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Abstract

This chapter addresses the needs for social work students to graduate as practitioners able to
demonstrate resilience in the face of competing stakeholder expectations and complex practice
environments. Identifying a synergy between social work identity and current research regarding the
concept of resilience, the chapter considers strategies for embedding a focus on the development of
a resilient practitioner within the social work curriculum. The chapter emphasises the nurturing of
skills of critical reflection and self-care, knowledge bases that inform an understanding of resilience,
and the creation of reflective processes such as supervision and professional development that can
sustain resilience beyond the academy and into professional practice.

Introduction

Social work requires practitioners to demonstrate resilience in the navigation of the environmental
and personal demands upon our professional activity. The focus on education for resilience within
the social work profession results from a shift in defining social work as a profession of experts
dispensing services (whereby the spotlight is firmly on the recipients of these services) to an
interactive systems understanding of engagement, the use of the self as a relational tool, and an
acknowledgement of the emotional content of the work (for instance, Morrison, 2007). Social
workers engage in complex, often high risk and intense interpersonal decision making that
emphasises the use of the self in partnership with service users, often in contested or potentially
conflicted situations. Effective practice is now recognised as requiring social workers to function in
organisational settings where they must balance the tensions between community and government
expectations, public scrutiny and resource allocation, as well as engaging sensitively and
authoritatively with the challenges in the lives of service users (Badger, Royce and Craig, 2008; Russ,
Lonne and Darlington, 2009; Jack and Donnellan, 2010). This places substantial emotional demands
on practitioners and is likely to be one of the reasons practitioners become psychologically
distressed, ‘burned out’, ill or leave the profession prematurely (Kinman and Grant, 2011).

Exposure to workplace adversities is now accepted as a challenge to the coping, retention and
effective performance of the social worker in practice and to the capacities of educational
programmes to prepare graduates for this exposure (Collins, 2007; Morrison, 2007). These
adversities are variously documented as ranging from the absorption of the impact of service-user
trauma narratives (Bride, 2007; Agllias, 2010; Savaya, Gardner and Strange, 2011) to the challenges



of the organisational culture (Coffey, Dugdill and Tattersall, 2004; Ellett, 2009). These stressors can
result in compassion fatigue and emotional burnout, staff turnover and retention issues (with the
loss of professional expertise and institutional knowledge) for employers and agencies (Acker, 2004;
Ellett, Ellis, Westbrook and Dews, 2007; DePanfilis and Zlotnik, 2008; Kim and Stoner, 2008).

The chapter takes a broad ecological systems approach to the consideration of educating for
resilience. It considers first the rationale for resilience as a focus within social work education. This
includes acknowledgment of the contested terrain of social work, including its definition; the ways in
which its professional environment impacts upon practitioners; and the manner in which
educational programmes are envisaged and constructed. The lens of resilience as a means of
examining social workers’ abilities to develop and maintain sustainable coping strategies in their
work is examined and conceptually located. Resilience, we acknowledge, is a contested notion, its
meaning open to capture by competing interests. As Diprose (2015) suggests, it is a term that can be
used to justify intervening, or not intervening, to support change in peoples’ lives. Applying it to
social work education, resilience can be constructed as a process whereby students develop skills in
managing workplace stress (see, for example, Kinman and Grant, 2011), and as a demonstration of
the reflective ability to critically de-construct the social work role within competing tensions of
government, agency and community. Clarity over its definition and conceptual identity is therefore
crucial.

In our approach, resilience is conceptualised as a relational, dynamic and fluid process rather than as
an immutable set of skills or a static personality construct. Our chapter suggests that educating for
resilience within the educational setting therefore requires an interactive and contextually aware
approach that provides opportunity for students to link and develop existing knowledge, skills,
capabilities and reflective capacities with the new challenges of social work practice. From the
examination of resilience and its relevance for social work and its education, the chapter leads into a
discussion of the research base for the individual, relational and contextual factors which emerge as
important contributors to the development of robust graduates able to survive and thrive in social
work.

