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Social workers: effective or affective?

SIR,-The Barclay Report' and the two
minority reports which accompanied it indi-
cate that social workers cannot yet concur on
the precise definition of their task. However, it
seems to us that few would agree with the
views expressed in your recent editorial (5 June,
p 1659), which implies that social workers
should abandon those forms of intervention
that have not been demonstrated as effective
and concentrate instead on practical tasks
having measurable benefits for their clients.
Is this advice intended specifically for social
workers, or should it be more generally
applicable? The editorial further advises that
social workers should take care not to encroach
on the expertise of "the practitioners of
psychological medicine." Does this mean that
psychiatrists alone preserve the privilege of
indulging in methods whose effectiveness is as
yet uncertain, or should they also abandon
techniques such as psychotherapy which are
difficult to evaluate ?

Simple forms of intervention with circum-
scribed practical goals are relatively easy to

assess. Thus it should come as no surprise that
on evaluation these are more likely to produce
positive results than are more complex inter-
ventions.2 This does nothing per se to in-
validate either form of approach, but merely
highlights the problems which arise through
making the definition of any role contingent on
the possibility of its evaluation. An added
complication is that, as social workers will
readily admit, many past attempts at evaluation
have been half-hearted and methodologically
unsound. Social workers are not technicians
any more than are psychiatrists, neither
should they be regarded as such. Conse-
quently, some aspects of their role will be
difficult to evaluate. To suggest abandoning
them for this reason is to put the cart before
the horse.
Our own experience as partners (doctor and

social worker) in a multidisciplinary team
suggests that, however difficult it may be to
define the social worker's role, the tasks he or
she is assigned by the team and can usefully
tackle extend well beyond the purely practical

or easily measurable. Broadly speaking, social
workers become involved with those who, for
whatever reason, do not have full membership
of society but retain the potential to acquire
this. Social workers may be regarded as the
representatives of this potential, their clients'
sane and healthy attributes.3 In this the
emphasis of their function may be seen as
diametrically opposed to those of other health
care professionals and it highlights their
specific contribution to their clients' needs. In
striving towards the integration of their
clients into society, social workers assess and
sometimes need to change the perceptions of
their clients and those around them. While this
inevitably involves the acquisition and use of
skills shared with doctors and others, it also
affords social workers scope to develop
particular expertise in certain areas such as
work with families.
Adopting the same analogy as your editorial,

we see it as inevitable that the emperor's
clothes, new or otherwise, will need to be
shared with his people, their style and cut
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