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PREFACE
The title of the professional portfolio ‘Traversing the Great Divide! Preparing
social work and welfare students for rural practice in Australia’ was chosen for
several reasons. The Great Dividing Range in Australia separates the eastern
seaboard from the interior and travels the full length of the country from north to
south, inland from the east coast. The major cities of Sydney, Melbourne and
Brisbane are on the east coast and the coastal plains contain the densest
population in Australia. West of the Great Dividing Range is the heartland. Early
European explorers struggled to find a way through this formidable barrier. This
barrier is symbolic in many ways. It separates the major urban population from
the remainder of the country, and illustrates, in a metaphorical sense, the
urban-rural divide. Throughout the studies undertaken during the doctoral
program, divisions were recognised on a number of levels. These illustrate
some ‘great divides’ in ideology and practice. The values and mission of the
social welfare profession are at odds with current government ideology and the
profession is facing a number of challenges from a fundamentally altered and
reduced welfare state.

The grand narratives which informed the profession appear to be in decline.
There are perceived divisions between social work, welfare academics and
practitioners (mirroring divisions perhaps between theory and practice). In postsecondary education, there are divisions between social work and welfare
academics and other academics. These divisions are reinforced through the
current practices operating at universities and other learning institutions that
emphasise

competition,

managerialism,

commercialism,

and

the

commodification of education. There is also a strong emphasis by governments
and institutions on science and technology rather than social science and
humanities. Social work and welfare, in some arenas, are considered to be
separate territories. Rural welfare practice is marginalised in these debates and
within the profession more generally. In the title of the portfolio, I have used the
word ’traversing’ to indicate my travels through the key debates and issues.
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SECTION 1
PROGRAM OVERVIEW: THE STRUCTURE AND
PURPOSE OF THE PROFESSIONAL DOCTORATE
PORTFOLIO

It is claimed that, within professional doctorates knowledge is not simply seen as more
directly related to practice, but as both generated out of and organised around the
specific features and demands of practice, first and foremost, and only secondarily to
disciplinary knowledge. This implies a new openness to knowledge, a new tolerance for
different kinds and intensities of knowledge, less pure, increasingly hybrid,
heterogenous, contradictory - more lived.

McWilliam, Taylor, Thomson, Green, Maxwell, Wildy & Simons, (2002, p.37)
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Introduction
This professional doctorate portfolio presents the results of my investigations
into how to better prepare social work and welfare students for rural practice in
Australia. Section one explains the purpose of my Doctor of Education program
of studies, the significance of this research, and provides a brief summary of the
two coursework units, the two research projects and other relevant associated
projects which, taken together, comprise my doctoral program. This section also
provides an overview of my background relevant to the research, some
definitions of the terminology used, and a brief introduction to the exegesis
which follows in section two. Following section two are a number of supporting
sections that provide further evidence of my research and contribute to my
Doctorate of Education portfolio.

The professional doctorate does not focus on curriculum and classroom
activities, per se, but it does have an educational focus, which is an identified
gap in social work and welfare research. For example, Solas (1994) argues that
the social work profession seems convinced that education for the profession is
vital, but that it spends little effort in research into providing better teaching and
learning.
It is difficult to understand the profession’s profound neglect of its own educational
mission. But it is, nevertheless, patently clear that the focus has been very much on
social work practice, not social work education (Solas, 1994, p. 3).

While Australian authors Solas (1994) and Ryan and Martyn (1996) have
identified a serious gap in research on education for social work, there are even
fewer studies on the nature of education for rural practice in social work and
welfare courses.

My research program for the doctorate focuses on pre-service (entry-level)
education to prepare social work and welfare students for rural welfare practice
in Australia so it addresses a key, but largely neglected, area of research.
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A little under one-third of Australia’s population is located in rural and remote
areas. Rural Australians are significantly disadvantaged on a range of social,
health and economic indicators of well being (Alston, 2000, 2002a, 2002b;
Cheers, 1998; Smith, 2004). Rural social work and welfare practice is therefore
an important area for research. Service provision in rural and remote areas is
complex and demanding, and significant professional practice issues that relate
specifically to rural social welfare practice require investigation. Service
provision to people living in rural and remote areas is often limited.

Social welfare professionals living and working in rural communities have
consistently identified lack of preparation for the complexities of rural practice in
their pre-service courses as a critical issue (Cheers, 1998; Sturmey, 1992;
Sturmey & Edwards, 1991; Zapf, 1993). In addition, problems in the provision of
professional supervision, limited access to continuing educational opportunities,
poor in-service induction, lack of support and poor remuneration have been
identified as barriers to effective recruitment and retention of qualified welfare
and social work staff in rural areas. Not only is there a shortage of prepared and
qualified social workers, welfare workers and community workers in rural areas
(Lonne & Cheers, 1999, 2000; Sturmey, 1992; Sturmey & Edwards, 1991), but
there is also a distinct lack of knowledge about rural social welfare issues, and
few rural practice models, since most social work and welfare education is
based on urbo-centric models of practice, and taught mostly in urban settings
(Briskman, 1999; Chenoweth, 2004; Schmidt, 2000).

In other Western countries, similar problems have been identified. The British
context, for example, has been identified as being “a context where rural social
work is not widely recognised as a speciality, where there are few texts, limited
research, and little training aimed specifically at working in rural contexts”
(Pugh, 2004, p.255).

In-service and continuing education, together with supervision, induction and
organisational support, are important factors in the recruitment and retention of
social workers and welfare workers. Effective workforce recruitment and
retention of staff with approved and accredited social work and welfare
3

qualifications in Australian rural settings is a major problem (Lonne & Cheers,
1999, 2000; O’Sullivan, 1995; Sturmey, 1992; Sturmey & Edwards, 1991). Over
several decades, large scale studies have indicated that rural social welfare
practice is different to urban practice in some important respects, and that social
welfare workers generally believe their pre-service education has not prepared
them effectively for rural practice. These studies have concluded that there
should be changes to pre-service education to better equip graduates for rural
welfare practice (Learner, 1979; Lonne & Cheers, 1999, 2000; Sturmey, 1992;
Sturmey & Edwards, 1991). However, few of their recommendations have been
implemented.

This professional doctorate extends the existing research into the preparation of
social welfare professionals for rural practice. It focuses on pre-service
education though, of course, other elements such as in-service support, access
to supervision and professional development, and organisational factors are
also recognised as important in workforce recruitment and retention. My
contention is that if better preparation and exposure to rural practice were
available in pre-service education, service delivery, and workforce recruitment
and retention would improve.

In some Western countries, rural social work has been proposed as a
postgraduate speciality (Campbell & Shepard, 1990; Gibbs & Locke, 1990;
Martinez-Brawley, 1985, 1986; Schatz, Jenkins & Sheafor, 1990). While
postgraduate specialisations are important in developing further knowledge and
skills, postgraduate courses would not meet the current or future workforce
needs for social workers and welfare workers in rural Australia. The number of
postgraduate students is relatively small compared to the enrolment in preservice social work and welfare courses. The impact of specialist postgraduate
courses in rural social work or welfare would therefore not be substantial.

I have therefore chosen to investigate how pre-service education for social work
and welfare students could be improved to better prepare graduates for work in
rural areas and to lay a foundation for an appropriate educational framework.
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A professional doctorate may consist of a number of small studies, together with
an exegesis. The exegesis further develops discussion and may make
recommendations or proposals. My professional doctorate includes four
specifically designed, inter-related studies (two coursework units and two
research projects), the exegesis, and relevant publications. The research
projects are submitted in full in section three. Reports from my supervisor
verifying that the coursework units were satisfactorily completed are included in
section four. Peer-reviewed publications arising from the research projects and
the coursework units are included in section five (Green, 2003a, 2003b, 2003c,
2005).

I obtained advanced standing for some previous work equivalent to two
coursework units and two research units from the University of Ballarat
Academic Board (see section seven: Evidence used for the granting of credit).
Two collaborative projects completed with colleagues have contributed to my
understanding of rural welfare practice professional doctorate portfolio. The
projects for which I gained advanced standing, and the two collaborative
projects have been called ‘associated projects’ and they are summarised later
in this section.

A variety of research approaches were used in the coursework units, the
research projects and the associated projects. Approaches included use of
questionnaires, case studies, interviews, discussion forums, identification and
analysis of relevant literature, agency information and content analysis of
relevant web sites. Both inductive and deductive analyses were conducted. This
mixture of approaches was chosen to provide a variety of sources of data in
order to identify and analyse key themes, and to place these themes within a
real world context.
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Overall, the research was qualitative and interpretevistic in nature (Rubin &
Babbie, 2001), and used a reflective approach, as described by Fook (1996b)
that
…rejects some of the basic tenets of ‘scientific’, positivistic’ and ‘technical/rational’
paradigms in their tendency to seek to understand and control situations by breaking
them down into specialist and separate areas and trying to build knowledge only on
phenomena that can be empirically observed. Instead, a reflective approach affirms the
importance of experiential and interconnected ways of knowing the world, and favours
more emancipatory and participatory research (Fook, 1996b, p.5).

More detailed discussion of methodological approaches is contained in each of
the research projects. The coursework units and research projects were
specifically designed to provide important information related to the key focus of
the doctoral program, that is, how to better prepare social work and welfare
graduates for rural welfare practice.

One research project and the accompanying coursework unit focused on
identifying key themes related to the nature of rural welfare practice, the impact
that working in this context has on rural social welfare professionals and on
service provision. The second research project investigated the extent to which
rural practice issues and theoretical frameworks relevant to rural practice are
included in the curriculum of social work and welfare courses. The second
coursework unit explored the current ‘crisis’ of the welfare profession, and broad
contextual factors that impact on the nature of the welfare profession, the work
for which graduates are prepared, and the current post-secondary education
environment in Australia.
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The two coursework units
Two coursework units were completed and my supervisor’s reports related to
them are included in section five. The findings of these coursework units are
used throughout the exegesis, and I provide the following brief summary of
these projects.

Coursework unit 1: Key factors for rural welfare practice in
Australia
The first coursework unit used a thematic literature review to identify key
themes of rural social work and welfare practice in Western countries from 1980
to 2001. The review identified distinct characteristics of rural practice and
explored the extent to which the rural context impacts on the rural social welfare
worker. The review was limited to general issues of rural practice rather than
being related to specific fields of practice such as disability or family practice.
Findings from the literature review indicate that rural welfare practice requires a
mature, flexible and community-embedded approach, with highly developed
skills in a range of practice methods. The use of community frameworks,
community work strategies and a holistic knowledge base are widely accepted
in the literature as necessary for rural welfare practice. The management of
complex ethical dilemmas which arise in small, highly interactive communities
was identified as a key feature of rural practice. The maintenance of
professional distance was identified as difficult in rural communities where
traditional concepts of professionalism can be problematic.

The key factors of rural welfare practice were categorised into four broad
themes: methods of practice; service delivery models; dilemmas for rural social
welfare workers and organisational issues. Aspects of the literature review were
published as ‘Social work in rural areas: A personal and professional challenge’
(Green, 2003c) in the peer-refereed journal Australian Social Work, and a copy
of this journal article is provided in section six.
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Coursework unit 2: An analysis of contextual factors affecting
social work and welfare education in Australia
The second of the coursework units examined the current social and political
context and its impact on the provision of welfare services, the nature of the
profession, and the teaching of social work and welfare courses in Western
countries and, more particularly, Australia. In this coursework unit, I utilised
selected relevant Western social work and welfare literature, and explored the
changing nature of welfare provision and the current debates about the welfare
profession. Two broad contextual factors were identified: the changing nature of
welfare provision by government and the dismantling of the ‘welfare state’ and
changes to post-secondary education that have aided in the development of
education as a ‘market-place’.

These changes in the broader social and political context have impacted on the
welfare profession and on social work and welfare education. I particularly
reviewed the place of rural welfare practice within these key debates.

Material from the literature review was presented as a peer-refereed conference
paper and published as ‘Challenges for social work and welfare education in
21st century: A contextual analysis’ (Green 2005) in the Research and
Development in Higher Education (HERDSA) journal. A copy of this article is
included in section six.
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The two research projects
Two research projects were completed as part of the professional doctorate and
are submitted in full in section three of this portfolio. They are briefly
summarised below.

Research project 1: The challenges of providing effective and
ethical welfare services in small, highly interactive rural
communities: Six case studies from the Western region of
Victoria
In this research project I explored rural welfare practice issues with six welfare
professionals working in difficult fields of practice such as child and family
welfare, family violence and the justice system in the western region of Victoria.
A variety of research approaches relevant to case study research were used.
The collection of case studies was an intensive study of six participants drawn
from a larger, collaborative study that I conducted with Robyn Mason referred to
as the ‘Collaborative rural practice research project’.

A brief summary of the collaborative project is included in the descriptions of the
‘associated projects’. This research project, together with the Collaborative rural
practice research project, were designed to address the questions: What are
the distinctive characteristics of rural welfare practice and what challenges do
welfare practitioners experience in providing effective and ethical services in
small rural communities?

The six case study participants were asked about their experiences of rural
practice and invited to identify issues of concern and strategies that they found
useful in their professional practice in small communities. Identified issues of
concern included risk and experience of work-related violence and harassment,
managing confidential information gathered from formal and informal sources,
providing non-stigmatising services, working in dense professional networks,
taking dual and multiple roles, managing complex ethical issues, the lack of
anonymity and privacy, and, in some instances, having poor organisational
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support. Participants were particularly concerned about duty of care issues that
arose in the rural communities where they lived and worked. Participants
shared their practical solutions and personal survival strategies, as well as their
concerns. According to the participants, many employing organisations did not
recognise the impact of the rural context on work practices, and supervision
was focused on agency accountability rather than professional development
and support.

Aspects of the case study research were published as ‘Rural social welfare
practice: Stories from the Western Region of Victoria’ (Green, 2003b) in the
refereed conference proceedings of the 7th National Rural Health Conference. A
copy of this article is included in section six.

