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Is learning within children’s services and the 
performance measures used to demonstrate this 
learning socially constructed, and is it a co-
dependent relationship?
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Aim 

To share my research journey and discuss the findings and 
conclusions and my proposed recommendations for social work 
practice.

What comes first the                      or  the                 ???
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My Role 

How do I marry 
my principles as a 

manager within 
the quality 
assurance 

system to form 
the foundation of 

a constructive 
learning 

organisation? 
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What I did……

Critical Interpretative Synthesis approach developed by Dixon-Woods et al., 
(2005) 

Secondary research, in the form of a literature review  

Six step approach 

CIS unifies diverse types of literature and maps inquiry regardless of the 
methods used

CIS analysis uses a lines of argument approach to interpret the diverse 
collection of literature to generate a set of categorical constructs that 
conceptually explains the whole (Bales and Gee, 2012).       

‘Potential to generate systematically reached, theoretically defensible 
conclusions concerning research trends that may lend support to a selectors 
actions’ (Bales and Gee, 2012, p.51) 
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Organisational Learning / Learning 
Organisation / Learning Culture Senge:

‘Organisations where people continually expand their capacity to create the
results they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are
nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and where people are continually
learning to see the whole together’ (1990, p.3)

And, learning organisations: ‘discover how to tap people’s commitment and
capacity to learn at all levels’ (1990, p.5)

Argyris and Schön:

Organisation is ‘a collective group whose behaviour is rule governed; has 
procedures for making collective decisions, by delegating authority to individuals 
to act for the collectivity; and by setting out boundaries and rules’ (1996)

Organisational learning as ‘the process of detection and correction of errors’. 
Argyris (1977, p.117)

Schein: 

‘Organisations have to learn ever faster which calls for a learning culture that 
functions as a ‘perpetual learning system’ (1992, p.372)
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Learning in Social Work Practice  

The concept of the `learning organisation’ is unexplored within social work 
research as theoretical development and research has primarily taken place 
within the disciplines of management studies and business administration 
(Gould, 2000)

Munro used the term ‘culture shifts’ to promote a learning orientation (2011)

4 key elements of organisational culture that improve safety as: reporting, 
just, flexible and a learning culture (Cross, Hubbard and Munro, 2010) 

7S model recognised the interplay between different parts of a system and 
the importance of ensuring that changes in all areas are aligned to the central 
goal of the organisation (Peters and Waterman, 1982) 
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Performance Measures

1970’s - introduction of statutory guidance for local authorities (The Local 
Authority Social Services Act,1970)

Social workers became functionaries subject to scrutiny via audit, 
inspection and assessment, and following decades focussed on financial 
information and very little data on service outputs or outcomes (Jordan 
and Parton, 2004)

Lack of measures relating to outcomes and evidence based process have 
‘reinforced a dependence on procedural compliance backed up by a 
centralised inspectorate’ (Hood et al., 2016, p.56)

‘Develop better indicators to measure outcomes for children’, however 
ensure that ’cost-effectiveness can underpin decisions on practice’ 
(National Audit Office, 2016, p.10) 
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Learning AND Performance in Social 
Work 

Need to develop and maintain effective and local social work practice 
initiatives rather than being bound by national statutory prescription and 
guidance (Munro, 2011)

Quantitative research concluded the level of organisational learning has a 
positive impact on organisational performance (Pokharel and Choi, 2015) 

Learn about practice from those who deliver services (Stanley, 2014)

‘Developing achievable standards of ‘excellence’ from the ‘bottom up’ cannot 
be over-exaggerated. (Best) practice in any case or system is always socially 
constructed and therefore open to debate’ (Ferguson, 2003, p.1009)

To measure and improve the quality of practice we should explore the use of 
client feedback and incorporate qualitative assessments of practice and 
underpin the importance of children and families’ experiences (Krohn, 2015) 
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Key drivers and approaches used to 
demonstrate and measure performance  
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Learning Organisation            Social Worker/                  Performance Measures 
Organisation

Balance of a Learning Organisations
and Performance Measures 
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The Future - A ‘both-and’ approach to 
learning of organisations and performance 

measures to demonstrate this

Central Bedfordshire Council    www.centralbedfordshire.gov.uk

The ‘Star Model’ - a systems approach 
to practice
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Co-construction
Evidence the difference between a concern with ‘the right things to do and the right 
things to stop doing’ (Drucker, 2011, p.77)

Both the learning within children’s services and the performance measures used to 
demonstrate this learning are socially constructed and have a co-dependent 
relationship which creates both opportunities and constraints for the future of children’s 
services. 

The application of CIS provided an opportunity to generate a synthetic construct during 
my analysis and conclude that organisational learning and performance is co-
constructed in partnership with everyone and everything in the system as it is the result 
of the transformation of the evidence that I have reviewed and translated into a new 
conceptual form. 

This co-construction is the foundation of every aspect of an organisation that learns 
and measures what, and how, it is used to assess the performance. 

I define this co-construct as an overarching approach, and the philosophy and 
principles should be stressed within every children’s services organisation.  The co-
construction is fundamental to assess the learning as a dynamic, multilayered process 
and the interdependent relationship with the contexts in which it operates; that in turn 
are informed by the performance measures used to assess its effectiveness and create 
the practice.
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