Who defines resilience? Stakeholders and resilience in social workers

The concept of resilience in the research literature is an evolving and debated term, embedded
within broader scientific and intellectual developments that have seen the reduction of an emphasis
on pathology and an integration of systemic and constructivist influences. It is now conceptualised
as a dynamic interaction of the individual with their environment and the mediation of multiple
influences that sustain or erode strengths and resilience in the face of adversity (Bottrell, 2009;
Bonanno, Westphal and Mancini, 2011). Current perspectives on resilience embrace not only the
relational and systemic dimensions of the wider family and social contexts, but also acknowledge
notions of hidden strengths (Ungar, 2004), socio-cultural interpretations of our responses to
adversity (Ungar, 2008), circular causality and the variability of positive adaptation over time
(Keenan, 2010). Correspondingly, the move towards a greater holistic and ecological understanding
of the multiple influences on social worker resilience has seen a shift from a focus on the individual



capacities of the practitioner (their personality, past experiences and coping styles) towards the
inclusion of the wider context such as social policies, resource allocation, public perceptions of social
work and organisational structures and systems. Significantly, the interaction of the individual
practitioner with this context has become the subject of research investigation and consideration
(Adamson, Beddoe and Davys, 2012; McFadden, Campbell and Taylor, 2014; Grant and Kinman,
2014). The dynamics of social worker resilience are now recognised as being mediated by factors as
diverse as access to effective professional supervision (Beddoe, Davys and Adamson, 2014); the
knowledge and skills acquired from education and sustained by the availability and uptake of
continuing professional development (Rixon and Ward, 2012; Moriarty and Manthorpe, 2013); team
relationships and peer support; and the management of work roles and commitments in balance
with demands on the social worker from their personal, family and cultural systems (Fouché and
Martindale, 2011) .

There is significant philosophical synergy between social work thinking and current research
perspectives on resilience. Social work’s knowledge bias (Payne, 2001) of a world view that spans
the micro to the macro gives us an affinity — aligned with complexity theories, strengths-based
practice, the inclusion of indigenous world views and our values concerning social justice and human
rights — with research recognition that there are multiple predictors of positive outcomes from
adversity (Bonanno, Westphal and Mancini, 2011). Resilience is but one trajectory out of adversity
(Norris, Tracy and Galea, 2009) and one person’s resilience is not the yardstick for another’s (Ungar,
2004). As a process within a complex system, a resilient move may, or may not, result in positive and
sustained change. Resilience, in service users, social work students and in social work practitioners,
is thus not a uni-dimensional or lineal concept, and this understanding impels social work education
to consider multiple developmental processes that assist future social workers to identify, develop
and sustain their resilience (Grant, Kinman and Baker, 2014, de las Olas Palma-Garcia and
Hombrados-Mendieta, 2014; Rajan-Rankin, 2014).

Social work educators within the academy constantly manage the tensions between the institutional
requirements of academic achievement and the professional and developmental processes of
student learning. Ife’s (2010) construction of social work as encompassing knowledge, values and
skills, and Furness and Gilligan’s (2004) description of competence as a blend of ability, knowledge
and understanding, lend themselves readily to the inclusion of the demonstration of resilience as a
key factor in sustained and effective practice in the workplace. Resilience, as a dynamic and
relational process, might best be evaluated through a matrix of factors such as observable
behaviour, the demonstration of positive attitudinal change and the assessment of
reflective/reflexive capacities, all of which the research indicates may contribute (but not in a lineal
or positivist fashion) to the enhancement of resilience capacity over time.

There are, however, contextual constraints on our ability to freely utilise the concept of resilience
within social work education. Because of its person-in-environment, relational identity (a strength
from a social work standpoint), it is not a universally agreed term devoid of coded meaning (Diprose,
2015). It is open to capture by competing ideological agendas, not all of which are philosophically,
economically or politically inclined either to recognise the contextually embedded and complex
nature of human experience, or the obligations that such inter-connectedness demands. If there is
no acknowledgment that the term ‘resilience’ can be used for different purposes by different



stakeholders, educators may run the risk of seeing the concept as a ‘one size fits all’ approach to
student development that not only ignores the current research but risks imposing a perception of
resilience that encourages accommodation or compliance with practice, employment or social
conditions. This may create a more rigid interpretation of the ‘ideal’ social work graduate that does
not facilitate the adaptability in practice required by complex practice environments. Complex
stakeholder relationships exist between social work education, the representatives of the profession
(the professional associations and regulatory bodies), the employing agencies and the wider political
environment. These relationships are interdependent, which suggests the need for negotiation over
the qualities and abilities of graduates and the potentially contestable concept of the resilient
practitioner.