Research project 2: Teaching students about rural practice:
The emphasis on rural issues and practice in the content of
social work and welfare courses in Australia
In the second research project, conducted in 2002, I examined the web-based
course descriptions of accredited and approved Australian pre-service social
work and welfare courses to identify the extent to which rural practice issues
were included in their published curriculum. I compared my findings to those of
a previous study of the inclusion of rural issues in the curriculum of Australian
social work and welfare courses conducted by Sturmey (1992). In this research
project I focused on the research question: To what extent do existing social
work and welfare courses prepare graduates for rural welfare practice?

The findings of my research project indicate little has changed regarding the
inclusion of rural practice issues in social work and welfare courses over the
decade between 1992 and 2002. Despite Sturmey’s (1992) detailed
recommendations to improve education and training for rural social work and
welfare practice, few of these recommendations appear to have been
implemented. The emphasis on rural practice in social work and welfare
courses remains marginal.
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Aspects of this research project were published as a peer-refereed article
entitled ‘Only in exceptional circumstances! Education in Australia for rural
social work and welfare practice’ (Green 2003a) in the journal Rural Social
Work. A copy of this journal article is included in section six.

Associated projects
Several

associated

projects

have

contributed

to

my

knowledge

and

understanding of rural welfare practice and pre-service education for the welfare
profession. Aspects of these projects are included in the exegesis.

Associated project 1: Collaborative rural practice research
project
This collaborative study, jointly conducted with a social work colleague, Robyn
Mason, investigated the experiences of social welfare workers in contentious
fields of practice who lived and worked in a rural region. We collected material
by

questionnaire

(twenty-three

participants),

in-depth

interviews

(six

participants), and three local forums. Robyn Mason and I have presented the
findings for discussion at a number of conferences and meetings. Aspects of
the broader study were published in Green and Mason (2002) and Green,
Gregory and Mason, (2003).

The work related to the questionnaire and the forums conducted in the
collaborative study was equally shared. I conducted the case studies and their
analysis alone and my work is reported Research project 1, previously
discussed, and titled “The challenges of providing effective and ethical welfare
services in small, highly interactive rural communities: Six case studies from the
Western Region of Victoria”.
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Associated project 2: Too close for comfort: Adoption and
management of professional and personal role boundaries in
rural practice
This ongoing project, for which I am Chief Investigator, is funded by four
industry partners and an Australian Research Council Linkage grant. A doctoral
student, Raeleene Gregory, is engaged with agencies and staff in examining
the adoption and management of personal and professional role boundaries by
rural welfare workers (Gregory, 2005). This project will be completed late in
2006, and while the findings will be reported by Raeleene Gregory, (Gregory,
2005) the discussions and conceptual material developed during the project
have contributed to a number of joint papers and conference presentations (for
example, Green & Gregory 2004).

Associated project 3: Course review process involving
students and graduates in the BA (Rural Social Welfare) at the
University of Ballarat
This course review critically examined the BA (Rural Social Welfare) by seeking
participation from students, graduates and other key stakeholders.

In an environment of threatened course closures and amalgamations, and using
the course review process as a basis, a colleague, Katrina Brown, and I
presented a conference paper that examined how students and graduates could
effectively provide a supportive, yet critical, foundation for course review
processes. The conference paper also explored how educators could model
empowerment strategies by creating partnerships with their students in course
review processes. The conference presentation was given at a national social
work and welfare conference and was entitled ‘Practicing what we preach:
Ensuring courses are responsive to the needs of students and the field in a
rapidly changing tertiary sector’ (Brown & Green, 1998). The course review
documentation is included in section seven as credit was granted in the
professional Doctorate of Education for this project. I have also included a copy
of the abstract of the conference paper.
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Associated project 4: The use of assessable group tasks at the
University of Ballarat: current practices and suggested
management strategies
This project, funded through a Support Centre for Teaching and Learning
(SCELT) Teaching Grant, was conducted in 1996. The project examined the
issues affecting staff and students when group projects are set as assessable
tasks in courses at universities with staff and students from a number of
discipline areas at the University of Ballarat. It identified useful strategies for
educators’ consideration when using assessable group tasks.

The published conference paper, ‘Designing and assessing task-centred group
work: Issues of management and assessment for students and teachers in
Higher Education’ (Green, 1997) was presented at a Higher Education and
Research Development Society of Australasia Conference (HERDSA) and was
published in their conference proceedings. A copy of the teaching grant project
report and the published conference paper is included in section seven as credit
was granted in the professional Doctorate of Education for this work.

Associated project 5: Exploration of the effectiveness of taskcentred groupwork as a teaching and learning strategy in the
unit: HW612 Welfare theory and practice 1, completed by
undergraduate students in the BA (Rural Social Welfare) course
This project was completed at the University of Ballarat in 1996. I surveyed rural
social welfare students who were completing a unit on groupwork processes
over the course of one semester. In the unit, students were allocated to a
project team, and worked together to develop a groupwork program suitable for
clients/service users.
The research investigated the effectiveness of the use of project teams as an
experiential, problem-based learning task in teaching groupwork processes.

Students used a self-assessment instrument administered at three separate
times through the semester. The questionnaire was designed to identify
changes in their level of knowledge, skills and confidence in understanding and
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managing groupwork processes during the course of this unit. A copy of this
project is included in section seven as credit was granted in the professional
Doctorate of Education for this work.

The inter-relationship of the studies related to the
coursework units, the research projects and the
associated projects
The coursework units, the research projects and the associated projects provide
a wide range of material on which to draw for the exegesis. While each is a
‘stand-alone’ piece of work, and each has a specific focus, they were also
designed to answer a set of sequential and related questions so that I was able
to address the question of how to better prepare social work and welfare
students to work effectively in rural areas of Australia. These inter-related
questions are: What are the distinctive characteristics of rural welfare practice?
What challenges do welfare practitioners experience in providing effective and
ethical services in small rural communities? To what extent do existing
Australian social work and welfare courses prepare graduates for rural practice?

The first coursework unit, ‘Key factors for rural welfare practice in Australia’, and
the first research project ‘The challenges of providing effective and ethical
welfare services in small, highly interactive rural communities: Six case studies
from the Western Region of Victoria’ provide an overview of the key practice
issues for rural social welfare workers, and the distinctive nature of rural welfare
practice.

The second coursework unit, ‘An analysis of contextual factors affecting social
work and welfare education in Australia’, and the second research project
‘Teaching students about rural practice: the emphasis on rural issues and
practice in the content of social work and welfare courses in Australia’, provide
an analysis of current issues in providing welfare services and professional
education. The second research project, in particular, addresses the level of
content about rural practice and rural issues in existing social work and welfare
courses in Australia.
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The associated projects contain both analysis of classroom activities, course
design, and broader examination of particular issues for rural welfare workers.
These associated projects have contributed to the exegesis by providing a
sound background of the practical constraints in teaching and learning.

Figure 1 “The inter-relationship of the doctoral projects” is a simple map to
provide an overview of these related projects. Following Figure 1, I turn to
discussion of my background and the strategies used to ensure ethical research
as a ‘quasi-insider’ researcher in these projects.
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Figure 1: The Inter-relationship of the doctoral projects
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The Researcher’s Background
My professional doctorate in education has enabled me to focus on an area of
significant personal and professional interest. The exegesis and the various
projects are written from the perspective of my profession as a social worker,
and they are located within a critical paradigm and a radical practice model. The
critical paradigm is emancipatory, seeks alternative sources of knowledge, and
recognises that some groups are marginalised and oppressed by social
structures (Allan, Pease & Briskman, 2003; Dominelli 2002; Ife, 1997, 1999;
Mullaly, 1997; Pease & Fook, 1999). The critical paradigm fits well with my early
training as a social worker in the 1970s. In my education as a social worker,
radical practice was a foundation, empowerment an expectation, and work was
to be conducted on many levels including on an individual basis and with social
action and community work.

Acknowledgment of the researcher’s background is an important component in
several research methodologies. It is found particularly in interpretivistic and
critical approaches including ethnographic, action research, and case study
approaches. Denscombe (1998) believes that researchers should reveal
elements of their background that relate to the research topic as part of the
account of the research. Denscombe’s (1998) guidelines for relevant inclusions
include revealing personal interests in the area of investigation, personal
beliefs, personal experience, and personal expertise in relation to the research
topic. It is also important to discuss any limitations which may arise because of
the researcher’s background, and strategies adopted to reduce the impact of
these limitations. In response to these guidelines, I provide the following
comments related to my role, interests, beliefs, theoretical position and
experience relevant to the exegesis and research projects.

I am a qualified social worker and have worked in various roles in the
Grampians region of Victoria, Australia, for many years after commencing in the
region as a relatively new graduate in the 1970s. I have also worked in social
work and welfare roles in other rural areas of Australia including the Northern

17

Territory, far north Queensland and northern New South Wales, although I
began my working career in a capital city, Melbourne. I have also taught at a
TAFE institute in an advanced diploma course in welfare, and at university level
in both social work and welfare courses. I worked at a regional university and
was responsible for developing a new bachelor degree course in rural social
welfare in the early 1990s. I have long-term experience as a rural resident and a
rural welfare professional and educator, and could be considered an ‘insiderresearcher’ with regard to the research completed in this professional doctorate
in education.

Many argue that researching from an insider perspective within one’s own
community can be difficult and may lead to problems (Delsyer, 2001). For
example, an insider-researcher may look for evidence to reinforce existing
beliefs and overlook questions which challenge the existing ‘status quo’. There
may also be ethical issues in conducting research using friends or colleagues
as participants. Sometimes, “when insider researchers choose topics in which
they are deeply embedded in their personal lives, the entanglements can be
difficult to unravel” (Delyser, 2001, p.442).

However, an insider-researcher approach has some advantages. It is
subjective, informed and influential (Kanuha, 2000). I bring to the study a unique
and personal understanding of rural welfare practice issues. I argue that my
background is a strength of the research, in that important questions which may
have been overlooked by an outsider, may be asked. Trust and empathy are
more easily gained because of my insider status. I am not a stranger. I
understand the language and jargon of welfare practice and I understand the
study setting. I can utilise shared meanings and I can be fully involved in the
project (Bonner & Tolhurst, 2002; Delsyer, 2001; England, 1994).

However, in some respects, I am an outsider in that I no longer directly practice
as a rural social worker, and my links to the rural area studied, although strong,
are not as a practitioner. I am ‘one step removed’ from welfare practice. So
while I am an insider-researcher in some respects, I am also an outsider.
Having a small degree of distance can overcome potential problems such as
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the research being compromised by close relationships between the researcher
and participants (Delyser, 2001). Kanuha (2000) argues that research of a
scholarly nature itself provides a degree of distance, even for insiderresearchers.
For the indigenous, insider, or native researcher, the responsibility and expectation that
he or she produce knowledge as a scholar implicitly obviates or at least compromises
his or her insider status. The insider is no longer just another native when endowed with
the credentials to study natives (Kanuha, 2000, p.444).

Even with this degree of distance, I am still in many respects an insiderresearcher so it is important to acknowledge and address potential limitations
and ethical issues. The limitations of being an insider-researcher include the
likelihood of making assumptions and presumptions, overlooking some areas of
importance to the study, being less critical because of awareness of the social
and political environment in which workers are operating, and managing the
dual roles of researcher and actor (Anderson & Jones, 2000; Bonner & Tolhust,
2002; Delsyer, 2001; Kanuha, 2000; Zeni, 1998). Without some safeguards, the
researcher can act in ways that support existing beliefs and reinforce long held
views. Assumptions may be made that fit within the framework of the existing
knowledge, experience or value base of the insider, or which disguise or ignore
underlying controversial or unpleasant truths (Anderson & Jones, 2000). It is
important not to assume that one’s own background, experiences, values and
beliefs will be mirrored in the participants’ backgrounds and experiences simply
because of some shared aspect of experience or other factors (Ely, 1991). For
example, factors such as being a social worker or having worked as a social
worker in a rural area does not mean my experience will be mirrored by the
participants in my projects.

Strategies adopted in this research to address these potential limitations include
being a reflective practitioner (Fook, 1996b), using research supervision to
explore and challenge personal views, and presentation of the work to ‘critical’
audiences, such as colleagues, conference audiences and in refereed
publications. Critical self-awareness, a common tool in social work practice
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(Fook, 1993) has been adopted in both the research approach and the analysis
of data to avoid any undue emphasis on the researcher’s personal views or
assumptions. Figure 2 ‘Researcher’s background using Denscombe’s (1999):
guidelines’ summarises my background and the strategies adopted to address
potential limitations of the research completed in my Doctorate of Education
studies.

Figure 2. Researcher’s background using Denscombe’s (1999) guidelines

Denscombe’s
(1999)
guidelines

Researcher
acknowledgement

Researcher strategies to address
potential limitations / weaknesses and
identification of strengths

personal beliefs
related to the
topic

Rural practice is challenging
and allows individual growth.
Can be difficult to manage
personal/professional
boundaries and high visibility
if inexperienced. Recruitment
and retention issues.

Mostly considered as a strength: insider
knowledge and real experience. Use
critical self awareness, analysis of the
published literature. Use supervision and
critical friends. Use of ‘critical audience’
at conference presentations, publication
of research.

personal
interests in the
area of
investigation

Promoting rural practice, and
better preparation for new
graduates.

Background in teaching and curriculum
design strength. Strategies as above.

personal
experience
linked to the
research topic

Worked in rural and remote
areas for most of career as
social worker.
Has wide experience, and is
reasonably well known in
local region.
Experience as a teacher, and
in curriculum design.

