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Abstract

This article reports findings from a qualitative study of the impacts of, and practitioner
responses to, neoliberal social work reforms in Switzerland and England. The article high-
lights commonalities, and contrasts, in how neoliberalism has restructured social work
across the two jurisdictions. Social workers responded to neoliberalisation in a variety of
ways, often through adaptation but sometimes by challenging reforms. This resistance
primarily involved individualised forms of agency promoting social justice in practice, such
as carving out discretionary spaces within casework. However, in Switzerland, collective
agency also emerged in the form of anti-cuts campaigning alongside service users.
The literature tends to counterpose these micro and macro levels of agency, theorising
discretion and resistance to the contradictions and value tensions generated by neoliberal
reform as largely a product of practitioners’ individual ethical dispositions. However, we
argue that enduring legacies of social justice values and relationship-based practices
within social work institutions are also relevant in shaping how social workers navigate
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reforms. These enduring features offer institutional and normative resources of solidarity
which can strengthen the possibilities for practitioner agency, at both individual and col-
lective levels, to resist neoliberal reconfigurations and promote more liberatory and trans-
formative forms of practice. We call this orientation ‘ethico-political professionalism’.

Keywords: discretion, ethico-political professionalism, neoliberalism, professionalism,
resistance, social work, labour process theory

Accepted: June 2024

Introduction

The article presents findings from a research study that examines social
work professionalism in Switzerland and England in the context of neo-
liberal restructuring over the last three decades. The article begins with
a brief definition and description of neoliberalism and then examines the
neoliberalisation of social work. Drawing on Harris (2014), we identify
three intersecting dimensions of neoliberal reform: marketisation, mana-
gerialisation and consumerisation. These top-down modalities of organi-
sational reform have sought to embed principles such as economic
efficiency and labour market activation within social work provision.
The article considers the particular ways these reform processes have
reshaped welfare labour processes and thereby reconfigured contempo-
rary social work practice. Social workers in both contexts have
responded to these dynamics in a variety of ways, sometimes through ad-
aptation to neoliberal imperatives but also by challenges to them. This
latter dimension is the main focus of the article, which seeks to deepen
understanding of social workers’ engagements in activities related to
their professional role that are informed by ethical and political commit-
ments. We call these tendencies in social work practice ‘ethico-political
professionalism’. The article also considers tensions and contradictions
associated with such forms of ethico-political activity.

Neoliberal reform of social work and the welfare state in
Switzerland and England

Since the 1970s across Western Europe, there has been a general shift from
a post-war consensus around state intervention and provision of welfare to
the emergence of neoliberal welfare state regimes (Ferguson et al., 2002).
In England, this policy agenda was first introduced through the pro-
grammes of the 1979-1997 Conservative administration but underpinned
the orientation of subsequent governments. Whilst Switzerland was an early
centre of neoliberal thinking (Walpen, 2004), and there is a long tradition
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of private sector involvement in social policy (Bertozzi and Gilardi, 2008),
distinctively neoliberal reforms in the Swiss welfare system became promi-
nent from the 1990s (Nadai, 2009; Streckeisen, 2014).

In relation to social work, the neoliberal reform programme has three
primary intersecting dimensions: marketisation, managerialisation and
consumerisation (Harris, 2014). In the sphere of social work and welfare
provision, marketisation has tended to take the form of the creation of
internal and external markets and contracting out of services. In
England, these were initiated through the NHS and Community Care
Act 1990, which created a new infrastructure to enable various ‘routes to
market’ for health and social care provision (Clarke, 2004). Subsequent
legislation has built upon and deepened these marketisation processes,
including provisions to further embed care markets in the Care Act 2014
(Lymbery, 2019) and outsourcing of children services in the Children
and Social Work Act 2017 (Jones, 2019). In Switzerland, private pro-
viders are common in the welfare system (Bertozzi and Gilardi, 2008),
though without social care markets comparable to England. However, a
core element of neoliberal social policy is its workfare orientation, with
a growing preponderance of private social enterprises focused on labour
market integration of service users (Adam et al., 2016).