The identity of social work as a professional discipline committed to principles of “social justice,
human rights, collective responsibility and respect for diversities” (IFSW, 2014) in itself creates
tensions for any resilience focus within social work education. Policy makers and employers, within,
what for most jurisdictions is currently a neo-liberal environment, focus on issues of competence in
skills and knowledge, public accountability and statutory compliance: employers thus expect that
social work education should result in students capable of “hitting the ground running” (Donnellan
and Jack, 2015). This expectation that schools of social work are able to graduate ‘complete’
practitioners, ready for anything, places considerable responsibility on the academy and underplays
the evidence that resilience is contextually determined. A social work perspective and an
understanding of current resilience research suggest that a practitioner’s ability to withstand the
adversity of complex social work environments is determined, to a significant extent, not only by the
individual graduate’s abilities but the support and resources within the employment environment.
Critiques of the fit between social work education and the demands of the employing and wider
political environment, such as the Narey report into the education of children’s social workers in
England (Narey, 2014), are often in contrast to the profession’s construction of what contributes to
the making of a social worker.

An illustration of this tension lies in social work education’s emphasis on critical reflection, which is
considered by many in the profession as the key tool for enabling practitioners to develop a
contextual understanding that enables and enhances resilience in the field. Such a focus can be
unhelpfully downgraded where there is a preferred emphasis on practitioner compliance with tasks,
and the observable skills and performance standards required within organisational settings (Eadie
and Lymbery, 2007; van Heugten, 2011; Morley and Dunstan, 2012;). Indeed, critical reflection, and
the fostering of reflexive practice that scrutinises the causes of adversity rather than its effects, may
not be considered a foundational principle of social work education within some policy
environments. Employment within statutory settings, for instance, attempts to shape the social work
role to the services determined by government policy: the expectations of social work graduates,
schooled in the values of social justice and human rights, may be challenged. The assumptive link
between resilience, critical reflection and social work’s core values and identity (IFSW, 2014) is of
course not lineal or simple: there remains considerable scope for social work education to provide
research evidence regarding the complex relationships between reflectivity, resilience and
competence. This chapter addresses research evidence for some of the core curriculum and
programme design elements considered essential to contribute to the development and
maintenance of resilience for practice. A model for practice resilience is first presented, followed by
a consideration of specific curriculum content to be incorporated into social work education.
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Laying the groundwork for a focus on resilience in the social work curriculum

Described elsewhere in the literature (Adamson, et al., 2012; Beddoe, Davys and Adamson, 2011;
2014), an interactive model for resilience in the social work profession is utilised here. It is suggested
that its relational and contextually sensitive perspective can provide a framework for developing
students’ resilience within the social work curriculum. Alongside the conceptual framing of
resilience, it proposes that resilience and other responses to adversities within the social work
experience are an expression of the dynamic and fluid relationship between the individual qualities
of the social worker (their personal attributes, histories and sensitisation to stress, and their moral
and ethical codes); mediating factors (such as work-life balance, developmental learning, coping
behaviours and relational skills, supervision and peer support, professional identity and roles, and
the knowledge, education and theory utilised); and the practice context (the organisational
structures, the political and legal context and the public and community environments in which
social work activity occurs).

Figure 1: a framework for resilience

Individual Mediating Practice

factors factors context

Social work education and the teaching of resilience

Our research (Beddoe, Davys and Adamson, 2011) supported findings reported by Kinman and Grant
(2011) whose work strongly argued that social work education can contribute in several important
ways to prepare social work students to be resilient practitioners. We recommend the strengthening
of these elements in social work qualifying education with a triple focus. First, we consider the
journey of the resilient student to resilient practitioner, exploring the importance of giving students
tools to develop their professional identity with a realistic set of expectations about the career they
are beginning. Second, we will describe the components of a resilience knowledge base within the
social work curriculum. Finally, we will examine the importance of career-long strategies for
maintaining resilience through post-qualification professional development and supervision. We
argue that beginning practitioners must be well supported if they are to retain optimism and
competence.