Experience overall strength: experience
as a social worker in rural areas, and as
an academic designing courses and
teaching in them. Need to ensure critical
self awareness, use of supervision and
critical friends, and presentations to
‘critical audiences’ to ensure assumptions
are challenged and are not simply
reinforced. ‘Insider’ status can be
valuable to gain trust and confidence, but
there may also be reluctance to discuss
sensitive issues with a known ‘local’.
Useful to be “one step removed”.

personal
expertise in
relation to the
topic

Have some expertise based
on work experience, and
teaching within the Bachelor
of Arts (Rural Social Welfare)
course. Previous research
and
qualifications
are
relevant.

Useful research expertise developed with
completion of other qualifications, other
contract research. Supervision, reading
and critical analysis provide good checks
and balances.
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Definitions and parameters of the program of study
Key assumptions in this study are that rural social work and welfare practice is
vital to rural communities, fulfils a valuable community service, and provides
good work opportunities for professionals. Montgomery (2000), a Canadian
author, conducted a large scale analysis of the publications about rural issues
of 90 authors from four professional groups, including social workers, from
1980-1996. He found that the literature could be differentiated by the authors’
perceptions of rurality, and identified two distinct approaches. The ‘rural-asdeficit’ perception was pervasive, and few authors writing from a ‘rural-asdifferent’ viewpoint. The deficit model describes what is missing, is pathological,
or is problematic about rural practice or the rural experience. The rural-asdifferent approach looked at overall differences, and often highlighted positive
aspects of rural practice such as professional autonomy and opportunities
offered by a rural lifestyle. Both approaches are evident in the literature about
rural welfare practice in Australia and will be included in this doctorate, although
my aim is to promote rural welfare practice and address any perceived ‘deficits’.

I have used the word ‘pre-service’ to indicate entry level courses as do some
other authors in Australia (see for example Gibbs, 2002). The pre-service
courses analysed in the research projects and exegesis include social work and
welfare courses accredited by the Australian Association of Social Workers
(AASW) or approved by the Australian Institute of Welfare and Community
Workers (AIWCW). All social work courses in Australia must be offered at
university level and are accredited by the AASW. Welfare courses have a
number of titles, and are taught at both university and TAFE levels and
approved by AIWCW. In the research, the term “welfare course” refers to a
course that provides generalist qualifications in welfare practice (for example
diplomas or degrees in welfare, community work, human services). Similar to
the approach taken by Kennedy, Harvey and Gursansky (2001), I do not define
courses in human services which have specific foci, such as on disability or
rehabilitation, as ‘welfare courses’ for the purposes of this research.
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State and Federal governments provide funding for education. The formal
national Vocational Education and Training sector (VET) consists of educational
institutions that are usually known TAFE institutes, funded by State
governments. More recently, through the development of quasi-markets for
education, a number of registered private providers have emerged. At present,
most welfare courses are offered at advanced-diploma level by TAFEs.
Universities are mainly funded by the Commonwealth government, with some
funding from State governments for particular programs. Social work and some
welfare courses are at bachelor degree level and are provided by universities.

The use of the term ‘social welfare’ is often loosely used to encompass all
human service work in the health and welfare sectors. I use it in this way in the
various projects and the exegesis. I use the general terms ‘social welfare
worker’ or ‘welfare practitioner’ to include qualified social workers and welfare
workers in my research, unless it is necessary to differentiate between them.

The use of a single term ‘the welfare profession’ to include both social workers
and welfare workers may be contentious, but I plan to use this term for ease of
reading the exegesis unless it is necessary to distinguish between social work
and welfare as separate professions. In doing so, I note that there is some
uneasiness about the blurring of differences between social work and welfare,
and that professional boundary disputes concerning differences between social
workers and welfare workers emerge from time to time (Healy, 2004). Since the
development of employment awards, such as the Social and Community
Services Award (SACS) in the early 1980s, employment within the human
services sector has included people with diverse qualifications and backgrounds
and role blurring between social work, welfare and other groups has occurred
(Healy, 2004).
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Barber and Cooper (1997) argue that demarcations between social work and
welfare in Australia are artificial and contrived and that
…there is little difference between the tasks undertaken by social workers and those
performed by welfare workers in the workplace, and any distinction there was has
largely broken down with the deregulation of the labour market and the consequent
declassification of social work positions (Barber & Cooper, 1997, p.120).

Prior to the 1990s, differences between the education and training for social
workers and welfare workers could be simply distinguished by the number of
years of study, and the institution offering the course: social work was provided
at university level and included a minimum of four years of study (although there
were, and still are, a variety of formats), and welfare was provided at the TAFE
level and was normally of two years’ duration. Since the 1990s, with the freeing
up of the social and community services industry, a range of welfare, human
services and community development courses are also taught at bachelor
degree level at universities.

The community services training sector in TAFE has rapidly expanded in the
past decade to meet increased demand within this less restrictive employment
sector (McDonald, 1999). Although more social work courses have been
developed, there are many more welfare workers than social workers
completing courses (Healy, 2004). For the purposes of justifying the use of
encompassing terms, it is apparent that in the workplace the separate identities
of these professional groups have blurred over time in response to changes to
the social and community services awards, and in rural areas through the
problems of recruitment and retention (Lonne & Cheers, 1999).

It is not within the scope of my exegesis to fully discuss the concept of ‘a
profession’. I acknowledge the term ‘profession’ has varying interpretations. It
has been argued social work is a semi-profession, an emerging profession, or a
mediated profession, and some authors have considered that the welfare
profession should eschew the trappings of traditional professionalism (with its
emphasis on separateness, objectivity and emotional distance) to link more
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closely in partnership with its service users (Etzioni, 1969; Fook, 2000b;
Gibelman, 1999; Hugman,1998; Jones & Joss, 1995; Mullaly, 1997; Weeks,
1988). Some concerns about the social work code of practice making
statements of an ideological and political nature, for example about oppression
and anti-racism have also been expressed. The acceptance of particular
ideological stances in the codes of practice has created tensions within social
welfare professional groups in many Western countries (Hugman, 1998). Some
authors argue that the profession should be concerned only with technical
competence rather than ideological issues (Hugman, 1998). There are debates
about the nature of professionalism and what it means, and could mean, to
social welfare workers. While I refer to some of these tensions and discourses
in this section and the exegesis, a thorough discussion of the conception of ‘the
profession’ is not possible in the scope of the doctoral program. For the
purposes of this exegesis, I use the term as it refers to the group of people who
are eligible for membership of AASW or AIWCW.

The geographical location of this study is Australia, although the findings of this
professional doctorate may have some relevance for other Western countries. It
uses literature drawn primarily from Australia, the United Kingdom of Great
Britain and Northern Ireland (UK), Canada and the United States of America
(USA), and therefore assumes Western concepts of social work and welfare. It
may not be as relevant for developing countries, where the concepts of social
work and welfare may be different.

In the projects and exegesis I use terms which are sometimes ambiguous,
contested, and defy clear definition. For example, the term ‘community’ is used
regularly, as is the term ‘rural’. Both are recognised as being difficult to define.
With regard to use of the term ‘community’, it is recognised that this term is
“beleaguered by a range of meanings, many of which carry strong ideological
connotations” (Kenny, 1994, p.8). Communities can be identified by geographic
boundaries, by association, and through common interests. Communities are
constantly changing and dynamic and their boundaries, values and membership
are frequently contested (Everingham, 2001, 2003). The conceptualisation of
community is complex and includes concepts of belongingness and social
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identity which may change over time. Its use is often symbolic and subjective
(Bourke, 2001b). Governments, politicians and others have often used the term
‘community’ for specific agendas, referring to the support, wants, needs and
beliefs of the ‘Australian community’ when it suits their various purposes
(Bourke, 2001b). As Everingham (2003) explains
Community is a very troublesome word … having a wide range of meanings and
connotations but little in the way of specific content. It is particularly useful as a
rhetorical device because of its democratic and populist connotations, being associated
with ‘the people’, as distinct from ‘the government’ (Everingham, 2003, p.21).

Community, in terms of rural communities, has been defined as dynamic and
interactional in nature and related to space, the social institutions and networks,
and locally-oriented collective actions (Cheers & Luloff, 2001). The word
‘community’ is often used to indicate localism in the rural context.
Generally in the exegesis and research projects, the term ‘community’ refers to
a group of people who share a common location or area with loose or specific
geographical boundaries (these boundaries may be debated and change over
time), where there are identifiable social institutions and networks, and the
residents have a sense of identity or ‘belongingness’ to the area. The problems
encountered when defining rurality are discussed in the chapter one of the
exegesis.

Summary
In this section of the portfolio, I have identified the purpose of my Doctorate of
Education studies as being to identify ways in which to improve the preparation
for rural practice provided in pre-service social work and welfare courses in
Australia. I have provided appropriate personal background and indicated the
mechanisms taken in the research to avoid the potential limitations of being a
quasi insider-researcher. The doctoral program focuses on the question of how
to improve the preparation of students for rural welfare practice. To address this
question, it identifies ways to include rural practice issues in pre-service social
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work and welfare courses so that well qualified and well prepared students take
up the opportunities to work in rural communities. I hope that better education
about rural welfare practice will address some of the problems identified in
studies of workforce recruitment and retention.

To enable a complete understanding of the topic, and to develop the
foundations for a new framework for rural welfare practice, the course work and
research units were each specifically designed to investigate different
contextual factors. Education is not provided in a vacuum so an understanding
of broader contextual issues related to the provision of welfare services and
education for the profession was necessary.

The nature of rural welfare practice was examined through a literature review in
a coursework unit (Key factors for rural welfare practice in Australia) and also in
the analysis of six case studies of rural welfare practitioners in the first research
project (The challenges of providing effective and ethical welfare services in
small, highly interactive rural communities: Six case studies from the Western
Region of Victoria). These studies provided a foundation for chapter two of the
exegesis: “Rural social welfare practice in Australia: Key themes”. The findings
provide a basis for considering the elements necessary for pre-service
education that prepares students for work in rural areas.

The broader social and educational context in which social work and welfare
courses are provided was explored in the second coursework unit ‘Social work
and welfare education: Teaching in a postmodern world’. This review found that
there are significant pressures on the welfare profession in a fundamentally
changed ‘welfare state’. The education sector has also experienced significant
change. This literature review also looked at the theoretical material presented
to students which might indirectly assist in their preparation for rural practice,
such as generalist, structural, post-structural, anti-oppressive and radical
practice approaches. The second research project ‘Teaching students about
rural practice: The emphasis on rural issues and practice in the content of social
work and welfare courses in Australia’, used an analysis of course web-sites,
and a comparison with Sturmey’s (1992) study, to determine the extent to which
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rural welfare practice issues were included in the curriculum of welfare and
social work courses. The findings of these studies contribute to chapters three
and four of the exegesis.

The knowledge-base about rural welfare practice has been identified as underdeveloped. Research into education for social work and welfare practice has
been identified as inadequate. Pre-service education for the complex practice
issues that arise in rural social welfare practice has been criticised as
inadequate by several authors and by rural social welfare workers.

The various projects and the exegesis that make up the Doctorate of Education
program provide a detailed account of rural welfare practice in Australia, and a
foundation for improving learning about practice in rural contexts in pre-service
social work and welfare courses.

Section two contains the exegesis which is broken into a number of chapters.
The first chapter provides an overview of rural Australia, an analysis of the key
themes related to rural welfare practice, and the importance of rural social
welfare delivery in the Australian context. Later chapters explore the current
social and political context within which welfare services and social work and
welfare education are provided, followed by a discussion of curriculum matters
related to rural welfare practice. Finally, I propose a new educational construct
called ‘Adjusting the lens’. I argue that this construct will enhance the
preparation of social work and welfare students for rural practice by providing
an easy mechanism to encourage the inclusion of rural practice issues in preservice education. I begin the exegesis by setting the scene and describing
some overall characteristics of contemporary rural Australia.
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SECTION 2
THE EXEGESIS

The practitioner stands where horizontal and vertical ties intersect, where individuals
merge with their local and geographically extended communities, where individual
responsibility and community commitment meet, where formal and informal care
interact, and where social well-being interfaces with market forces, political processes,
shared spirituality, physical well-being and education. The social care practitioner is the
human being who, inevitably imperfectly, must navigate between the pristine tidiness of
theoretical formulations and the messiness of real world demands within this sea of
human interaction.

Cheers (1998, p.273)
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Chapter 1

Rural Australia: The context of practice

Rural society has experienced considerable upheaval in recent times
as a result of the extraordinary changes in Australia’s orientation to the
world at large and as a result of the changing ideological framework
driving policy development…[and].. globalisation and neo-liberalism
have combined to create major inequities in Australian society best
illustrated in the city/country divide.

Alston (2002a, p. 214)
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Introduction
As previously discussed in section one, the exegesis draws on work completed
in the coursework units, the research projects and associated projects and
extends and elaborates the line of enquiry. The purpose of this doctoral
program is to improve the pre-service preparation of students for rural social
welfare practice by providing a foundation from which a framework can be
developed for teaching purposes. The exegesis draws together the information
gathered in the course of the doctoral studies, and then proposes an
educational construct for use in teaching welfare and social work students about
differences in context and how theory and practice models may need to be
modified in professional welfare practice.

To proceed with this endeavour, it is necessary to understand the social and
political context in which rural welfare practice and service delivery is provided
in rural Australia. As the quote by Alston (2002a) on the previous page
indicates, there has been massive political, social and economic change
affecting rural Australia, with rural Australians being substantially disadvantaged
compared to their urban counterparts.

Definitions of rurality are socially constructed, often contested and change over
time (Cheers, 1998; Martinez-Brawley, 2000; Pugh, 2000). Any definition
depends on the purpose for which it is constructed, and by whom it is
constructed. Providing a clear and unambiguous definition of rurality has been
problematic for many researchers, academics, and social and public policy
makers (Cheers, 1998; Dunn, 1989; La Nauze, 1994; Lynn, 1990; MartinezBrawley, 2000; Munn & Munn, 2003; Pugh, 2000).
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La Nauze (1994) sums up the difficulty:
The term rural carries with it considerable ambiguity and lack of consensus … [and]… It
is a term frequently used both in the literature and in a variety of practice forums, but
the frequent failure to be clear about its meaning not only creates a lack of analytic
precision but also, as Dunn (1989, p.12) points out “helps generate and maintain
stereotypes and misconceptions” (La Nauze, 1994, p. 61).