The second dimension of neoliberal reform is managerialisation. This
involves the introduction of performance management cultures through
target regimes aiming to increase productivity and achieve purported ef-
ficiency gains through cost containment. These managerialisation strate-
gies thus exert greater control over social work professional practice
through increased surveillance and performance monitoring on the one
hand and embedding more proceduralist/process-driven approaches to
practice that minimise relational interactions and constrain professional
discretion on the other (Harris, 2014). In England, this led to social
work priorities and objectives being defined at senior management level,
with a much greater consciousness of financial and budget considerations
to further embed market norms (Harris and White, 2009). In
Switzerland, a similar target culture in social work has become particu-
larly visible in areas such as labour market integration of service users
(Moachon and Bonvin, 2013).

The neoliberal managerialisation of practice has been implemented
through significant organisational and occupational restructuring of the
social work labour process. This has taken three main forms: task frag-
mentation and deskilling, labour substitution via workforce remodelling
and role specialisation (Braverman, 1974; Carter and Stevenson, 2012).
These combine in variegated ways across different arenas of social work
practice. The first of these is practitioner deskilling in the context of task
fragmentation. This often takes the form of the social worker assessing
the service user’s circumstances but then support interventions being
contracted out (England) or delegated to other agencies (Switzerland)
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for service delivery (Nadai and Canonica, 2012; Harris, 2014). A second
is role specialisation. For instance, in England, NHS-based mental health
social workers may be required to reduce their role in longer-term case
management in order to refocus on short-term tasks such as social care
assessments to meet specific performance indicators (Lilo and Vose,
2016). Similarly in the Swiss welfare system an expanding focus on em-
ployability has led not to a widening role array for social workers but to
a retention of existing narrow specialisms (Bieri et al., 2013). A third
process is labour substitution. In the Swiss system, this is apparent in the
outsourcing of the new employment support roles to employment work-
ers (Bieri et al, 2013). In England, this involves recruitment of non-
professionally qualified workers to carry out less complex tasks both to
reduce staffing costs and increase productivity (Carter and Stevenson,
2012). All three processes are overlapping and interrelated.

A third dimension of neoliberal reform is consumerisation. This mani-
fests as a shift in responsibility for provision of care and support from
the state towards individual service users (Harris, 2014). In England,
assets/strengths-based approaches in legislation and assessment tools are
mandated to encourage service users to self-manage care, increase la-
bour market engagement and thereby reduce state liabilities (Edwards
and Parkinson, 2023). However, conversely, when service users are un-
able or unwilling to adapt to such requirements and accountabilities
there is an increasing tendency to apportion blame and construct the
individual as ‘problematic’ (Brown and Baker, 2012). In Swiss social
policy, the neoliberal ‘activation’ agenda rose to dominance in the
mid-1990s, linking service users’ social security benefits to labour market
participation (Nadai, 2009; Streckeisen, 2014). There is pressure on social
workers to implement activation-oriented policies and enact punitive
sanctions for non-achievement of employment goals in ways that
construct service users as to blame for their circumstances (Miller de
Menezes, 2012; Bonvin and Rosenstein, 2015).

As this suggests, responsibilisation tendencies in current policy agen-
das are experienced as an imposition on social workers as well as service
users. In both Switzerland and England, these processes manifest as a
‘new accountability’ for the outcomes of social work at the individual
practitioner level (Juhila et al., 2017). In practice, this embeds actuarial-
ism (audit trails of decisions) and prudentialism (defensive practice to
manage risks), with blame apportioned to practitioners when adverse
events occur (Moth, 2022). This leads to a paradoxical sense amongst so-
cial workers that, at a time of reduced control and discretion in relation
to professional decision-making, social work organisations hold them
more individually accountable than before for outcomes, in particular
adverse outcomes (Neuhaus, 2022).

The last decade has seen an amplification and intensification of these
neoliberal trends as a result of the austerity agenda implemented
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following the financial crisis of 2007-2008. In both England and
Switzerland, social workers have been subjected to increasing workloads
and administrative duties alongside swingeing cuts to resources and staff-
ing levels (Haupert er al, 2012; Lavalette, 2017; Eser Davolio et al.,
2020). In both jurisdictions, targets for financial savings have been pur-
sued via increased levels of conditionality in the benefits system (BASS,
2015; Moth and Lavalette, 2017).