From resilient student to resilient practitioner

For teaching and learning about professional resilience to be transformative, rather than merely
informative, social work education can offer many opportunities for personal development. Such



preparation may provide some inoculation against future corrosive experiences (Grant, Kinman and
Baker, 2014). Pedagogies for personal and professional development are generally diffused
throughout the curriculum rather than forming a discrete topic, as developing reflective practice has
become the norm to underpin the aims of integration of knowledge, skill and use of self (Marlowe,
et al., 2014). Selection for admission or progress to field education may include exploring
information about potential students’ previous experience of challenges and how these were
managed. Evidence of dispositional optimism, hardiness (Collins, 2007; 2008) and human caring
(Ellett, 2009) should all be considered at the selection stage as significant predictors of resilience.
Increasing attention to ‘fitness to practice’ standards required by placement agencies employers and
regulators means that educators may find themselves supporting and sometimes ‘counselling out’
students whose resilience, through prior traumatic exposure, for example, renders them too
vulnerable or unsafe for practice (Elpers and Fitzgerald, 2012; Robertson, 2013) . Such gatekeeping
requires transparent and fair processes and support systems, and identification of concerns
throughout a degree, not just in practicum (Elpers and FitzGerald, 2012).

Learning to reflect may be perplexing and challenging as well as stimulating so needs to be built up
slowly (Yip, 2006). Social work students frequently face some difficult learning, such as the painful
realization that, to some considerable extent, entering the profession separates social workers from
service users. Lehmann (2014), writing about working-class university students, noted that some
students can feel distanced from their community and family as a consequence of studying at
university, but at the same time feel like ‘outsiders’ in the university. Students who have left care or
been users of mental health services may feel their world is changing and the transition from
service-user to service-provider can be difficult. Careful scaffolding of reflective activities, such as
journaling and writing critical reflections can enable students to process these changes in the
relative safety of education and clinical placement (Marlowe et al., 2014). Related to this, students
will become aware of the public perception that social workers are seen as very powerful even when
they may often feel vulnerable in the face of client hostility, the corrosive impact of critical media
(Beddoe, 2003) and negative community perceptions (Shier and Graham, 2013). Social work
organisations produce relentless demands and the pressure to ‘do’ rather than think. A significant
step forward may be the teaching of tools which students can implement to ensure they get
sufficient thinking time and support to develop tolerance of anxiety generated by constant exposure
to emotionally charged situations (Marlowe, et al., 2014). A common “source of pressure arises from
other professionals exhorting social workers to ‘do’ something” (Ruch, 2007, p.371). While personal
skills and attributes can provide significant protections, it is important for students to be made
aware of the organisational responsibility to provide a safe practice environment, to avoid the
individualization of responsibility leading to stress and anxiety (Taylor, Beckett and McKeigue, 2008).

Our research (Beddoe, Davys and Adamson, 2011; 2014) supported McAllister and McKinnon's
argument that personal qualities such as adaptability, positive identity, using social support,
personal coping skills, spiritual connections, and meaning making in adversity can be strengthened
by resilience enhancing focused educational experiences (McAllister and McKinnon, 2009). Building
a ‘big picture’ of the professional journey ahead is vital to developing a realistic professional self.
While most students enjoy their social work study some students will experience stress and Collins,
Coffey and Morris (2010) recommended that such students can learn positive coping from the
provision of support systems.



Recognising personal journeys and motivations and the need to process these forms a significant
part of stress inoculation (Adamson, 2006). Developing a clear professional identity with an
understanding of the marginalised and contestable places in which social work resides (Beddoe,
2003) is challenging, frequently requiring educators not to ‘fudge’ the realities of practice while
being careful not to extinguish altruism and hopefulness. McAllister and McKinnon (2009)
recommend “ldentity building work, in order to explore and articulate such questions as: Who am |
with this new professional identity? What do | believe in? What are my aspirations? What will | stand
up for?” (p.375). An understanding of embodied cultural identity and the emotional reactions and
triggers attached to experiences of racism and other forms of discrimination is also crucial to
developing professional identity during the transition from student to practitioner. This is supported
by Rajan-Rankin (2014, p. 2439) who found that, while most students initially thought revealing
emotions during a professional encounter to be unprofessional, “there was also an appreciation that
acceptance of one’s own emotions as an integral part of their own self-hood was essential in order
to develop a resilient and professional persona”.