Publications that relate to rural settings use varying definitions of rurality. There
is even little consistency in the definition of rurality within Australian State and
Federal government departments, despite the importance of such definitions in
designating disadvantage and allocating resources (Smith, 2004). Currently,
several factors that are pertinent to the concept of rurality are used by
government departments, in varying degrees, to define rurality: geographical
location (often with different boundaries and areas depending on the
department), distance from a capital city, economic base or by population size.
Use of a common definition of the categories of rurality, on which decisions for
the provision of services can be made, is absent. The lack of use of a common
definition leads to inconsistent decision-making between departments (Cheers,
1998). Although some classification systems have been introduced in an effort
to provide a systematic way of considering levels of rurality, they are not always
consistently applied.

These classification systems take into account quantifiable factors such as:
geographical remoteness, accessibility to services, and population size. Three
systems have been utilised in Australia in recent years to identify levels of
rurality: the Australian Standard Geographical Classification (ASGC), most
recently reviewed in 1996; the Accessibility Remoteness Index of Australia
(ARIA), designed in 1999 and refined in 2001; and the Rural, Remote and
Metropolitan Areas classification (RRMA), designed in 1994 (Smith, 2004).

ASGC is population-based, whereas ARIA uses a systematic measure of
accessibility of rural communities along the road network to service centres.
ARIA uses an index of remoteness to indicate levels of rurality. ARIA considers
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remoteness as a “factor of the relative distance one must travel to access the
full range of service” (Australian Bureau of Statistics, [ABS], 2003b). ARIA
provides a structure for defining remoteness and uses six categories and a
scale labelled according to relative levels of remoteness. Some problems with
the ARIA index have been identified. For example, some areas are categorised
at a low score on the scale, (meaning access to a service centre is good),
although

the

residents

would

argue

that

they

experience

significant

disadvantage due to lack of service providers within the service centre. For
example, there may be no doctors or specialists available in the service centre
due to recruitment and retention problems. Factors such as terrain are not
included as measures in the scale, and so access to a particular service centre
may be quite poor in real terms. RRMA is also based on population numbers
and an index of remoteness (National Health and Medical Research Council,
2002; Smith, 2004). Despite these attempts to quantify levels of rurality (and
therefore remoteness), definitions of rurality in the literature remain vague and
inconclusive.

It has been suggested that definitions of rurality fall into one of several groups
(Barnes, 1993). The first group uses urban as the norm, and then classifies
everything else as rural. Examples of this usage occur when writers use
definitions such as ‘living outside metropolitan areas’ or ‘or outside towns and
cities with populations of [a certain number]’. Criticism of such urbo-centric
definitions has been made by several Australian authors (Dunn, 1989; La
Nauze, 1994; Lockie, 2000). The casting of rural as ‘the other’ enforces a
dichotomy between rural and urban, with urban being ‘the norm’.

Another group of definitions of rurality use population size, and everything
below a particular quantum is designated as rural. Or they use particular
quantifiable characteristics to indicate rurality, such as population size,
population density, geographic location and economic activity. The use of these
factors in the definition of rurality can be seen in the various classification
systems discussed earlier. According to Barnes’ (1993) framework, another
group uses subjective means to determine rurality. That is, using the selfidentification of people and organisations as ‘rural’ is used to determine whether
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a particular area should be regarded as rural. Subjective identification has a
strong impact on sense of self and identity, expectations and conceptual
frameworks. It also influences the person’s understanding of their social status.
Typically, rural people strongly believe they are distinct and different from urban
people (Mellow, 2005).

Many authors who write about rural social welfare issues prefer to use a
combination of factors for their definitions of rurality. Pugh (2000 p.11) suggests
that “practically, the problems of definition can be avoided by conceptualising a
continuum from low to high density, that is from rural to urban”. Such a
continuum, using a multidimensional construct of rurality, has been proposed by
several rural welfare authors (Cheers, 1998; Martinez-Brawley, 2000; Pugh,
2000). It is suggested that a multi-dimensional construct would include
quantifiable factors such as population size and density, distance and access to
major service centres, access and provision of a range of services and utilities.
It would also include less easily quantifiable factors such as a community’s
power and influence over decisions which directly affect it, socio-cultural or
lifestyle perspectives, and self-identification as rural (Cheers 1998). By using a
multidimensional construct as a basis for the continuum, it is argued that
similarities and differences between rural, remote and urban contexts can be
expressed. Problems affecting people in rural areas may be similar to those
experienced in urban areas, but some are different, experienced differently or
are exacerbated by rural or remote contexts. The use of a multidimensional
continuum also assists us to recognise differences not only between urban and
rural, but also between various urban, rural and remote contexts.

Perhaps it is reasonable to “not dwell too long on the admittedly complex task of
defining the concepts of rural and remote” (Cheers, 1998, p.11) when broadly
discussing rural matters. Like Cheers (1998) I will not dwell too long on
determining a precise definition of rurality and use a multi-dimensional
continuum that includes a range of quantifiable and subjective factors as
proposed by Cheers (1998), Pugh (2000) and Martinez-Brawley (2000). I will
also assume that those practitioners and authors who identify themselves and
their work as ‘rural’ do so on the basis of a similar definition. For the purposes of
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this doctorate, and for simplicity of language, I will use the term ‘rural’ to include
remote communities unless it is necessary to be more precise.

A snapshot of rural Australia
Australia is a large land mass of almost 7.7 million square kilometres. It is
almost as large as the USA (excluding Alaska), and about fifty percent larger
than Europe if the former United Socialist Soviet Republic (USSR) is excluded
(Bodor, Green, Zapf & Lonne, 2004). The Australian population in May 2005
was 20.3 million (ABS, 2005b). Australia is the most urbanised country in the
world. The five largest capital cities, mostly located on the eastern coastal strip,
are home to over half the entire population (Smith, 2004). Approximately thirty
percent of the population live outside capital cities (Commonwealth Department
of Health and Aged Care [CDHAC], 2000). Geography and climate play a large
part in determining population density, and Australia has great variation from
the tropical north to the temperate south, and massive, sparsely populated,
central arid regions. Australia is the most sparsely populated country in the
world. In relation to land area, it has an average population density of 2.1 per
sq/km, compared with Canada at 3.3, the USA with 30.7 and USSR at 8.5
(Bodor, Green, Lonne & Zapf, 2004). The south-eastern corner, comprising the
coastal regions of South Australia, Victoria, New South Wales and the lower
coastal area of Queensland, has the most concentrated population (Smith,
2004).

The following map of Australia provides a general picture of population density.
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Map 1. Remoteness Areas Across Australia: 2001 (ABS, 2003b)
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Current trends indicate a continued drift of the population from rural to urban
locations (Saltman, Gumpert, Allen-Kelly & Zubrzycki, 2004). According to the
ABS (2003c), in a snapshot of recent trends in Australia, the fastest population
growth was in major cities (13%), and in inner city areas (14%), while growth in
remote areas was less than five percent. Along the eastern coastal strip, some
population centres are experiencing rapid growth as people, mainly ‘baby
boomers’ seeking better lifestyles and retirement options, move to more
attractive coastal areas (Salt, 2001; Smith, 2004). For example, the population
of Hervey Bay Queensland has risen from 6,000 to 44,000 in the past three
decades,

predominantly

due

to

increasing

tourism

creating

business

opportunities, and its mild climate and coastal location that makes it an ideal
retirement destination (Salt, 2001). In contrast, many of the inland rural towns
(about 40%) are either experiencing declining populations, or have no growth,
as younger people move away for job or other opportunities, and older residents
choose to retire to more attractive, usually coastal, areas (Smith, 2004; Tonts,
2000).

There are some benefits and problems caused by migration from cities and
inland regions. Such population movement is caused not only by retirees or ‘sea
or tree changers’ who are seeking an improved lifestyle, but also by
disadvantaged people seeking cheaper accommodation, and through forced
relocation (Murphy, 2002; Salt, 2001). In-migration changes the area’s
demographics and culture. Population growth can lead to better social services
in an area over time, and a possibility of maintaining services such as schools,
hospitals, banks and shops. But in-migration often puts strain on service
provision, and local governments and community agencies are frequently
unable to cope with the influx (Murphy, 2002; Vinson, 1999). Both the numbers
of new residents and their personal circumstances cause strain to health and
welfare services. For example, retirees often leave behind their natural support
systems, and are at an age when health and other problems can occur. Another
set of problems can arise when poorer urban residents move to country areas in
response to high city prices. These new residents may have difficulties in
finding employment, and managing the higher cost of transport and other living
costs. They may also experience other difficulties in settling in, adapting to a
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rural lifestyle and creating new personal support systems. In-migration of
wealthier people to some ‘more desirable’ areas leads to a gentrification
process similar to that experienced in the inner suburbs of capital cities. Poorer,
local residents are often displaced in this process. Formal support systems are
frequently unable to cope with the increased demand. Other communities
struggle to survive as out-migration reduces the formal and informal services
and reduces population.

It is important to remember that rural communities are very diverse. Rural
Australia is not homogeneous. All rural people do not have the same life
experiences, and they are not all farmers. There are massive differences
between, and even within, regions and towns (for an evocative description of
these differences in remote Western Australia see Ruth, 1999). For some
sections of the rural population, particularly those close to regional centres, or
on the eastern seaboard, their service access and social indicators may be
comparable to those of urban sectors of the population. For other communities
there is significant disadvantage (Ruth, 1999; Vinson, 1999). Overall, rural
Australians are generally financially poorer than their urban counterparts and
widespread and increasing rural poverty is a growing concern (Alston, 2000).
However, discourses about rural disadvantage often disguise the real situation.
For example “the media accounts of widespread personal and family problems
have been framed by a discourse of drought induced ‘crisis’ [rather than]
“entrenched or chronic problems that, in many cases, pre-dated the drought or
were peripheral to it” (Hall & Scheltens, 2005, p. 355).

The statistics indicate that the rural population in Australia is aging, men
outnumber women, there are proportionally fewer young adults aged 17-25 than
in urban areas, and more adults aged 30-55. School completion rates diminish
as a direct proportion to remoteness. There are relatively more married couples,
and divorce and separation are less likely in rural areas. Rural people are more
likely to be self-employed, work longer hours and often work from home,
although less than one-fifth are farmers and the number of farming families is
decreasing (ABS, 2003c; Cheers, 1998).
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It is well established that rural Australians have a poorer health status than their
urban counterparts (CDHAC, 2000; Human Rights and Equal Opportunity
Commission [HREOC], 1999). Their general standard of health is lower, they
are more often hospitalised, mortality and morbidity rates are higher, and they
have fewer health services and other resources to assist them (CDHAC, 2000).
On many scales of social health and well being, including employment,
remuneration, education and health, rural Australians are significantly
disadvantaged compared to urban Australians (Cheers 1992, 1998; HREOC,
1999; Strong, Titulaer, Trickett & Bhatia, 1998; Titulaer, Trickett & Bhatia,
1997). Proportionally, rural Australians, particularly young males, have one of
the highest suicide rates in the world (Bourke, 1999; Commonwealth
Department of Health and Welfare Services, 1997).

The statistics related to the indigenous population are uncertain due to various
difficulties in the identification of Indigenous Australians. In 2001, there were
approximately 460,000 Indigenous Australians, and their population is
increasing although this increase is predominantly in urban areas (ABS, 2003d).
Of the indigenous population, most (approximately 74%) live in major cities, or
outer and inner regional centres, while the remainder (approximately 26%), live
in remote or very remote areas. In comparison, only two percent of the nonindigenous population lives in remote or very remote areas. Most Indigenous
Australians in these remote/very remote areas live in Aboriginal or Torres Strait
Islander communities (ABS, 2003a, 2003d).

Indigenous people have experienced “theft of the land, theft of children and theft
of human rights” (Smith, 2004, p.27). Some say the policies promulgated by
various governments have been tantamount to ethnic cleansing (Cemlyn &
Briskman, 2002).

Most indigenous Australians experience extreme disadvantage compared with
other Australians. Indigenous people living in rural and remote areas fare much
worse than indigenous people in urban areas and experience higher mortality
across all age groups, higher death rates from preventable diseases, and
access to health and other services is very poor (ABS, 2003a, 2003d; Australian
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Institute of Health and Welfare [AIHW], 2004; Cheers, 1998). In comparison to
indigenous people in other similar countries the health status of Indigenous
Australians is generally poorer (Smith, 2004).
The morbidity and mortality rates for indigenous Australians are higher than for any
other population group in Australia. In the more remote areas of the country these rates
are similar to those applying in third world countries... [and]… the issues involved in
Indigenous health are complex and challenging. The importance of working in
partnership with Indigenous people and organisations is critical (Australian College of
Health Service Executives, 2005, p.4).

The lifespan for Indigenous Australians is approximately twenty years less than
for non-indigenous Australians (ABS, 2003d; HREOC, 1999). Infant mortality,
for babies born of Indigenous mothers, remains a significant problem (AIHW,
2004).

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities in remote areas also
experience major problems with the availability and maintenance of
infrastructure. For example, although they have access to essential drinking
water, most remote indigenous communities are reliant on bore water and also
experience frequent faults and interruptions to essential services such as
electricity and sewerage systems (ABS, 2003a).

Overall, in comparison to the national population, Indigenous Australians earn
lower incomes, are less likely to participate in education, are more likely to have
been in police custody or jail, and family violence is perceived by almost half of
the indigenous population to be a common problem particularly in rural areas
(HREOC, 1997,1999). The children and young people of indigenous families
continue to be significantly over-represented in ‘out of home’ care with nonindigenous families through state intervention (Cheers, 1998; HREOC, 1997;
1999).