Social work professionalism and spaces of discretion
and resistance

However, the reshaping of the social work labour process by neoliberal
reform is complex and uneven. Social workers are impacted in different
ways. Processes of managerialisation and deskilling of practitioners are
in significant tension with the task autonomy and performative discretion
of models of professionalism. As a result, social workers retain a certain
amount of discretion (Mooney and Law, 2007). Such discretionary spaces
offer possibilities for contesting and challenging the constraints associ-
ated with neoliberal reform (Harris and White, 2009). Consequently,
forms of resistance may emerge at these points of tension between man-
agerial and professional processes. These take a variety of forms, from
small-scale ‘quiet challenges’ to managerialism in everyday practice to
more collective campaigning activities (Harris and White, 2009).

Indeed, certain dimensions of professionalism may themselves repre-
sent a countervailing tendency in opposition to managerialism (Evetts,
2011). Lavalette (2007) has noted how an ethic of professionalism in so-
cial work underpinned by values of social justice has been foregrounded
in certain instances of collective resistance to reforms seeking to deskill
this professional group. There are affinities here with the notion of dem-
ocratic or collaborative professionalism (Malin, 2020), which highlights a
new potential orientation for public sector professionals as agents of
change in the construction of more democratic health and social care
systems alongside and in partnership with service users and wider com-
munities. Here, we seek to contribute to this debate by developing and
refining the concept of ‘ethico-political professionalism’ (Moth,
2020, 2022).

Theorising discretion and resistance in the social work profession

Much of the literature on the scope of professional discretion in social
work tends to locate its manifestation, or absence, as a function of the
individual characteristics of the worker. For instance, Evans (2013)
develops a typology of practitioners as outcome-oriented versus
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rule-followers, whilst Bertotti (2016) creates a 4-fold typology defined
along two axes of ‘organisational belonging’ and ‘critical thinking’.
Whilst these models identify some relevant dynamics, we argue that they
offer a rather individualised and static conception of social worker pro-
fessional identity.

Such approaches have affinities with classic ‘trait’ theories of profes-
sionalism, which tend to marginalise considerations of how power shapes
the social work labour process (Harris, 1998). Instead, we argue that the
immediate organisational setting and wider political contexts in which so-
cial workers are positioned both enable and constrain forms of profes-
sional activity. This perspective is shared by Weinberg and Taylor (2014)
who highlight the contextually situated nature of social workers’ use of
discretionary action. However, they then go on to counterpose micro
level discretionary resistance (which they describe as ‘rogue behaviour’)
to macro level collective forms, suggesting the former often undermines
the latter (Weinberg and Taylor, 2014). Similarly, Carey and Foster
(2011) separate micro from macro but, unlike Weinberg and Taylor
(2014), they distinguish what they consider relatively apolitical individu-
alised acts of recalcitrance (‘deviant’ social work) from collectivised
struggles oriented to social justice (radical social work).

Our argument is that though aspects of individual social worker iden-
tity may be pertinent to understanding discretionary acts, Carey and
Foster (2011) are mistaken to largely depoliticise the ethical stance taken
by practitioners in their study. In doing so, they reproduce an individual-
ising neoliberal logic that seeks to divorce ethical decision-making from
its wider political and policy context. Whether or not social workers
overtly link particular acts of practice to an underlying radical theory,
we concur with Banks (2014) who argues that practitioners’ identification
with social work values of social justice takes their ethical positioning on
to the terrain of the ‘ethico-political’. This is because such values-based
commitments tend to connect their activity as professionals to wider po-
litical and policy concerns with redistributive, egalitarian and anti-
oppressive agendas.

We further contend that the fundamental distinction between discre-
tionary action at the micro (individual) and macro (collective) levels pro-
posed in Carey and Foster (2011), and to a lesser degree in Weinberg
and Taylor (2014), is also problematic. This is because, as we seek to
show later, an ethico-political orientation can be an enabling factor for
resistance across these levels (Banks, 2014). For example, the internal
contradictions generated by neoliberal reform of social work have the
potential to create conditions amenable to both individual and collective
forms of resistance (Ferguson and Lavalette, 2006). We argue, therefore,
that it is preferable to regard individual and collective forms of discre-
tionary activity as located on a continuum of resistance along which
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social workers move according to the organisational and political exigen-
cies of the setting.

