
Trevithick, 2003).
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Findings
•Smithson and Gibson (2016) concluded through their study that relationship based 
practice and child protection procedures are not always compatible, due to the nature of 
the processes that exist

• When considering the compatibility of relationship based work with child protection, it can 
be concluded that the two aspects can co-exist, however the social worker needs to have 
enhanced skills and strong organisational support 

•Social workers need to be confident in managing hostile and aggressive behaviours and 
have supervisors who are in tune with the workers and monitoring the emotional well-
being of the worker

•Service users and social workers identified that they wish for the relationship to be 
characterised by trust, honesty and openness. This should suggest that relationship based 
work should be achievable, as all those engaging in the process have a shared goal

• Social workers must be able to expect the correct emotional support themselves in order 
to be able to provide this to families 
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Conclusions
• Workers must set the example through their interaction families to ensure they 
feel respected and understood

• Parents are likely to have different perceptions on what is successful, and by 
exploring these we can consider whether interventions should be adjusted to 
maximise the possibility of success for both the family and practitioners. 

•On the whole, the evidence considered in this paper leads me to conclude that 
relationship based social work as a theory is useful for social workers when 
wanting to consider how they can practice in a way that makes families feel 
respected and supported,  and thus is then more likely to keep children safe. 
Social workers must be able to expect the correct emotional support themselves 
in order to be able to provide this to families. When considering the influences 
that minimise the barriers, they all require the social worker to have an external 
support system, and should include good quality supervision, but also an 
employer who has a clear policy around aggressive behaviour towards staff. 
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Recommendations
• Organisations should reflect upon the culture internally and consider ways to 
function as a learning organisation where staff feel able to acknowledge 
mistakes and learn from them 

• Further research is required in respect of managing hostile parents. This 
would inform training, both for student workers but also existing staff members

• In-depth examination of the role of other agencies and whether there is 
additional learning that could be achieved in respect of the relationships that 
exist between service users and wider professionals. There is increased 
recognition that safeguarding 'is everyone's business', and as such there could 
be value in exploring the impact of work in respect of the relationships that exist 
within the core group

• Social Work training to consider information to better prepare staff

• Local authorities need to be more proactive in overseeing the quality of 
supervision that is provided to staff in the organisation

• Employers should consider recruitment methods that would assess whether 
candidates possess the skills identified as important to relationship building with 
colleagues and service users
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