These multiple problems are evidence, according to Cemlyn & Briskman (2002),
of a destructive and ethnocentric approach to the provision of services to
indigenous communities by a succession of Australian governments.
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This

approach

by

governments

has

fundamentally

failed

Indigenous

Australians, and Cemlyn and Briskman (2002) argue that
These factors are symptomatic of a relationship with the state characterised by a lack of
understanding of Aboriginal culture and Aboriginal aspirations, and dominated by an
ethnocentric approach to policy-making and practice. Australia has been listed as being
in breach of adherence to international human rights (Cemlyn & Briskman, 2002, p. 52).

Service delivery of health and welfare programs, particularly when Westernoriented, has posed and indeed created many problems for Indigenous
Australians (Submission from the Central Australian Aboriginal Congress, Alice
Springs NT, quoted in HREOC, 1999, p.5). The supposition that Westernoriented approaches to service delivery will be culturally acceptable to
indigenous peoples has been vigorously disputed (Cemlyn & Briskman, 2002;
Wakerman, Matthews, Hill & Gibson, 2000). Existing government policies to
redress issues related to indigenous health and rural disadvantage are
considered to be ineffective by many key authors (Alston, 2000, 2002a, 2002b;
Cheers, 1998; Smith, 2004).

Australia’s government is centrally-based in that most power is vested in the
Federal

government,

followed

by

state

governments

and

then

local

governments. Local government is relatively powerless within this system.
There are problems related to the provision of core services such as education,
health and welfare services to rural and remote areas. Urban-based policies
and programs, replicated in rural areas, have often been unsuccessful and have
failed to provide the support, care and community development needed as rural
communities and individuals grapple with major social and economic changes in
Australia (Archer, 2000; Cheers, 1998) and elsewhere (Templeman & Mitchell,
2002).
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Centralisation of service delivery by the Federal government and major welfare
organisations has both positive and negative aspects, as Cheers (1998)
explains:
Centralisation has the potential to provide a universal safety net, similar service
standards for all organisations no matter where they are located, and an equitable
distribution of resources across regions, groups and individuals according to relative
need. Central organisations can also provide agencies at the periphery with access to
funding and other resources, including specialised expertise. But because they are
urban based, staff of centralised structures generally have little understanding of
specific rural contexts and, consequently can experience difficulties fitting services with
needs and adequately presenting rural interest (Cheers, 1998, p.181).

Centralised programs, which are based on urbo-centric (or metrocentric)
approaches are often unable to be ‘customised’ to local conditions and
therefore can be ineffective (Archer, 2000; Cheers, 1998; Templeman &
Mitchell, 2002). As social and economic conditions, and the provision of
services, depend on Federal government policy, the ideology underpinning
government decisions is important to consider.

Several authors argue that the promulgation of neo-liberal policies by the
Federal government in Australia has had significant and lasting negative effects
on rural communities in the late 20th and early 21st centuries (Alston, 2002a,
2002b; Lynn, 1999, 2004; Gray & Lawrence, 2001; O’Toole, 1999). There is a
discussion of the impact of neo-liberal policies on the general provision of
welfare services and professional education later in the exegesis, in chapter
three.

There is convincing evidence that with the lack of effective rural economic and
social policies by the current Federal government, rural people have
experienced significant dislocation, disadvantage, despair and alienation (Alston
2000, 2002a, 2002b; Gray &Lawrence, 2001: Lockie & Bourke, 2001; Pritchard
& McManus, 2000). The adoption of neo-liberal ideologies has affected rural
communities differentially. Some rural communities have viable industries such
as mining or tourism, or are relatively large and can act as service centres for a
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region. These types of rural communities are doing relatively well (Cheers &
Taylor, 2001). Other communities have protective factors and are resilient
communities, able to respond to crises “in ways that strengthen community
bonds, resources and the community’s capacity to cope” (Chenoweth & Stehlik,
2001, p.47). However, many rural communities have experienced the removal
of services such as banks, schools, and medical services, and are greatly
disadvantaged (Alston, 2000; Briskman, 1999; Cheers & Taylor, 2001;
Chenoweth & Stehlick, 2001; O’Toole, 1999; Pincott, 2004).

O’Toole (1999) has been particularly critical of the economic rationalist
approach adopted by Federal governments since the mid-1980s and the
corresponding Kennett government’s ‘reforms’ in the State of Victoria, during
the 1990s. The outcomes of these ‘reforms’ were that the provision of schools,
hospitals and other community institutions in rural areas were ‘rationalised’ with
a corresponding reduction in the number and provision of these services.
O’Toole (1999) argues that the promulgation of the policies driven by neo-liberal
ideology has had massive negative social and economic affects on rural
communities.
Together with the downsizing in federal government and private sector firms, the
reforms in Victoria resulted in an accelerated downturn in the regional workforce and its
services. Three of the most significant local public institutions in regional Victoria were
schools, hospitals and local government. All three not only supplied work in the local
community, they also provided a local community focus. Any dislocation to these
services would often mean that many local communities would become unsustainable.
Despite all this, the Kennett government, driven by its zeal to reinvent the total
processes of governance in Victoria, proceeded with their reforms (O’Toole, 1999,
p.67).

Since neo-liberal governments gained power in the 1990s, similar changes
have been experienced across Australia to a greater or lesser degree. There is
no doubt the rapid rate of change has had dramatic effects in rural areas. Rural
restructuring, drought, recession, increased unemployment, population decline,
economic rationalisation, marketisation, commercialisation and globalisation
have taken their toll. In addition, many economic and public policies, based on
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neo-liberal ‘reforms’, have created disadvantages for some groups within rural
communities in Australia and in other Western countries (Alston, 2002a, 2002b;
Bourke & Lockie, 2001; Chenoweth & Stehlik, 2001; Gray & Lawrence, 2001;
Gibelman, 1995; Pugh, 2001). Neo-liberalist approaches tend to ‘blame the
victims’ for experiencing disadvantage, according to Lockie (2000), who says
that:
While these alternative discourses [of social and environmental crisis] argue the need to
consider the human dimension of economic change, neo-liberalism constructs this
human dimension as the responsibility of those affected. Similarly, neo-liberalism
constructs the environmental dimensions of economic change as an example of market
failure best dealt with by better information (Lockie, 2000, p.29).

Rural people, directly experiencing major social and economic disadvantages,
are often blamed for their own disadvantage through being conservative and
unable to take on new challenges, despite evidence to the contrary (Briskman,
1999). Despite significant social and economic disadvantage, since the early
1990s Australian State and Federal governments have introduced policies that
have centralised and rationalised health, education and social services and
enacting these policies has led to a withdrawal of government services in rural
areas (O’Toole, 1999).

Pincott (2004) concludes that the extent of the problems arising from service
withdrawal in rural communities became starkly apparent during the 1990s and
early 2000s.
The withdrawal of services from rural, remote and regional communities in Australia
over the last decade has been almost without parallel. Far too often the service is
terminated without appropriate discussion with the community involved, with follow on
effects that could not possibly be considered by the decision makers. Services essential
to communities in the important areas of health, education, communication, banking,
have all been decimated, with unfortunate results far beyond the initial loss (Pincott,
2004, p.210).
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There has been a corresponding loss of employment, networks, infrastructure
and social capital in rural Australia (Gray & Lawrence, 2001). Some authors
believe, that as a result of globalisation and government social and economic
policies, that a rural underclass has emerged in which people are
disempowered by social and political structures and have few real opportunities
to change their circumstances (Alston, 2000; Lawrence, 1987). In Australia, in
the early 2000s it was apparent that rural communities had become increasingly
politicised and had begun to resist “what they have seen as urban governments,
which have not understood both the unique needs of rural Australia and its
centrality to national economic and social well-being” (Lockie, 2000, p.17).

A significant proportion of rural people “have become disaffected by the major
political parties and the perceived failures of those parties to address a host of
apparently endemic social and economic crises” Lockie (2000, p. 14).

The experience and perception of rural disadvantage and marginalisation are
widespread, and rural voters have become disillusioned by the major political
parties as they have failed to address the long-term rural social and economic
disadvantages (Archer, 2000; Lockie, 2000). Rural voters have begun to be
recognised as a political force.
Election results support this conclusion. For example, perceptions of frustration and a
sense of neglect among voters in rural electorates are factors that contributed to the
rise of the One Nation Party, especially in the 1998 Queensland election … In this
context, perceptions of a bias to the cities, and to Sydney in particular, in the
implementation of coalition neo-liberal policies are a major element in this electoral
disaffection (Archer, 2000, p.2).

In discussing the history of the national Country Party Australia, Green (2001,
p.61) says that “Australia is unusual among Western democracies in that the
rural-urban divide has spawned a political party dedicated to representing rural
interests”. The Country Party held significant political power in earlier times,
even through it held a rural focus in an urban nation. However, Green (2001)
argues that its power has waned, due to its coalition and subservience to the
Liberal party, its strong endorsement of economic rationalism and other neo45

liberal policies which have had negative impacts on rural Australia, and the
emergence of other parties and Independents. Archer (2000) agrees with Green
(2001) that there is now extreme volatility in politics due to the growing
prominence of rural issues.
The extreme urbanisation of the country has allowed for misunderstandings between
the regional and the metropolitan populations to develop into what Deputy Prime
Minister John Anderson has called the problem of “two nations”. Regional policy
formulation is now in a state of major upheaval, and this presents a challenge to the
academy, as well as to political leaders. The state of non-metropolitan Australia has
become a major issue of public policy. This was acknowledged and dramatised by
Prime Minister John Howard’s controversial “listening” tour through country regions in
early February 2000. State governments are also concerned to be seen to be dealing
with this problem area (Archer, 2000, p.1).

This effort by some politicians to take into account rural and regional issues has
not led to a major reform of policy and appears to be merely window dressing.
Politicians have begun to rediscover the usefulness of adherence, at least
superficially, to national myths, such as the ‘Australian Legend’ to garner
electoral support (Brett, 2003; Lockie, 2000).

Summary and brief conclusions
This chapter has provided a discussion of the definitions of rurality, and
determined

that

multidimensional

in

this

exegesis,

continuum

including

rurality
both

will

be

considered

quantifiable

and

as

a

subjective

elements. It also provided a snapshot of contemporary rural Australia, and a
discussion of recent social and political changes which have affected rural
Australians.

A significant proportion of the national population (approximately 30%) lives in
rural areas although Australia is the most urbanised population in the world.
Rural Australia is diverse, but in general terms the rural population is ageing,
men outnumber women, and there are proportionally fewer young people in
rural areas than in urban areas. The rural population is, overall, declining
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although there is some in-migration to pleasant coastal or rural areas, mostly in
the south-east corner of Australia. Rural Australia has experienced recent rapid
economic, social and political changes. Changes include rural restructuring,
recession, the pressures of globalisation, and the application of neo-liberal
policies such as economic rationalisation. In many rural communities, key
institutions such as banks, schools and hospitals have been closed. These
fundamental changes have “undermined the viability of many of those
institutions of rural life around which a sense of community often revolved”
(Pugh, 2000, p.51). It is argued that governments have failed to effectively
address the significant disadvantage of rural people, particularly that of
Indigenous Australians. The health and well-being status of indigenous
Australians is appalling when compared to that of the non-indigenous
population.

A range of social indicators such as health, access to services, employment,
economic well-being, and education indicate rural Australians are significantly
disadvantaged compared to their urban counterparts. Central organisations,
while they provide the opportunity to provide a universal safety net, often fail to
take into account the rural context in which these services are delivered as they
use urbo-centric models in their design. While often marginalised in the debates
of institutions that provide services and develop social and public policy, rural
people have begun to use the electoral system to voice their anger at the
systematic disadvantage that prevailing economic and public policies have
created. The “lives of residents are deeply implicated in wider cultural workings,
and concepts of marginality and difference” (Crawford, 1999, p.117).

As a response to social and economic crises experienced in rural areas, there
has been increased demand for social welfare activities and support, and a
steady growth in the human service sector in rural areas (Chenoweth, 2004;
Chenoweth & Stehlik, 2001; Lonne & Cheers, 2000). Rural welfare
professionals live and work within their rural communities and experience
personally and professionally the effects of this milieu. The context greatly
impacts on welfare practice, and the next chapter identifies key issues in rural
social welfare practice.
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CHAPTER 2

RURAL SOCIAL WELFARE PRACTICE IN
AUSTRALIA: KEY THEMES

[It is possible to identify]… two levels at which professionals differentiate
rural and urban work. The first concerns structural features of rural sites: fewer
resources, the likelihood of dual relationships, and norms which professionals
perceive to be unique to rural culture, such as attitudes to seeking professional
help. The second has to do with the ways in which professional practice is
modified in response to these perceived differences. Some practitioners “simply
make do with less” modifying practice only when necessary (doctors for
example). Other groups appear to reshape professional standards and identity
at a more significant level, arguing for the development of codes of conduct,
protocols, training programs, and an occupational identity unique to rural
practitioners. The various degrees to which practice is modified suggest a
range of interpretations of what it means to be a rural professional.

Mellow (2005, p.57)
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Introduction
In the quote provided at the beginning of this chapter, Mellow (2005), drawing
upon a comparative, cross-discipline study of rural and urban human service
professionals, argues there are two levels that differentiate professional practice
in rural and urban areas: the structural features of rural settings, and the
modification of practice which occurs in response to these structural factors. In
the past few decades, in the rural social work and welfare literature, it appears
widely accepted that rural welfare practice has some significant differences from
urban practice and is distinct - although the nature and extent of these
differences is debated. Work by writers such as Johnson (1980), MartinezBrawley (1980a, 1980b, 1982, 1985, 1986) and Waltman (1986) was followed
by a number of key texts about working in rural areas and in the last decade or
so there seems to have been an increase in interest in rural social welfare
practice. This chapter draws upon material from the coursework unit ‘Key
factors for rural welfare practice in Australia’ (see also Green, 2003c in Section
six) and the research unit ‘The challenges of providing effective and ethical
welfare services in small, highly interactive rural communities: Six case studies
from the Western Region of Victoria’ (see also Green, 2003b in Section six) and
the Collaborative rural practice research project conducted with Robyn Mason.