We utilise the notion of ‘ethico-political professionalism’ (Moth, 2020,
2022) as a means of drawing these strands together into a framework for
understanding the potentialities and barriers to resistance by social workers
at the nexus of neoliberal reform processes and spaces of relative discretion
within statutory social work in Switzerland and England. Rather than offer-
ing a static account of individual social worker traits, this framework pro-
vides a means to explore the particular enabling or constraining conditions
within a setting (at micro, meso and macro levels) and how these shape
‘directional tendencies’ towards certain forms of action (Archer, 1995).

To do so, the data in the Results section below will be used to illus-
trate emergent features of the setting which facilitate or inhibit forms of
individual and collective discretion and resistance. In the Discussion sec-
tion, we will develop this theoretical framework to illustrate how these
features have the potential to generate a directional tendency towards
‘ethico-political professionalism’ in social work practice. However, we
will first provide a concise outline of the study’s methodology.

Methods

The main aim of the study was to explore the impact of neoliberal
organisational reform on the professional identity and practice orienta-
tions of social workers in Switzerland and England. The study met ac-
cepted ethical guidelines and received ethical clearance from the
relevant university committees.

Due to variation in the organisation of social work across the two
jurisdictions, as well as divergences in research culture and pragmatics,
there were slight variations in how the Swiss and English research teams
selected and recruited participants. Within the framework of the Swiss
sub-sample, a total of eleven narrative expert interviews (Meuser and
Nagel, 2002) with a topic-centred introductory sequence were conducted
with social workers in a German-speaking canton of Switzerland be-
tween February 2018 and October 2019. The interviews were conducted
in Swiss German and translated by the authors for this article. For the
successive selection of interviews, a criterion assumed to be relevant was
varied in each case in the sense of theoretical sampling. The criteria
were: status within the organisation (four managers, seven front line so-
cial workers), gender (eight female, three male) and region (six urban,
three rural, two suburban). For the English sub-sample, data were col-
lected via two interviewing techniques: five group interviews and nine in-
dividual in-depth semi-structured interviews. The research team selected
a purposive sample of social workers from across the three main sectors
of statutory social work practice: children and families, adults and mental
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health, but also from generic Emergency Duty Teams (EDT). Data were
collected between June 2018 and November 2019. The total number of
participants included (n=21) was as follows: seven Mental health social
workers (four female, three male); six Adults’ social workers (five
female, one male); three Children and families’ social workers (two
female, one male); five EDT social workers (three female, two male).
Participants with post-qualifying experience of statutory social work
practice ranging from long-term to relatively recently qualified were
recruited. The participants worked in three different local authorities in
North West England.

The interviews in both jurisdictions were conducted in a topic-centred
manner and oriented to the study’s research aims and objectives.
Participants were asked to describe their everyday work practices and
any changes over time, how such changes have affected perceptions of
their professional role, and how they accommodated, responded to or
challenged these processes.

The empirical data were analysed using the methodology of grounded
theory (Strauss and Corbin, 1990; Oliver, 2012). Both teams transcribed all
interviews verbatim and coded data. The analytical procedures followed a
qualitative-reconstructive methodology that started from participants’
descriptions of their everyday work practices and concerns. However, our
approach followed an abductive orientation that locates everyday experien-
tial concerns within wider structural contexts (Scheunpflug et al, 2016).
Consequently, to inform theory development, the findings were contextual-
ised at three distinct but interacting levels of scale: the routines and every-
day interactions within front line social work, organisational transformations
and wider socio-political and welfare systems.

The limitations of the study include its relatively small sample size, which
has implications for the generalisability of the findings, whilst differences in
social work organisational systems across the two jurisdictions created some
challenges for direct comparability of professional roles. Though the team
used triangulation by observer to improve consistency and reduce
researcher bias when analysing data transcripts (Padgett, 2008), the validity
of the findings might have been further strengthened through respondent
validation/member checking (Buchbinder, 2011).