Our research also confirmed that exposure to positive role models is extremely important in building
a positive, resilient professional identity. McAllister and McKinnon (2009) describe the importance of
professional cultural generativity and fostering emergent leadership. Developing social workers
need to be prepared “to cope with more than present work challenges” (p.375). Our graduates are
the future leaders and we can assist them to build better workplaces. Modelling constructive
practice requires opportunities to observe and contribute to learning how “to act with engagement,
respect and partnership” (p.375). The provision of inter-year meetings, shared meals and other
activities as well as more formal peer mentoring can enable experienced students to share their
experiences with newer colleagues, pre-placement and support the developing leaders.

Building a resilience knowledge base

A series of recommendations can be suggested as avenues for education-based opportunities to
develop those features identified as contributing to personal resilience. Van Heugten (2011, p.47)
asserts that social workers should not “stumble upon” concepts of burnout and stress when already
in a workplace. Curricula should address human resilience and coping, the impact of trauma
including an understanding of the importance of self-care via recognition of the possibilities of
vicarious trauma and desensitisation (Miller, 2001; Breckenridge and James, 2010; Grant, Kinman
and Baker, 2014). We recommend instruction about subjective well-being and life domains and
work-life balance (Fouché and Martindale, 2011). Teaching professional ethics and, in particular, the
importance of clear personal and professional boundaries contributes to well-being and appropriate
and safe use of self (Wendt, Tuckey and Prosser, 2011). Mindfulness (Shier and Graham, 2011;
Chinnery and Beddoe, 2011; Marlowe, et al., 2014) and other awareness-enhancing techniques (see,
for example, Mensinga, 2011 on yoga) can support students to develop their capacity for deep
reflection. Educators and practitioners demonstrating altruism, setting a good example, mentoring,
leading, coaching and motivating others model virtuous activities encouraged in those entering the
profession (McAllister and McKinnon, 2009, p.376).

Teaching students about the value and importance of supervision in practice is also important and
creates a healthy expectation that this needs to be routinely provided by social service
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organisations. In the literature and in our own research we have identified general agreement that
curricula should include explicit teaching of self-care, beyond the usual “stress and burnout”
workshops and exhortations to make sure supervision is accessed. Teaching students how to
maximise their use of supervision for life-long learning (Davys, 2007) and as an effective self-care
tool (Davys and Beddoe, 2009; Beddoe, Davys and Adamson, 2014) is vital, and schools of social
work need robust processes to ensure students receive quality supervision. In an ideal world all
students would be allocated a supervisor to support them in their learning journey and to ensure
they graduate with the skills to assertively access and utilise supervision.

Field (practice) educators in our research often emphasised the importance of modelling and
encouraging self-care and fostering a long-term desire to develop through formal and experiential
learning (Beddoe, Davys and Adamson, 2014). Participants confirmed the importance of social work
education promoting realistic expectations of the profession. While the retention of a hopeful stance
was vital, so was recognising ‘the big picture’ and the existence of social and political forces that
impose limits on what could be achieved within contemporary workplaces. An enduring belief that
they were ‘making a difference’ was what enabled social workers to get up the morning after a really
bad day. A literature review conducted by Stalker et al., similarly found that child welfare workers
with emotional exhaustion could still find job satisfaction — what was essential was the continuing
belief “that one is truly helping vulnerable children and making a positive difference in their lives”
(2007, p.188).

Post-qualification professional development and resilience

Our research has found that self-care and time for refreshment were vital and career-long activities
(Adamson, Beddoe and Davys, 2012; Beddoe, Davys and Adamson, 2014). Tools for developing self-
awareness were linked to strategies to ensure that social workers know when and how to enable the
time for the thinking that is essential for safe practice. Given the substantial investment made by all
the parties to social work education, surprisingly little is done in many countries to support the
needs of newly qualified social workers, beyond an induction programme which may be offered by
some larger employing agencies. For those beginning work in smaller organisations, their support
needs will be often be met by immediate colleagues and their supervisor. Access to further
professional development may be limited and continuing professional education in some countries is
frequently available only for those willing to self-fund and use personal leave.