Several authors across Australia, Canada, USA, and the UK have published
texts about rural social work and welfare practice (for example: Briskman &
Lynn, 1999; Cheers, 1998; Collier, 1993; Francis & Henderson, 1992; Ginsberg,
1998; Martinez-Brawley, 1990, 2000; Pugh, 2000). Some authors have offered
comparisons between urban and rural social welfare workers (Puckett &
Frederico,1992; York, Denton & Moran, 1989), while others have compared
different professional groups (Mellow, 2005; Montgomery, 2000). Some authors
have offered comparisons between countries, such as Australia and the USA
(Saltman, Gumpert, Allen-Kelly & Zubrzycki, 2004), Australia and Canada
(Bodor, Green, Lonne & Zapf, 2004), the USA and Latin America (MartinezBrawley, 1980b) and the USA and Britain (Martinez-Brawley, 1982). Many
authors have commented upon the difficulties and social disadvantages
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experienced by rural people and the social welfare profession’s obligation to be
politically active in addressing these disadvantages (Alston, 2002a, 2002b;
Briskman, 1999; Cemlyn & Briskman, 2002; Cheers, 1998; Healy, 2003).
Models which support the development of social action and politicisation in rural
social work have been developed (Lynn, 1990a, 1990b, 1992, 1996; MartinezBrawley, 1980b, 1982, 1985). Valuable case studies about rural practice have
been published (Briskman & Lynn, 1999; Krieg Mayer, 2001). The innovative
work done by social welfare workers in many Australian rural communities has
also been highlighted (Briskman, 1999; Briskman & Lynn, 1999; Chenoweth &
Stehlik, 2001, 2002; Crofts & Begg, 2005; Munn, 2003; Munn & Munn, 2003).

It is important to acknowledge rural communities are diverse and there is no
such thing as a distinct ‘singular’ rural culture. All rural communities are not the
same and rural communities are socially complex and differentiated (Pugh,
2004). Cultures change over time and geographical differences have an impact,
so time and space must both be taken into account when talking about rural
culture(s) along with theoretical understandings of these concepts (Gray &
Phillips, 2001; Stehlik, 2001). There appears general consensus in rural social
welfare literature that rural people believe they are different to urban people,
personal networks are stronger through the multiple roles which exist in small
rural communities and there are strong family values. There is more reliance on
informal support networks rather than on formal support services and social
relations which are characteristic of gemeinschaft, (that is more intimate, face-to
face interactions) characterised by informality (Mellow, 2005). There also
appears to be more reliance on intergenerational thinking, and self-reliance,
resilience and resourcefulness are highly valued.

Small-scale studies comparing work practices of urban and rural social welfare
workers were conducted by Puckett & Frederico, (1992) and York, Denton &
Moran (1989). Findings from these studies have generally indicated that rural
social welfare workers more frequently adopt a community focus and engage
more often in social planning, service coordination, community development,
and networking than those employed in urban areas. The rural social work
practice models proposed by Lynn (1990a), Chenoweth (2004) and Alston
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(2005) all endorse a community approach. Cheers (1998) in his critical book
‘Welfare Bushed’ argues that existing models of social care have failed rural
people as they have not been community-embedded, and have not taken into
account rural culture and the affect of the rural context on professional practice
and service delivery. Cheers (1998) argues that the most critical aspect of rural
practice is that
social care practice is not merely influenced by the rural context – practice and
practitioners are integral parts of that context. Practitioners relate with people personally
and professionally. What they do, personally and professionally, affects how people
view and respond to them... They have feelings and opinions about their communities;
and other residents have feelings and opinions about them. They and their ‘clients’ do
not leave these at the door when they walk into the social care office. Nor do they leave
behind what has transpired there (Cheers, 1998, p.221).

The existence of rural practitioners in the community, where they are known
personally as well as professionally, has an influence on their practice, on
themselves as individual members of the community and, in some respects, the
wider community according to Cheers (1998) and Mellow (2005). In a recent
Canadian study, Mellow (2005) identified significant differences in approach,
lifestyle and experience between urban and rural human services workers.
According to Mellow (2005) professionalism is an urban concept and that “rural
life problematizes the notion of professionalism” (Mellow, 2005, p.50).

In identifying key factors relevant for rural social welfare practice, I have chosen
to consider four inter-related themes. The four themes were developed by
inductive and deductive analysis of the data gathered in the research project
‘Rural Welfare Practice: Stories from the Western Region of Victoria’ and the
‘Collaborative rural practice research project’.

While the data can be clustered in several ways (for example Montgomery,
(2000) identified three broad categories in a study which looked at a range of
professional groups in rural areas: community and culturally related issues,
professional and work-related issues, and personal and social issues), I have
developed four broad, inter-related themes as useful in constructing the
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discussion. These themes related to broad factors which influence rural welfare
practice such as myths about rurality, the urbo-centricity of programs and
policies, and other social or political factors; use of particular practice models
that are considered necessary for rural welfare practice; identification and
management of professional practice issues including “extra-ethical” issues,
and the organisational context which relates to employment and management
issues.

The following diagram provides a representation of the inter-relatedness of the
doctoral work relevant to developing the key themes, summarises the key
themes, and links the themes to the purpose of the doctorate in improving preservice education for rural social welfare practitioners.
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Figure 1. Development of Key Themes

Key factors for rural
welfare practice in
Australia

Broad influences
• Myths about rurality
• Urbo-centricity of
policy
• Complexity of
practice
• Lack of specialist
services

The challenges of providing
effective and ethical welfare
services in small, highly
interactive rural
communities: Six case
studies from the Western
Region of Victoria

Collaborative rural
practice research project

Identification and
management of professional
practice issues
• Duty of care
• Confidentiality
• Dual and multiple
roles and role
blurring
• Lack of anonymity
• Safety and security
• Community
‘belongingness’
• What is
‘professionalism in
this context?
Organisational context
• Preparation,
Recruitment and
retention
• Service provision
• Supervision and
debriefing
• Job stress and strain
• Organisational
culture/ environment
• Employment
Preparation and education
for rural welfare practice
• Rural content
• Rural models of
practice
• Lack of induction
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Preparation in pre-service social work and welfare courses for rural welfare practice

Use of particular practice
models
• Generalist
• Community
development and
the community
context
• Use of networking
• Service delivery and
service co-ordination

The four themes
Broad influences
There are a variety of perceptions and myths about rural communities and rural
peoples. Myths include stories and beliefs we have about ourselves, as well as
those held by others about a particular group or context. People in rural
communities have long collective memories and the stories they tell about
themselves are important. There is not always agreement about these stories,
nor do they necessarily remain the same over time. These narratives have been
identified as dominant narratives, secondary narratives, subversive narratives,
latent narratives and emergent narratives (Cheers, 2004). Myths about rural
communities are perpetuated by language and images, and are often
deliberately enlisted to serve particular agendas (Bourke & Lockie, 2001; Dunn,
1989; Finkelstein & Bourke, 2001; Lawrence & Gray, 2000; Lockie, 2000).
If asked to describe the typical rural Australian, one could be excused for immediately
conjuring up a white male image of a fifth-generation wealthy grazier, dressed in cream
moleskins, RM Williams boots and an Akubra, standing in the 45-degree heat with his
leg resting on his dusty Toyota four wheel drive, patiently rolling his ‘rollie’* as he
squints into the sky looking for any sign of a cloud. He would, of course, be quietly
confident, slow to respond, independent, self-reliant, a bit of a larrikin, a real gentleman
when ladies were around and a true-blue conservative voter. He would enjoy a cold
beer on a hot day and would definitely have a loyal dog: his best mate Bluey. Nothing,
however, could be further than the truth.
…*rollie: hand rolled cigarette

(Smith, 2004, pp. 1, 2).

However, such myths are used in the media and in advertisements to promote
everything from cars to chainsaws. When rural disaffection with government is
reported, similar stereotypes are often applied. Significantly, women are
invisible in the mythical, rural landscape. Women’s contributions have often
been devalued or ignored, and only recently has research challenged the
dominant view of farming being ‘men’s work’ (Alston, 1995; Davidson, 2001;
Lockie, 2000). Prevailing myths include beliefs that Australian rural communities
are slow, conservative, ‘blokey’, and racist, unfriendly to outsiders and reinforce
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rigid stereotypical roles (particularly related to gender). Briskman (1999) argues
that myths that suggest rural communities are resistant to social and economic
change enable governments and others to blame rural communities for causing
their own economic and social hardships (Briskman, 1999).

Alternatively, some myths promote rural communities as idyllic, socially
harmonious, family friendly, supportive and united, and that rural communities
provide a gentler, less rushed lifestyle and closer, more meaningful friendships
and relationships (Bourke & Lockie, 2001; Finkelstein & Bourke, 2001; Pugh,
2003). There is freedom from ‘big city woes’. Such beliefs have attracted urban
people to make a ‘sea or tree change’ (Salt, 2001; Wainer & Chesters, 2000).

Such constructions of rural life are fictitional as Pugh (2000) explains.
The idealization or idyllisation of the countryside as it is presented in country lifestyle
magazines, in children’s literature, and in the media generally, presents an
homogenised picture of people living relatively traditional lives in safe communities
where children are free to roam and play, and supposedly remain more ‘innocent’ than
city children. This idealization masks the complexity of changes in gender roles, ignores
the problem of poverty and the existence of other social problems like violence and drug
abuse, and most significantly contains little reference to other dimensions of social
differentiation (Pugh, 2000, p.50).

Such myths, both positive and negative, should not be considered as valid
representations of rural communities. They frequently oversimplify and obscure
the significant and complex changes occurring to rural society (Pugh, 2000).
The perpetuation of these misrepresentations disguises the fact that many rural
communities, in Australia and elsewhere, are actively confronting major issues
such as agricultural decline, economic rationalism and its consequences,
withdrawal of key services and funding cuts to local services as discussed in
chapter one. Myths and misrepresentations also have an impact on recruitment
and retention of professionals to rural areas, as they may not fully understand
the reality of rural life, and the implications of providing services in these areas.
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In providing services in rural areas, service models and practice models
designed for delivery in urban or metropolitan areas are often transposed to
rural areas. This application of urbo-centric models to rural welfare practice is
frequently challenged in the rural literature, and it is argued that different models
of practice for work in rural areas are required (Archer, 2000; Cheers, 1998;
Francis & Henderson, 1992; Ginsberg,1998; Martinez-Brawley, 1980b, 1982,
1985; Munn, 2003; Templeman & Mitchell, 2002; Pugh, 2000).

However, it is often difficult to adapt or use different models of practice as many
services are offered by centralist organisations, including government welfare
services. Centralist policies and programs do have benefits in terms of
standardisation and the ability to offer large scale programs. Their weakness is
that, because of their standardisation, they are unlikely to be able to be readily
adapted or changed to meet localised needs as Martinez-Brawley, (2000)
explains.
Not all central solutions are universal and egalitarian; nor are all local efforts fraught
with nepotism or punitive of particular groups. Yet with centralist policies often come
centralist administrative practices. These curtail the autonomy of social workers and
other practitioners to respond to local needs in ways that are sensitive to unique local
environments. Even when practitioners themselves understand the small community
and want to relate to it differently, bureaucratic demands may prevent them from doing
so (Martinez-Brawley, 2000, p. 250).

Rural social welfare workers are often expected to provide innovative and
creative solutions to local problems, but may be prevented from doing so by the
nature of funding agreements and the need to focus their attention on ‘core
business’ because of funding mechanisms, and the limited scope of their
employment. However, there is evidence that even centralist approaches are
subtly altered by the workers delivering welfare services in rural areas. For
example, in a qualitative study of 22 child protection workers in rural Victoria, it
was found that these highly specialised workers subtly, but substantially, altered
their practice to a more generic approach in response to the rural setting
(Gibbs, 2002). Such adaptation may occur covertly rather than overtly.
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Most welfare agencies are reliant on government funding and must follow
government ideology (see chapter three). Predominantly, current government
funding of the welfare sector has been to programs providing services to
individuals. There has been little focus on social change or community
development (Lynn, 2004) although community engagement is considered by
most rural welfare scholars to be imperative for effective practice.

Policies such as compulsory competitive tendering, introduced to create a
quasi-market place in human services, have favoured larger organisations,
which often equates to urban based organisations, over smaller locally
managed organisations (Munn, 2003). The implementation of such policies has
negatively impacted on welfare service coordination, information sharing and
service provision in rural areas in Australia (Lynn, 2004; Munn, 2003; Taylor,
1999).

Although such policies prevail, many rural welfare workers have worked well
beyond the constraints of their position descriptions, and have high levels of
commitment and loyalty to the community and people they serve (Lonne &
Cheers, 1999, 2000; Pugh, 2000). Many of the participants in the professional
doctorate research project titled ‘The challenges of providing effective and
ethical welfare services in small, highly interactive rural communities: Six case
studies from the Western Region of Victoria’ extended their jobs to community
development type activities, even if these were not specifically listed in their
position descriptions. Some participants had re-constructed their own position
descriptions once employed as they adapted to the locale.
Recognising local and cultural differences and developing the ability to work
within cultural norms is important. The way in which services are offered is very
important. Often in rural settings, independence and self-sufficiency is prized
and there is a reluctance to seek outside help from formal helpers (Cheers,
1998; 2000; Waltman, 1986). Improvisation and innovation are essential for
rural social welfare practice in meeting the needs of rural people in locally
acceptable ways (Cheers, 1998; Chenoweth, 2004; Martinez-Brawley, 1985).
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Mellow’s (2005) research indicates that rural practice is quite different to urban
practice, and that the differences go beyond simply offering the same service on
a smaller scale.
Rural workers may face challenges that go beyond doing the same work on a smaller
scale with fewer resources. Perceived differences in the social dynamics of small
communities may create stress for workers unless they are prepared to modify work
procedures, protocols, and strategies. Learning to dance to the rhythms of rural life is
essential (Mellow, 2005, p. 68).