Results
Discretion and resistance in English and Swiss social work

Our participants described the effects of neoliberal reform in terms of
an increasingly desk-bound practice, significant pressure to adhere to
managerialist requirements through forms of proceduralism, and the in-
creasing exclusion of frontline social workers from resource-allocation
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and decision-making processes. Meanwhile, they described service users
as increasingly subject to the devolution of various forms of responsibil-
ity from state to individual (e.g. for care, financial support, to secure
employment) (Ferguson, 2007).

Discretion and resistance in England

Whilst acknowledging the constraints associated with these policy and
organisational dynamics, social workers nonetheless described the strate-
gic deployment of the limited spaces of professional discretion that
remained in order to continue to do relational and values-based
casework. Phrases such as ‘outside the box’, ‘underground’, ‘off piste’ or
‘in tiny corners’ were utilised to describe these practices, evoking the
transgressive nature of a continued focus on such forms of casework and
the challenges encountered in doing so. Some examples of these forms
of intervention will be provided, before concluding with a wider discus-
sion of the aspirations towards and contradictions of ethico-political
professionalism in contemporary social work in England.

Practitioners sought to carve out spaces for discretionary interventions.
For mental health social workers, these commonly involved carrying out
relatively mundane tasks alongside or on behalf of service users (e.g.
with welfare benefits, housing, activities of daily living) that were
regarded as no longer within the scope of statutory services and were
ordinarily outsourced to private or third-sector providers.

MHSWI: 1 suppose there have been times where you just find yourself
doing a little bit of work that’s maybe off-piste that you maybe should
have really directed to a third party but you're that involved with the
case, it's sometimes easier and more practical for you actually maybe to
do a little bit of support with that person. | ... ]

MHSW3: 1 think the thing that makes it hard is it's not counted within
our workload so we know to do it, it puts more pressure on us but
obviously there's reasons why we came into this job, so we're not going
to see obvious things that need doing and not do them.

However, as this group interview discussion highlights, the rationale for
‘off-piste’ practice may go beyond considerations of practicality to en-
compass the ethical implications of leaving service users without such
support in the context of delays or restrictions caused by funding cuts.
Similarly, in adults’ services, ADSW1 described decisions to offer sup-
port in cases that might not meet the Care Act threshold with the tacit
consent of her team manager, even though ‘our senior managers...
would not have accepted that as work’. ADSW2 used the term
‘underground’ for such interventions. ADSW2 too described carrying
out work with a service user with complex needs who did not meet the
criteria for longer-term services. This ‘under the radar’ work ensured the
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person had their needs met and did not fall between the gaps, even
though she had been instructed by managers to close the case.
She explained,

[There are] ways that you would ... navigate the system. They would
say to me, ‘you need to put that person on review, you’ve had them
eight months’. Well, I might keep them a little bit longer but not
necessarily broadcast that I am, just to make sure that A, B and C is
done, because that person would just go on a review list and never to be
seen again until, you know, they’ve fallen on the road and broken their
hip. So, you would make decisions like that, which are risky decisions,
because if anything happened, they'd say, ‘well ... we told you to close
that case eight months ago’. But you have to because it’s a moral
position I suppose, isn’t it, and a professional position.

These examples illustrate a common theme articulated by practitioners
from across the different arenas of practice: the integral nature of social
work values of social justice to conceptions of the professional role and
identity of this occupational group. This ethical orientation includes fea-
tures such as foregrounding the rights of service users, recognition of the
impact of social and structural inequalities and a readiness to challenge
restrictive or oppressive institutional processes and norms. This ethico-
political dimension, we argue, constitutes an important latent and, at
times, manifest tendency motivating the discretionary activities of so-
cial workers.

The centrality of a values-based stance to social work professionalism
was illustrated by ADSW1 and ADSW2, who elaborated the difference
between social workers and social care assessors (SCA), the non-
professionally qualified staff located alongside them within their service.
As they noted,

ADSW2: It’s the values, isn’t it and I mean, you know when you were
talking about care packages and I don’t know whether we talked about
them being reviewed and do you remember one of them [SCA] said,
‘T’'m known as Edward Scissorhands, 'cause I cut everything’ [ ... ]

ADSWI: 1 think because they’ve been trained by the Council, they do
exactly what the Council wants, rather than having that kind of
objectivity or that scrutiny ...

