
WELCOME TO APSW KEE 3: 1000+ registrants
Please can we ask you to: 
• Keep camera and mics off in order to minimise disturbance and 

interference
• Use the chat for posting comments and questions
• Do tweet at #APSWORG  or  #KEE2021
• For any tech problems we suggest you log out and back in

After the event we will:
• Post the event recording on the APSW website - apsw.org.uk
• Make available a KEE briefing for each KEE on the APSW website



Public apology from Professor Gillian Ruch

This apology relates to the comments I made in the KEE 2 closing 
remarks where, in the context of emphasising the crucial importance of 
the Black Lives Matter movement, I made reference to the term ‘all 
lives matter’. I now understand that in misappropriating the phrase 
‘lives matter’ I undermined the message of Black Lives Matter. I 
sincerely apologise for the offence and distress this has caused to 
participants who were engaged in the event. The reference has been 
removed from the slidedeck and the audio recording on the APSW 
website and this apology has also been posted there.
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Assessment and decision-making
• What is (this) assessment for?
• Assessment is more than ‘collecting the facts’ – it is a process of 

sense-making
• Sense-making is an emotionally-informed, as well as cognitive, 

process and has intrapersonal, interpersonal, and social 
dimensions (Cook & Gregory, 2020) 

• Working in and with relationships to understand and respond to 
needs, strengths, risks and stressors

• Child welfare decisions are frequently made in conditions of 
uncertainty, drawing on complex, incomplete and sometimes 
contradictory information 

• Negotiating thresholds amidst diminishing resources



Assessment & decision-making
What supports good assessment?
• A knowledgeable, highly skilled and confident workforce, with 

practitioners/managers who are able to manage complexity & 
uncertainty 

• Respectful relationship-based practice
• Organisational cultures that support critical & analytical thinking,  

enable learning & avoid the ‘blame game’
• A clear framework for reflective ‘clinical’ supervision and other forms 

of case-based consultation 
• Resources – time and staffing, as well as services
• Good intra-organisational and inter-professional working 

relationships
• Information management and recording systems that ‘work with’ 

practice and are not unnecessarily time-consuming 



Ethical assessment & decision-
making practices
• What does THIS child, young person, family, community need to 

flourish?
• Use best available resources to support assessment & decision-

making: judicious and purposive use of tools and measures 
alongside but NOT as an alternative to the exercise of professional 
judgement – ‘Structured Professional Judgement’ (Barlow et al. 
2012).

• Transparency & accountability in relation to decisions made and not 
made - ‘Grounded Professional Judgement’ (Samsonsen & Turney, 
2017) that involves epistemic responsibility and epistemic 
accountability

• Awareness of impact of organisational and wider political  factors 
(NPM, neoliberalism, financial and relational austerity …)



Key messages
• Assessment is a (relational) process not an event 
• Good assessment can contribute to better outcomes for children 

and their families. Poor assessments may expose children to risks 
of further maltreatment and/or placement breakdown.

• Effective assessment requires the ability to understand the 
individual (child/family/community), their history, and significant 
environmental/contextual factors; ie to understand ‘the story’ and 
what it means

• Things change, so keep thinking: reflect, review and if necessary, 
reconsider

• Political and organisational context matters. Culture and 
leadership impact on assessment practices and on practitioners’ 
capacity for critical and analytical thinking and empathic 
understanding



Learning from research that gets close 
to practice with children and families

Harry Ferguson
Professor of Social Work
University of Birmingham
h.ferguson.3@bham.ac.uk

@harr_Ferguson
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Getting close to practice through 
observation

• Body of work has emerged based on observations of encounters 
between practitioners and service users as they are going on 

(Disney et al, 2019; Ferguson, 2011; 2016a, 2016b; Ferguson, 2017; 
Ferguson, 2018a and b; Ferguson et al, 2020, a, b, c; Ruch et al., 2017, 
2020; Winter et al., 2017; Hadfield, et al 2020; Forrester et al., 2019; 
Wilkins and Whittaker, 2018; Henderson, 2018; Noyes, 2018; 
Jeyasingham, 2014, 2018, 2019)



Ethnographic & mobile research methods

• Shadowed practitioners in office, 
car, home visits, schools …

• c500 practice encounters since 
2012.

• What do SWs do?
• Where do they do it?
• What are SWs’ & service users’ 

experiences?
• What are the effects / outcomes? 



Social work is a mobile practice

• Importance of the car, journeys 
(Ferguson, 2009, 2010, 2011; 
Ross et al, 2009)

• Thinking space

• Practice space



Centrality of home visit … & it’s complex
• Different to office, consulting room 

• Impact of the home, senses, feelings, 
distractions, atmospheres

• Not just about ‘interviewing’ / talk, but 
getting down to child’s level: play, touch, 
movement (Ferguson, 2018, Ruch et al, 2020)

• Some practice highly skilled … but some 
children not related to

• Unbearable complexity, anxiety: emotional 
defenses, detachment

• Systemic pressures: not enough time or help 
to think (Ferguson, 2017; Winter, et al 2017).