Many authors have considered it is the responsibility of the profession to
challenge service provision where it is based on policies which disenfranchise
rural people, or encourages poor practice (Alston, 2000; Healy, 2003). For
example, in discussing service delivery in rural areas, using services to elderly
people as a case example, Healy (2003) argues that
…we have an ethical obligation not to accept the limits placed on rural communities by
policies that make sense in urban areas but constrain the choices of rural elders
unfairly. The pursuit of social and economic justice may routinely involve collective
political action (Healy, 2003, pp. 280, 281).

Rural social welfare workers are therefore both constrained by the resources
and service provision arrangements which provide their employment, and
exhorted to (or feel they must) act for their clients and communities in
challenging some types of policies and services which act to disadvantage rural
people.
Rural social welfare workers deal with a range of complex demands. Social and
personal problems such as unemployment, family violence and alcoholism take
on different meanings in small communities than in large urban centres and are
impacted upon differently because of the rural context (Bourke, 2001a; Cheers,
1998; Francis & Henderson, 1992; Martinez-Brawley, 2000; Pugh, 2000).
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As Bourke (2001) explains
Not only do rural communities endure many of the same ‘social problems’ as urban
areas - including unemployment, poverty, homelessness, illegal drug use and gambling
- they also experience problems specific to rural areas, such as lack of health
professionals, fewer services, lack of public transport and higher priced goods and
services (Bourke, 2001a, p.89).

The lack of specialist services is well accepted as a typical condition of rural
practice in the literature and therefore rural social welfare workers often work in
unfamiliar fields of practice. Even when there is funding for staff to provide
specialist services in a rural area, recruitment and retention of properly qualified
and experienced specialists can be problematic (Hodgkin, 2002).
Lack of specialist services is not always seen as negative. For example, Riley
(1999) comments that rural social welfare practice allowed her to develop a
range of advanced skills and expertise more quickly than had she worked in
urban area, due to the generalist nature of practice and the range of
opportunities available. Participants in my case studies endorsed this view.

A large scale study conducted across Australia in the early 1990s by Sturmey
(1992) indicated that rural social welfare workers require ‘higher order’ skills and
competencies than their urban counterparts and that particular and specific
training is required to work in these settings. Sturmey & Edwards’ (1991)
community and health workforce needs study suggested that the range of
required skills and knowledge for rural and remote practice is considerable, and
that recruitment and retention of welfare and health workers would be enhanced
by good organisational practices as well as better pre-service and in-service
training and support.

The attributes and skills identified by Sturmey and Edwards (1991) and Sturmey
(1992) include: highly developed communication and negotiation skills;
understanding of, and capacity to work with, and within, the community; an
holistic and sophisticated knowledge of social, economic, historic factors; ability
to negotiate dense networks and the multi-layered relationships which arise
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from them; a high level of skill in generalist practice; the ability to effectively
manage complex ethical issues; and, the ability to work independently and
unsupervised. Other attributes identified included: resiliency; creativity;
adaptability; independence; a grounded sense of self and where you fit ‘in the
scheme of things’; a positive view of rural lifestyles; and, the ability to cope with
the lack of anonymity and privacy.

Understanding the rural context, adaptation of practice, ‘fitting in’ the
community, and establishing personal and professional credibility within it, have
been identified as critical factors to enable effective rural social welfare practice
(Ginsberg, 2000; Healy, 2003; Pugh, 2000). The rural welfare worker is a part of
the community, and fitting in to the community is important both personally and
professionally. Lack of ‘fitting in’ contributes to poor outcomes and poor
retention of rural social workers (Kau, 2005; Lonne & Cheers, 1999, 2000;
Pugh, 2004).

Findings in the research associated with my professional doctorate generally
supported the arguments presented by other authors, namely that rural welfare
workers need to have sophisticated ability in generalist practice approaches
within a community framework, substantial knowledge of, and ability to work
with and within rural communities, independence, ability to juggle varying
demands, and capability to manage complex ethical and professional issues.
Participants in my study referred to attributes such as a ‘sense of humour’ as
being very important in managing work-related stress, and the complexity of
practice issues.

Rural social welfare workers need to work to establish personal as well as
professional credibility, and offer services in ways which are sympathetic to
local expectations and values (Cheers, 1998; Collier, 1993; Martinez-Brawley,
1980; Pugh, 2000; Waltman, 1986).
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Francis & Henderson (1992), writing about social welfare practice with rural
communities, believe a different form of practice is necessary.
The nature of rural communities, and the institutions, agencies and organisations
operating within them, demand a relevant, appropriate form of practice, one that differs
from the urban experience and is more than a diluted version of it. Difficulties can arise
if workers attempt to apply a model, which fails to recognise key characteristics of rural
life (Francis & Henderson 1992, p.54).

The second of the themes explores the use of particular practice models and
approaches for rural social welfare practice.

Use of particular practice models
Three Australian models for rural social work practice have been proposed. The
first was developed in the early 1990s, by Lynn (1990a) and more recently a
new model has been developed by Chenoweth (2004). A third model or
‘paradigm shift’ has been recently proposed by Alston (2005). Cheers (1998)
also proposed a new model of social care for rural Australia. Lynn (1990a),
Chenoweth (2004) and, to some degree, Cheers (1998) utilise key tenets of
rural social work practice developed in the 1980s by American author MartinezBrawley (1980b, 1982). These tenets include a generalist approach to practice
within a community framework. The whole community context needs to be
considered when working with any personal or social problem (Crawford, 1999).
‘Indigenisation’ ‘conscientisation’ and ‘politicisation’ are other key tenets in
Martinez-Brawley’s (1980b, 1982) model. Crawford (1999, p.122) describes
these tenets as “philosophical anchorage points rather than technical rules”.

Indigenisation refers to working with local communities respectfully, and in a
participatory and empowering way. The rural social worker recognises the
community’s value base and knowledge, and works with them on what they
identify as needs. It is locality-specific and community participation and control
are important values.
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Conscientisation, a term coined by Freire (1972), has been applied to the rural
social work arena by Martinez-Brawley (1980b, 1982). Friere (1972) wrote
about pervasive oppression and articulated theories of empowerment. By
recognising oppressive structures, people are enabled to redefine their
understandings of their circumstances within a political context: personal is
political.

Conscientisation or consciousness-raising develops awareness of the social
and political structures which oppress, are socially unjust and that disadvantage
people. In rural areas, disadvantage is widely experienced as discussed in
chapter one. Conscientisation, or consciousness-raising is validating and
affirming for the people experiencing disadvantage as it provides a means to
understand and reject the structures and beliefs that work to oppress them.
Welfare workers in this process are changed and ‘conscientised’ themselves.
As Lynn (1993) explains, conscientisation or
Consciousness-raising has the capacity to counteract apathy in helping people
recognise and articulate their demands so that they are heard by and can influence the
decisions of policy makers and service providers (Lynn, 1993, p.8).

Politicisation builds on conscientisation and encourages social action to
demand rights and entitlements, and to challenge prevailing norms. It supports
collectivist action to redress disadvantage.

These tenets form the basis for the models of rural social work practice
developed by Lynn (1990a) and Chenoweth (2004).

Lynn’s (1990a) theoretical base for rural social work is “generalist, community
oriented and network enhancing with a goal of community empowerment”
(Lynn, 1990a, p.48).
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In summary (and paraphrased from Lynn 1990a, p.49) the aims of her model
were to:
•

develop progressive practice with the rural context of sometimes
conservative communities;

•

develop or strengthen partnerships between the formal and informal
helping systems through work with local networks;

•

empower the community (via its networks) through conscientisation;

•

encourage the community to take local ownership, including
negotiation with services; and

•

promote political action on a broad sphere and which encompasses
social justice.

The methods proposed included generalist practice, collectivism, networking
strategies and the establishment and support of partnerships between the
formal and informal care sectors. The theory, aims and methods of Lynn’s
(1990a) rural social work model are based on principles of empowerment.

Chenoweth’s (2004) model identifies six integrated elements of rural and
remote practice: generalist practice, space and place, working with indigenous
peoples, technology-enhanced practice, living and working in a rural
community, and community-embedded practice.

Chenoweth (2004) uses

Martinez-Brawley’s (2002) principles of integrative thinking and inquiry.
Integrative thinking has five elements of importance. It is a universal constituent
of good practice, it is holistic and brings together knowledge and understanding
of whole contexts, process is important as is “looking back and looking forward”,
it is action oriented and, finally, that it is highly participatory in nature. Integrative
thinking is
…the kind of thinking that experienced practitioners engage in to arrive at meaningful
solutions for particularly challenging problems. It is the kind of thinking that looks
backwards and forward at every step of the way, because the practitioner knows that all
experiences must be interpreted in terms of conceptual schemes that are historical,
linguistic, contextual and so on (Martinez-Brawley, 2002, p.295).
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Integrative thinking, among other factors, emphasises a co-operative,
negotiated approach to problem solving, and integrates “both people and
knowledge of the specifics of particular situations with that of the broader
context that surrounds them” (Pugh, 2004, p.255). It is highly appropriate for
rural welfare practice models.

In a proposed new Australian model for rural social work, Alston (2005) argues
that rural social work practice is challenging and that there is need for new
conceptual thinking and a paradigm shift in social work to address the
significant disadvantage experienced by people living in rural areas. Her model
is firmly community-embedded, and within it
social workers would be locally grounded, community-based, and engage in community
development, advocacy, networking, planning and support to rural communities (Alston,
2005, 280).

These three proposals have been made as responses to differences identified
in rural social welfare practice in small, highly interactive communities, and as a
means of addressing the significant social and structural disadvantage
experienced by rural people. Generalist practice, together with a community
framework is used as a foundation for these models.
It is widely accepted that generalist practice fits well with the provision of rural
social welfare services. Johnson, McLelland and Austin (1998) in their text book
about the generalist practice model, provide a simple definition of the generalist
approach.
A generalist approach requires that the social worker assess the situation with the client
and decide which system or need is the appropriate unit of attention, or focus of the
work, for the change effort. As the unit of attention may be an individual, a family, a
small group, an agency or organization, or a community, the generalist approach
emphasizes knowledge that can be applied to a variety of systems (Johnson,
McClelland & Austin, 1998, p. 1).
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Generalist practice incorporates different methods of practice, a range of
interventive strategies across different fields of practice and across all age
ranges, and also requires that contextual conditions which create or exacerbate
individual or family suffering are addressed. Recognising the key characteristics
and cultural norms of the rural community is seen to be essential for effective
rural social welfare practice within this generalist practice approach (Cheers,
1998; Chenoweth, 2004; Francis & Henderson, 1992; Ginsberg, 1998; Lynn,
1990a; 1990b, 1992; Martinez-Brawley, 1980a, 1980b, 1982, 1983, 2000; Pugh,
2000; Munn, 1993; Saltman, Gumpert, Allen-Kelly & Zubrzycki, 2004; Sturmey,
1992; Sturmey & Edwards, 1991).
Generalist approaches to welfare practice are taught in social work and welfare
diploma courses in Australia and elsewhere. The generalist approach relies on
a broad liberal arts foundation with an holistic knowledge base including
economics, politics, sociology, psychology, bio- psycho-social health and other
areas. Generalist practice depends upon familiarity and skills in a range of
interventive approaches such as casework, family work, group work, community
development, social action, social planning and policy development, and work
on organisational levels. A key strength of generalist practice is its capacity to
utilise and synthesise knowledge and understanding of the many levels of
practice, respect cultural norms, encourage participatory approaches and work
within localised settings. It also encourages social welfare workers to consider
broader interventions such as community development/community work and
social action (macro-practice) as well as the more traditional work with
individuals and families (micro-practice). It is not restricted to either/or
approaches but encourages consideration of concurrent intervention on several
levels.
While use of a generalist basis for welfare work in rural areas may be partly due
to a lack of specialist services, many authors argue that that generalist practice
is highly relevant and accepted as a suitable and effective way of engaging in
rural communities, as it is “culturally compatible with rural life” (Lynn, 1990b,
p.17).
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In fact, Ginsberg (2000) argues that generalist practice originated in rural social
work practice and has now been generally adopted in the social work
profession.
My research supports the widespread acceptance in the rural welfare literature
that the generalist approach fits well with working in a rural context. The
generalist approach enables the worker to contribute in an empowering way,
with a problem-centred rather than a methods-driven approach to mutually
identified problems.
Cheers (1998) illustrates the reliance on generalist practice in rural areas:
Because they are one of the few professionals in the community, most use all
the traditional methods at some time or another, including casework, group
work, community work, policy development, social planning, research,
management and consultation. They are expected by their communities to
respond to a wide range of issues across most fields of practice. For example
the same practitioner may be required to counsel a suicidal young man,
organise home care for an aged woman, chair a group seeking funding for a
new child care service, act as treasurer for a women’s shelter, evaluate a
service for young people and develop a social plan as part of an integrated
local area planning process (Cheers, 1998, pp. 223-244).