ADSW?2: [Or that] professionalism

ADSW1 went on to make a contrast between SCAs as ‘officers of the
council’, and social workers as autonomous professionals oriented to an
independent value base. The latter, she argued, furnishes social workers
with an ethical foundation for resistance to punitive and restrictive
aspects of the social care system that is not available to SCAs.
Manifestations of ethico-political professionalism may also take the
form of interventions to challenge prevailing ideational constructs.
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ADSW1 argued that the strengths/asset-based approaches foregrounded
in the Care Act were being deployed as a means to justify reduced
access for service users to entitlements and provision. She explained,

A local authority’s idea of strengths based is definitely in the local
authority’s interests, it’s not necessarily a social worker’s strength-based
approach, it’s possibly about batting back resources.

Here she draws a clear distinction between a longstanding social work
ethos that rejects ‘deficit models’, whilst simultaneously recognising how
contemporary asset/strengths-based theorisations have mobilised a dis-
course of welfare dependency and thereby provided justification for
austerity-related service retrenchment (Edwards and Parkinson, 2023).

However, the efforts involved in retaining and mobilising spaces within
practice for forms of ethico-political professionalism frequently required
great efforts in the face of organisational constraints and incurred significant
personal costs (as well as risks) for social workers. Working additional
unpaid hours in order to practice ethically was a common theme amongst
participants. ADSW2 described how her decisions to engage ethically by
working ‘underground’ necessitated working through lunchbreaks or at
evenings and weekends. This resulted in her feeling ‘completely run down’
and developing a stress-related illness.

These examples illustrate a particularly significant tension for practitioner
engagement in forms of ethico-political professionalism. Whilst several
examples of this stance demonstrate explicit challenges to manifestations of
social injustice within services, often such strategies oriented towards repair
of iniquitous institutional arrangements through individual acts of personal
sacrifice rather than collective forms of transformational agency.

Nonetheless, the importance of preserving values-based or ethico-political
professionalism to give meaning to social work practice was articulated by a
number of respondents including EDTSW1:

To me, social work’s always been contradicted, it’s always been about
control and support. But in the end, [...] it’s about trying to work with
the people from below, [with] no blame on the people below. It’s like
some of the teenagers we got for the residential homes, they're causing
so much difficulties, but it’s not blaming them or just having a tick box,
it’s about how to work maybe in a group way or work with the families
in a neighbourhood way, for youth centres and all that and how we
develop a context, an environmental context ... everything comes into
that ... T come into social work [for] that.

EDTSWTI1 notes tensions, such as care/control, by which the profession is
riven. However, his perspective positions social work as retaining the
discretionary capacity to transcend the punitive and reductive orientations
of welfare under neoliberalism and summon a holistic and transformative
mode of analysis and intervention.
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Discretion and resistance in Switzerland

As with practitioners in England, the Swiss participants regarded an
ethico-political stance to be an important dimension of social work pro-
fessionalism. For the majority of social workers interviewed, the use of
discretion for the benefit of service users was a professional imperative.
Social worker 8 (SWO08), head of a local social services organisation,
explained a core disposition towards unconditional advocacy in his team:

If someone comes to us with a problem of any kind, that person gets an
appointment here, without any preconditions. My credo is, and I insist
on it rigorously, we pick people up where they are and not where we
would like them to be.

SWQ9 reflected on a situation where she insisted on not sanctioning a
service user although the guidelines would have ordinarily required it.

There would have been a hundred reasons why he [a disengaged service
user| could have been sanctioned, but at some point you just have to
realise that it doesn't work.

Another example was given by SW11, who argued that part of her ethi-
cal commitment as a social work professional included a duty to prevent
harm to service users. On this basis she felt an obligation to challenge
state plans, which emerged in 2016, to revise the Social Assistance Act.
These proposals were intended to significantly cut welfare budgets by re-
ducing financial support to service users. As she explained,

We are employed by the state ... but ... it is my professional duty to
protect my service users [from cuts], and in this I actively oppose the

state ... Because social work is not a job, it's a profession, ... it's ...
about being committed to those [users] who can't do it themselves
right now.

