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Introduction

The ‘Emotions, relationships and resilience in child and family social work’ briefing for 
senior managers contains key messages that are relevant to staff at every level of the 
organisation and beyond it, i.e. partner agencies and families. The overarching message 
is to: treat colleagues and families with respect, honesty, kindness and care while 
promoting a culture of ‘high expectations, high support, high challenge’ (Ofsted 2012).

While the briefing rightly highlights the importance of having robust policies and using 
supervision agreements to set out expectations, it is the development of a culture that is 
key to promoting relationship-based practice and to building a resilient workforce.

‘Culture eats strategy for breakfast’

This is a famous quote attributed to management consultant and writer, Peter Drucker. 
To be clear, he didn’t mean that strategy was unimportant – strategy and culture need to 
work together and support each other.  

Middle leaders have a vital role to play in the development of a culture:

 > That supports practice supervisors to support practitioners.

 > Where they can develop relationships with staff, leading by example (modelling).

 >  That offers high challenge and high support and avoids a blaming response to 
mistakes.

 > Where staff are rewarded for looking after themselves and seeking support.

 > Where learning is continuous. 

https://practice-supervisors.rip.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/PSDP_Senior_Managers-Briefing_emotions-relationships-resilience.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/419137/High_expectations__high_support_and_high_challenge_-_highlights_for_frontline_social_workers.pdf
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Read the following statements and consider which apply to you either all, some 
or none of the time:

 > I ensure I am visible and available to my supervisees and practitioners.

 > I avoid working or sending emails outside office hours.

 > I discourage staff from working outside office hours. 

 >  My team has a system for ‘checking in’ with staff if after-hours home visits are 
necessary.

 >  I have clear, regularly reviewed supervision agreements with those I supervise,  
which include consideration of professional boundaries and the opportunity for  
me to hear feedback about my supervisory practice.

 >  I know about and regularly encourage staff to take advantage of the agency’s 
wellbeing / occupational health services.

 > I regularly ask supervisees, peers and practitioners how they are feeling.

 > I pay attention to the possible impact of remote and online working. 

The likelihood is that some of these apply to you some of the time and that, at others, it is 
difficult to sustain behaviours which help your staff to express, and you to contain, their 
anxiety and stress.

Some tips for managing the balance may include:

 >  Being clear about when you are not available (your emotional resilience demands 
this too) and having a clear plan in place to support staff at those times.

 >  If you have to work outside office hours, either save emails to draft and send them 
during office hours, or consider adding a rider to your signature like: ‘I work flexibly 
and may, from time to time, need to send emails out of hours. Please note: I do not  
expect a response or any action being taken until working hours resume.’

 >  Don’t put off that ‘difficult conversation’ as this usually only makes it twice as hard  
the following day when the person may be more distressed (or absent).

 > Ask your manager to ask themselves the questions in the box above.

 >  Ensure you look after yourself through effective, curious, reflective supervision with 
your manager.
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Think about having a peer group session with other middle leaders and ask the following 
of each other, sharing good practice examples.

 >  Have we got supervision 
agreements with the practice 
supervisors we supervise 
that are clear about roles and 
responsibilities, professional 
boundaries and the limitations 
of the relationship, enabling 
us to effectively promote 
professional development and 
challenge poor performance?

 >  How are workloads in our 
teams? 

 > Are there common themes?

 >  What do we need to feedback 
to senior leaders about 
resilience in our teams?

 >  How can we share resources 
to ensure our staff can develop 
professional expertise through 
shadowing, mentoring and 
coaching outside of their line 
management structure?

 > What have we done well? 

 > What mistakes have we made? 

 >  What can we learn from each 
other and from our mistakes 
and achievements?

https://practice-supervisors.rip.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Using-coaching-skills.pdf
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High levels of stress will be found:

 > in staff who feel unsupported

 >  in situations where there are excessive demands, like high caseloads comprised of 
complex and difficult situations

 > where staff feel pressurised in completing work

 > where people fear making mistakes.

A healthy organisational culture is one where open and honest communication exists 
at all levels, and where staff feel encouraged, enabled and supported to deal with the 
often difficult and highly complex situations they face. It is one where mistakes are 
understood, where a blame culture is not allowed to flourish and where mutual respect 
is established.

(Hardy 2017)

‘A healthy culture begins with high-quality leadership by senior managers 
willing to ‘walk the talk’ and who are anxious to understand the issues facing 

front-line staff. It grows once people are willing to analyse their individual 
practice and contemplate change.’ (Laming 2003 p358)

Consider how you can create a healthy culture and reduce the 
stigma of stress and mental ill-health.
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Improve support networks for yourself and your teams
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