How long-term relationships are established, 
sustained & change happens – or not

• Observed 271 encounters over 15 mths
• 10-21 observations in each family
• Different kinds of relationships 
• ‘Hostile relationships’ with some 

‘involuntary’ service users full of 
conflict, hate
• Not retaliating a huge challenge, some 

did
• Intense focus on home, a battleground
• Parents experienced SW as punitive
• Key change was removal of children. 



Helpful Social Work – key messages
• Social workers were helpful, appreciated

• Reliability: SWs having time to turn up, regularly, 
consistent attitude of empathy

• Supervision, support with thinking, emotion, 
relationships (Ruch, 2007, O’Sullivan, 2019)

• Critical practice: relieving day-to-day burdens, 
especially on mothers

• Support & CP develops life-skills, recovery 
• Beyond the home: offices, parks, walks, cars

• Value of thinking spatially (Jeyasingham, 2014; 2018; 
2019) - eg re-configuring ‘stat visit’ 

• Therapeutic change occurred through skilful use of 
relationship (Ruch et al, 2018)

• ‘Holding’ relationship: emotional & physical closeness 
builds care of self & children

• More satisfied, proud social workers.



The impact of emotions
in everyday social work practice 

Professor Gillian Ruch
University of Sussex



Take a moment…..



The individual: Anxiety at the heart of our emotions 

• Anxiety underpins emotional responses 
(Gibson, 2019a and b; Hadfield et al, 2020; Winter 
et al, 2019)

• Anxiety + emotional responses + social 
work relationships                               
(Cooper, 2018; Cooper and Lees, 2015; Kinman
and Grant 2016 and 2020; Ingram, 2015; 
Trevithick, 2014)

• Anxiety, vulnerability and containment
(Ruch et al, 2020)



The relationship: Talking and listening to children 

• 1989 Children Act – paramountcy, voice, wishes and 
feelings

• Talking and listening to children                           
(Ferguson, 2016 and 2017;  Lefevre, 2015;  Ruch et al, 2020; 
Winter et al, 2017 and 2019):

vEmotional impact affected level/type of engagement 
• ‘…yeah it was a good visit, you know, I don’t think I’ve left her 

with any sort of trauma or distress.
• ‘…but I think I’m also conscious that I don’t want to ask them too 

sort of heavy specific questions… I don’t want it to be too formal 
with him.  It’ll be a really brief visit, I would imagine with Danny.’

v< 20% of social workers used any type of play resource

vSystem > child-led engagement Developing emotional literacy



The organisation: Listening, learning and reflective 
workplaces

Feeling 

Thinking
Doing

Turney and Ruch, 2018; 
Ruch and Maglajlic, 2020.

BASW 80-20 campaign 
Workforce wellbeing (Baginksy, 
2013; Ravaliers and Boichat, 2018)

Broadhurst, 2010a and b; 
Hingley-Jones and Ruch, 2016; 
Munro, 2011; Parton, 2008; 
White et al, 2010; Whittaker, 2011.



Key messages
• The emotional and relational dimensions of social work must 

remain central at all times

• The vicious circle of anxiety and risk must be carefully managed

• Relationship-based and reflective practice must go hand-in-hand

• Social workers need to listen to children first and talk second

• Social workers can only listen to the extent that they have been 
listened to

• What children and families identify as important  - containing, 
compassionate and consistent relationships - also applies to social 
workers



Resources
RESOURCES
• BASW https://www.basw.co.uk/
• Innovate Project  https://theinnovateproject.co.uk
• International Futures Forum and Kitbag
http://www.internationalfuturesforum.com/iff-kitbag
• Practice Supervisors Devt programme repository
https://practice-supervisors.rip.org.uk/supervisors-
home
• Research in Practice 

https://www.researchinpractice.org.uk/
• Talking and Listening to Children 

https://talkingandlisteningtochildren.co.uk/

Kitbag 

https://www.basw.co.uk/
https://theinnovateproject.co.uk/
http://www.internationalfuturesforum.com/iff-kitbag
https://practice-supervisors.rip.org.uk/supervisors-home
https://www.researchinpractice.org.uk/
https://talkingandlisteningtochildren.co.uk/


REFLECTIONS  AND BIG MESSAGES

Dr Laura Cook
and 

Prof Jonathan Dickens
University of East Anglia



REFLECTIONS  AND BIG MESSAGES
• Good practice makes a difference – you can make a 

difference
• The importance of getting to know and understand families 

and children – listening, asking, finding creative ways to 
engage (outside the house; play)
• The ‘care and control’ tensions are always there; no clear 

line between support and safeguarding 
• The importance of empathy and recognising the intense 

emotions involved – children’s, families’, yours.
• Reflective supervision and good support is essential – it is 

vital to understand individual practice in wider context 
• Human rights ‘begin in the small places, close to home …’ 

(Eleanor Roosevelt, 1958)



THANK YOU FOR ATTENDING APSW KEE 3
After the event we will:
• Post a recording on the APSW 

website – apsw/org.uk
• Make available a KEE briefing for 

each KEE on the APSW website
• Do tweet at #APSWORG  or  

#KEE2021

KEE4: Children Looked After and 
Care Leavers 

Wednesday June 16th 16.00-17.30

Professors Elaine Farmer, 
Gillian Schofield, David Berridge
and Mike Stein

Register NOW:
https://apsw.org.uk/events

https://apsw.org.uk/events
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