This highlights the perception that, although an employee of the state,
professional status confers upon social workers a degree of autonomy
and, moreover, a fundamental ethical obligation towards service users.
This is underpinned by a conception that social work draws on a broader
mandate from society rather than solely from the state.

However, whilst this emphasises social work’s value commitments at
the level of the individual practitioner, this also, significantly, led to the
mobilisation of an ethico-political stance at the collective level. As SW10
and SW11 explained, when the government tried to implement welfare
cuts via new legislation, they

Expected to push it through at a fast pace. It was adopted immediately
in Parliament and the idea was to introduce it by mid-2018. But then
something interesting happened (laughs) and resistance really did de-
velop. (SW10)
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There have always been small cost-cutting measures |[ ... |, and everything
has been cut back. And I thought to myself: ‘Yes, we will just accept
that.” And then I noticed a fighting spirit, for the first time. ... Suddenly
they [the professional association] stood up and said: ‘This is the
limit’. (SW11)

In response, social work professional associations as well as individual
practitioners registered their objections. Under the Swiss constitution,
new laws are subject to an optional referendum (Linder and Mueller,
2021), and several cantons include the option to simultaneously submit
alternative legislative proposals. Once the number of signatures required
to trigger such a referendum on this issue had been collected, social
workers and their organisations resolved to actively campaign to safe-
guard the rights, independence and dignity of service users.

Starting with social work experts from the professional association A*,
there was a group that developed independently, a campaign group, that
immediately started to work ... [and] integrated the people affected into
the campaign from the beginning. There were a lot of people on welfare
who got involved. (SW10)

So [local social services organisation] B* was very active in that
[campaign]. As a service, B* informed all clients in a letter about [the
reforms] and pointed out that everyone who is able to vote can do so.
We also discussed this openly in the casework sessions [with clients], that
it is important to express your opinion. It is important that people vote
if they want to prevent this and what consequences it has for them. And
it actually went quite far and the exchange with the clients was
exciting. (SW11)

As this illustrates, the referendum system in Switzerland provided a dis-
tinctive political opportunity not only to defend service provision, but
also for social workers to jointly develop counter proposals alongside
service users and support the latter’s political mobilisation (though not
all social services centres affected took part in campaigning). Social
workers initially reached out to service users by displaying leaflets in
their offices and making announcements about the impending cuts.
Subsequently a joint campaign was formed in which social workers acted
closely alongside service users to develop and publicise the campaign’s
demands, whilst also engaging in high-profile activities such as demon-
strations. The campaign thereby represented an inclusive form of collec-
tive agency through the construction of cross-sectional alliances (Moth
and McKeown, 2016).

Another distinctive feature in Switzerland was the license given to so-
cial workers by frontline and middle managers to promote the campaign
within their agencies and casework. This support seems to indicate the
residue of a more collegial bureau-professional social work regime
(Harris, 1998) within the Swiss welfare system. This degree of autonomy
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from the state, in spite of neoliberal reform, contrasts sharply with the
political constraints described by statutory social workers in England un-
der managerialism (Evans, 2011).

The ultimate outcome of the referendum was that the new law was
unexpectedly rejected. The campaign thus represented not only a suc-
cessful intervention to halt the legislation but also an incipient prefigura-
tion of a more egalitarian welfare to which the workers’ ethico-political
stance aspired.

Discussion
Theorising ethico-political professionalism

The article has highlighted the shift towards desk-bound informational prac-
tices in England and Switzerland that marginalise the qualitative and rela-
tional aspects of social work. Alongside this, policy imperatives promote
user responsibilisation, activation and self-care in the context of reduced
state intervention and care (Moth, 2022). These changes in welfare institu-
tions and ideas have been shaped by a logic of competition intrinsic to neo-
liberal capitalism. As Archer (2012, 2013) notes, such processes of
neoliberal organisational reform frequently undermine levels of social soli-
darity within this institutional context, thereby generating directional ten-
dencies towards practitioner compliance with this ‘informational turn’ and
associated practices of responsibilisation. Nonetheless, as the data suggest,
some structural and ideational features of social work and the welfare sys-
tem, both emergent and enduring, offer possibilities for strengthening forms
of social solidarity based on material interests and normative concerns
shared by social workers and service users. In this section, we draw on our
data to theorise how potential alignments between these features offer pos-
sibilities for a countervailing directional tendency in social work practice
that challenges neoliberal reform agendas.