Franklin (2011) characterises newly qualified social workers as ‘green’ (as in new, untested) and
presenting with a combination of uncertainty and enthusiasm. Field education supervision will have
inducted the new practitioner into the world of professional social workers. Their practice will have
begun to develop through interaction with experienced practitioners and service users with frequent
observation (Beddoe, 2015). Good placements will have provided the opportunity to test students’
capacity to demonstrate reflexive, responsive and self-aware practice at a beginning level. However,
placement is not ‘the real thing’ and the early years of practice are stimulating but very testing of
resilience.

Several studies have been conducted about the experiences of early-career social workers, with

common findings highlighting the importance of supervisor and peer supports and the presence of a
learning culture in promoting practitioner wellbeing and retention. Retention to practice, and indeed
especially retention in challenging social work fields such as child protection, cannot ignore research
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that suggests beginning competence and readiness to work is not in itself enough. What personal
resilience that has been built up by attention to coping strategies in initial education must be
supported by good induction, excellent supervision and support for continuing education. Guerin,
Devitt and Redmond (2010) noted that their study reported many positive aspects of social work
experienced by participants in their survey of graduates. There were, however, concerns expressed
about the negative impact of organisational features, lack of support and exposure to service-user
aggression. Chenot, Benson and Hansung (2009) noted the significance of strong supervisory support
in relation to retention, not only in a particular agency but within the field of child welfare in
general. The nature of organisational culture is also a pivotal factor: supportive, learning and non-
blaming cultures which offer proactive supports to new graduates will be more likely to retain them.
In a very different Chinese cultural and organisational context Liu, lam and Yan (2012) found
supervision and induction crucial to assisting new social work graduates to understand the work
context there, especially when they faced challenges to their emergent social work identities. In an
international study considering the work of novice social workers in three countries — Australia,
England and Sweden — Healy, Meagher and Cullin (2009) also supported workplace changes to
ensure caseload volume, mix and intensity are carefully managed to ensure ongoing development of
new social workers rather than subjecting them to overwhelming pressure. Healy and colleagues
made an observation that junior doctors rotate through clinical domains over the first years of
practice and are not expected to be ready for every possibility, unlike social workers.

Ideally all new graduates would join a structured early career programme such as the English model
reported by Carpenter, et al. (2013). This programme included dedicated time for professional
development and supervision of the newly-qualified practitioners, supporting materials for
participants and comprehensive training for supervisors and programme coordinators. Supervision is
now strongly mandated in many countries with licensing or full registration requiring minimum
hours of supervision in the period following qualification, thus ensuring that supervision must be
made available. However, research in several jurisdictions reports practitioners were not receiving
regular supervision (in Australia, Egan, 2012; in Australia and the United Kingdom, Robinson, 2013;
in England, Turner-Daly & Jack, 2014). Turner-Daly and Jack (2014) reported that more than half of
participants in their recent study indicated that health and well-being was either dealt with in a
rather superficial mode or was simply not addressed. Manthorpe, et al. (2013) sought the views of
newly qualified social workers, managers and directors on various elements of their support and
development in their jobs. Among the findings was that those who had less frequent supervision
were less likely to feel they had a manageable workload and to be less engaged with the job. Clearly
the profession needs to take charge of this vital work to support the new generation.

Conclusion

Social work education plays an important role in ensuring that social workers graduate with
knowledge about the exposure to potentially harmful stress they will face by virtue of their core
tasks. Students are well served if their education has incorporated awareness of the risks of stress
and burnout, resilience-building activities, positive coping strategies, and has exposed them to
positive modelling of supervision, supportive peer-engagement and leadership. What conditions the
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newly qualified face on entering the workforce may be beyond our control as educators but we can
play a role in advocating for good, early-career supports and inculcating a spirit of optimism and
lifelong learning in our graduates. The next part of the journey of the newly qualified practitioner
requires professional and organisational commitment to safe workloads, quality induction and
commitment to ongoing supervisory support and meaningful, continuing, professional education.
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