The high point of the consensus around the interventionist welfare state
in the second half of the twentieth century saw the emergence of two highly
significant features that fundamentally shaped the contours of the social
work profession. The first was the consolidation of the casework model
founded on forms of relationship-based and therapeutic practice. The sec-
ond was the influence of social and labour movements from the 1960s on-
wards that challenged various forms of oppression (including racial, gender,
LGBT and disability) as well as class inequalities (Ferguson and Lavalette,
2006; Beresford, 2016). These went on to inform an ethico-political orienta-
tion within social work that has emerged in various forms including
anti-oppressive and anti-discriminatory practice, participatory practice fore-
grounding co-production alongside service users, and radical and structural
social work approaches (Moth, 2022). These two enduring and intersecting
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features of professional social work in England and Switzerland, social-rela-
tional approaches and an ethico-political orientation, offered practitioners in-
stitutional and normative resources of social solidarity on which to draw as
they sought to resist organisational pressures to limit relationship-based
practice and promote resource restrictions, activation and self-management
by ‘consumers’. Our argument is that, amidst the contradictions generated
by contemporary welfare state reform, the contingent alignment of these
two enduring features constitutes a potential countervailing tendency to
strengthen solidarities and resistance to neoliberal reconfigurations of social
work practice. We call this countervailing tendency ethico-political
professionalism.

In England, these two features underpinned social workers’ efforts to
carve out and maintain discretionary spaces for relational casework in the
face of a range of managerial and procedural pressures imposing limits on
such practice. The contrast drawn by adults’ social workers between their
stance and that of social care assessors highlights the perceived role of the
ethico-political dimensions of social work professional identity in underpin-
ning the assertion of discretion in the face of organisational constraints.
This normative dimension was most frequently articulated as a rights-based
and anti-discriminatory orientation, though in some cases liberatory and
transformative conceptions of practice were also visible. However, examples
of this ethico-political orientation from our data in England remained
primarily at the individual level, with engagement often involving significant
personal costs to practitioners.

Similarly, social workers in Switzerland articulated a strong identification
with relational and client-centred work, and discursively challenged policy
orientations such as activation philosophies and punitive sanctioning meas-
ures which they considered to conflict with their professional value base. In
response to this new policy direction and increasing standardisation and
proceduralism in practice, some social workers pragmatically adapted whilst
others sought niches in which they could continue to engage in more
values-based and relational forms of practice such as by moving from urban
to rural social work organisations. Nonetheless, a frequently articulated con-
ception of professional identity foregrounded a sense of duty to protect cli-
ents from restrictive policy measures and social injustice. This
predominantly manifested within individual casework, but the successful po-
litical campaign highlights the potential for such tendencies to emerge and
shift from individual towards collective forms of action. This demonstrates
the possibility for a politically engaged current within the profession, draw-
ing on its ‘radical kernel’ (Ferguson, 2009), to move beyond the limits of
mainstream individualised conceptions of social work and contribute to a
more collective and transformative reshaping of both practice and the wider
welfare state. Moreover, the enduring presence and ongoing renewal of
these ethico-political resources of solidarity within contemporary social
work institutions highlight both the significance of historical legacies of
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social struggle and their role in shaping resistance to neoliberal reforms in
the present (Ioakimidis and Wyllie, 2023).

In summary, our findings have highlighted significant commonalities
between Switzerland and England in terms of how neoliberal reform has
operated to restructure (and constrain) social work professional practice
through the imposition from above of an organisational ethos oriented
to principles such as economic efficiency and activation. However, we
have also noted differentiated political structures and their implications
for strategies of mobilisation against these reforms. Social workers in
both contexts have responded to neoliberal reconfigurations in a variety
of ways, sometimes through adaptation but also by challenges to them in
the form of ethico-political professionalism. The latter involves forms of
agency ranging from examples, in both jurisdictions, of practitioners
carving out discretionary spaces within individual casework to advocate
for resources, promote service users’ rights and challenge discrimination,
to the example from Switzerland of social workers collectively mobilising
alongside service users as part of a wider campaign to challenge public
sector funding cutbacks.
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