In a recent comparative study by Saltman, Gumpert, Allen-Kelly and Zubrzycki
(2004) of rural social workers which involved 155 American (USA) and 53
Australian (A) participants it was found that most participants believed a
community-based, generalist approach was most suitable for their practice.
Common levels of intervention utilised by participants were individual (USA 92.9
%; A 94.2 %), family (USA 92.9 %; A 88.5%), community work (USA 81.3%; A
80.4%) and group work (USA 53.5%; A 78.8%). The only significant difference
between Australian and American respondents was in the responses related to
the use of group work, where Australian social workers more regularly engaged
in group work as an intervention than their American counterparts.
The participants in the Saltman, Gumpert, Allen- Kelly and Zubrzycki (2004)
study indicated that, for them, the generalist approach was also intrinsically
community-based. The community context of rural practice has been
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considered by many authors as a central organising framework for rural welfare
practice (Cheers, 1998; Ginsberg, 2000; Martinez-Brawley, 1980a, 1980b,1982,
1985, 1990, 2000) and the projects completed in the professional doctorate
support this contention. Community work, community development and
community capacity building are approaches based on a wide range of
ideological and philosophical beliefs. Community work is engaged with
improving the well-being of communities and their residents, involves groups of
people, and can be both proactive and reactive (Francis & Henderson, 1992).
Historically, community work skills and knowledge have been strongly linked to
social work traditions (Chenoweth & Stehlik, 2001). Kenny (1994) explains how
community work
… assists people in a community to identify their needs and obtain resources, and
collectively empowers people to have more control over their lives. People engage in
community development as full time, paid workers, as community activists, as workers
in human services, and as unpaid members of a local community committee, for
example (Kenny, 1994, pp. 3, 4).

Key rural social work authors support the community approach where
professionals work with members of the community to identify and develop
strategies and implement them, rather than impose solutions to community
problems (Cheers, 1998; Chenoweth & Stehlik, 2001; Lynn, 1990a, 1990b;
Martinez-Brawley, 1980b, 1982, 1990). Community work principles include
empowerment, participation in decision-making about things which directly or
indirectly affect people’s lives (Kenny, 1994). Community work is a legacy from
radical, Marxist, feminist and structural theorists, and confronts social inequity
and injustice using a social action, collectivist approach. It relies on developing
effective relationships and networks rather than working in isolation. In rural
communities, networking is seen as a key form of practice. Rural community
work approaches can support the creation and maintenance of formal and
informal care networks, strengthen communities and also provide a vehicle for
social action.
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As Cheers & Luloff (2001) explain:
Rural community development involves building, developing and/or promoting the
community field – strengthening interlinking processes, intensifying community agency
and increasing the frequency of community actions and interactions in other social fields
(Cheers & Luloff, 2001, pp.132-133).

To be responsive to local culture and to work effectively with, and within a
community, rural social welfare workers need to develop networks with both
formal and informal care providers.
In doing so, they must become embedded in community life (Cheers, 1998;
Cheers & Luloff, 2001; Lynn, 1990a, 1990b, 1992, 1993). Lynn (1993a) argues
that the emphasis on informal care networks is a key difference between urban
and rural communities.
In understanding the type, structure and function of local informal networks, the
potential strength of rural localities can be recognised and harnessed. The view of rural
areas as lacking essential human services is realistic but one-sided, contributing to a
deficit perspective of rural social work. Its service infrastructure is deficient, but its
network (community) superstructure is the source of its richness. Perhaps this is the
essential difference between rural and metropolitan social work, that the metropolitan
context is defined more by the infrastructure while the rural context is defined more by
its emphasis on superstructure (Lynn, 1993a, p.14).

The doctoral research participants confirmed the importance placed on
community work approaches for rural welfare practice in the available literature.
Small-scale comparative studies conducted by Puckett and Frederico (1992)
and York, Denton and Moran (1989) concluded that rural social welfare workers
more frequently adopt a community focus, implement social planning and
community development, and are involved in service-coordination and
networking more often than their urban counterparts. These studies were
conducted some years ago, and there is some evidence that the since these
studies were published, the changed welfare environment has negatively
impacted upon the time available for such activities as networking and service
coordination (Lynn, 2004; Munn, 2003).
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Neo-liberal government policies enacted since the 1990s have reduced the
emphasis on community work by predominantly providing program funding to
services which focus on individual problems rather than on community
development. Through the introduction of compulsory competitive tendering of
welfare services there has been a reduction in the co-operation and
coordination between rural service agencies (Munn, 2003).
This lack of attention to community, and in fostering its capacity, (for example
building social capital, supporting and maintaining informal helping networks),
has led to losses of leadership, ability, knowledge and community ‘intelligence’
(Carter, 2000). Although in Victoria, with a change of government in 1999, some
changes have been noted, Lynn (2004) comments that there are significant
residual effects of these policies
the proscribing of collaboration was lifted…[however]… services were left with the
aftermath of a decade of restrictive polices impacting particularly harshly in rural areas:
over-specialisation, lack of community engagement and lack of skills in developing
creative approaches to meeting community need (Lynn, 2004, p.230).

Participants in Lynn’s (2004) recent small scale study conducted in rural Victoria
were rural social welfare workers, and they
acknowledged the prevalence of lack of trust between agencies and with local
government, as a legacy of the competitive Kennett era and that while partnerships
were now encouraged; it was frequently a concept that was paid only lip-service,
because of the sustained competitive environment (Lynn, 2004, p. 233).

Such policies have had other long term consequences such as enforcing the
view of that the community is an agent of government rather than possessing
any agency in its own right (Everingham, 2001, 2003; Lynn, 2004; Mowbray,
1996). Agency refers to the power and control people have over their
circumstances and the action they are able to take in facing crises. For
example, Chenoweth and Stehlik (2001, p.49-50) describe their model of
community resiliency as “grounded in an understanding of agency. We consider
an individual to be resilient if they can recover from setbacks, or maintain their
sense of perspective in adversity. In the same way, communities can be
considered as having resilience capacities”. The two components of resiliency
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identified for communities are reactive and proactive responses to crises.
Chenoweth and Stehlik (2001) argue than rural human service workers are
ideally placed to help communities become more resilient and move from
reactive responses to proactive, strengthening responses. Community work of
this nature depends upon a good foundation of knowledge about community
frameworks, critical evaluation of the situation and effective community work
strategies.
However, Mowbray (1996) argues that the critical element of community work
has largely disappeared in the current political environment. Community
workers, once seeing themselves as political radicals, are now more likely to be
employed in some form of program or service delivery and will be “performing
roles more or less aligned with the state, supervising if not shaping, its
programs” (Mowbray, 1996, p.3).
Everingham (2003) explains how concepts previously related to community
activism have very different meanings when utilised by government in new
‘community programs’.
the central notions of ‘participation’ and ‘self help’ have radically different meanings in
the context of the new millennium. These concepts are no longer being used as an
integral part of a social justice agenda but a social inclusion agenda which works
primarily through workfare…the new social policy agenda aims to include the
marginalized through various workfare programs which have as their main aim the
shaping of the character of the unemployed (Everingham, 2003, p. 14).

Social justice principles are replaced by social inclusion for the purpose of
reducing reliance on government welfare. Such changes to concepts such as
community, and community work are important to note when we discuss rural
practice, as the context of community, participation and self-help provide the
underpinning of much of rural social welfare practice. Currently, the ‘community’
is often considered as a resource to be utilised by government in one way or
another through service delivery, or social coalitions and partnerships between
government and others (Everingham, 2003). Key and powerful stakeholders
may be involved, but it is not necessarily a participatory or inclusive process.
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The use of community work and social action terminology has been adopted by
governments, but given new meanings.
The new welfare reform rhetoric uses 'the community' as its main agent for welfare
reform but does not acknowledge its roots in the earlier era of community action.
'Community' is portrayed as a static terrain rather than a dynamic one of political
contention. 'The community' is viewed simply as a resource that can be used by
government - a 'partner' in the Howard Administration's 'social coalition' consisting of
individuals, businesses, charities and religious organisations (Everingham, 2001,
p.106).

Lynn’s (2004) research concluded that for many rural human services workers
concepts of community had “seemed to have become peripheral or
unrecognised” in their work (Lynn 2004, p. 231) and they did not acknowledge
that there was a rural crisis, but focused only on their specific target group. If
community is an underlying framework for rural social welfare practice, these
are important findings. These findings indicate a shift from critical, holistic
approaches, generalist practice and emphasis on community, to a practice
more concerned with individual work in ‘targetted’ programs related to individual
problems. The devaluing of community can also be identified in the
marginalisation of community work content and practice in social work curricula,
which will be discussed in chapter four of the exegesis.
In the current crisis in rural Australia, social welfare workers can assist
communities in a number of ways. While working with individuals and families to
manage the effects of the lack of services and economic pressures if important,
they could also use their knowledge of political and social action to redress
disadvantage

and

challenge

policies

and

programs

which

reinforce

disadvantage or which damage rural communities. They could promote
community resiliency and provide much needed strategies for Australian rural
communities (Alston, 2005; Chenoweth & Stehlik, 2001).
Such action would fit within the profession’s mission and values. However, there
has often been debate about whether the focus of the welfare profession should
be assisting people on an individual basis to address the problems occurring in
their lives, or recognising and changing the structural causes of social and
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personal problems (Dominelli, 1998; Haynes, 1998 Martin, 2003). If taking a
macro level, social action approach, social welfare workers could
…lobby governments for infrastructure support, for regional development bodies, for
support structures allowing small and medium businesses to network. They can lobby
for decentralization and for the need for government to attend to rural service
provision…use their skills to address issues facing vulnerable members of local
communities ensuring that they are drawn into local level planning (Alston, 2002a, pp.
224, 225).

Of course, such lobbying and social action does not occur without engagement
with the community and with wider political process (Cheers, 1998; Cheers &
Luloff, 2001; Ife, 1995, 2000; Jacobsen, 1980; Kenny, 1994; Martinez-Brawley,
1982, 1990, 2000). Alston’s (2005) proposed model of rural social work, for
example, depends upon a significant shift in the ideology and use of resources
by governments and this will not occur without political pressure.
Social welfare workers are expected to use a wide range of approaches and
strategies in helping individuals and communities. However, in providing these
services, a number of professional practice issues have been identified for rural
welfare workers.

Identification and management of professional practice issues

Rural social welfare workers provide services within the communities in which
they are known and in which they and their families may live and belong. This is
one of the unique aspects of rural social welfare practice (Waltman, 1986). They
are much more visible than their urban counterparts, and this visibility and
scrutiny of the professional’s personal life can be problematic (Mellow, 2005;
Pugh, 2000, 2003; Saltman, Gumpert, Allen-Kelly & Zubrzycki, 2004).
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Rural social welfare workers need the skills and capability to manage complex
ethical issues and to make appropriate decisions taking into account the impact
of personal and professional role overlap or merging (Brownlee, 1996; Healy,
2003; Gumpert, Saltman & Sauer-Jones, 2000; Miller, 2000; Saltman, Gumpert,
Allen-Kelly & Zubrzycki, 2004). Healy (2003) explains that
…the ongoing nature of multiple relationships with neighbours, family members and
professionals may complicate social workers’ ethical deliberations. These ongoing
personal and professional relationships may be viewed as “extra-ethical” factors (Healy,
2003, p.275).

The term ‘extra-ethical’ indicates the complex nature of ethical issues arising in
rural areas. The impact of extra-ethical factors can be far-reaching and can
change welfare practice. For example, the rural welfare worker must carefully
consider if their relationships with other professionals influences their judgments
and actions related to a particular case or set of actions. Sometimes public
scrutiny and/or the relationships they have with others may mean they do not
properly advocate on the clients’ behalf (Healy, 2003). The consequences of
taking a counter view, or a radical or challenging approach, can be highly
personalised and include threats, harassment, violence or social exclusion
(Green, Gregory & Mason, 2003; Pugh, 2001). The rural social welfare worker’s
visibility in the community impacts on personal privacy and safety (Coholic &
Blackford, 1999; Dollard, Winefield & Winefield, 1999; Ermacora, 1997; Green,
Gregory & Mason, 2003; Horejsi & Garthwait, 1994; Pugh, 2000, 2001). Pugh
(2003) argues that while the visibility of the professional is an important aspect
of rural welfare practice, we know little about its consequences.
service users in rural areas expect to have a more extensive knowledge of their social
workers – in terms of where they live, their marital status, whether they have children, to
whom they are related, and so on. This desire to place people, often remarked upon by
rural practitioners, seems to be an enduring feature of rural social relations, but it is not
one which has been explored within British contexts. Consequently our knowledge of
such issues is limited (Pugh, 2003, p.75).
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There are many professional practice elements to consider in rural welfare
service provision. There is some evidence that rural projects can take longer to
establish and are often dependent on “the personal and professional credibility
that individuals build up over many years” (Pugh, 2000, p. 99). Rural people are
often less articulate in demanding services or rights, and yet rural disadvantage
seems long-term and systemic. Rural social welfare workers need to take a
more proactive stance than their urban counterparts in encouraging people to
insist on their rights and entitlements. As they hold significant power and status
through their knowledge and skill base, their credentials and through public
recognition, rural welfare workers often experience a strong sense of obligation
to the community and its members (Pugh, 2000).
Critical issues identified in my professional doctoral studies include: the
management of professional and personal boundaries; duty of care concerns;
confidentiality and management of information gained through informal
contacts; dual and multiple roles; role blurring between professionals with
different credentials; lack of anonymity and personal safety. Texts on social
work values and ethics give guidance about avoiding dual and multiple roles
and recommend that special precautions are taken when providing services to
people known to each other (Reamer, 1999).
Maintaining professional boundaries to avoid exploitative or ambiguous
relationships includes putting in place risk management strategies according to
Reamer (2001). These strategies include vigilance, consulting with colleagues,
putting in place plans to protect the client, and referring them if necessary,
documentation of all discussions, consultations and supervision, and constant
monitoring of the approach. Many of these strategies may not be easily
available to lone rural welfare workers.
In addition, Reamer (1999) argues that confused role boundaries, and dual or
multiple relationships with clients can be destructive. However, dual and
multiple roles in rural areas are endemic, and the management of such
relationships creates some dilemmas in welfare practice. As Reamer (2001)
notes, dual relationships in some geographical areas are unavoidable, and it is
not always possible to refer to another professional.
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Sometimes, the rural welfare worker must decide whether to offer a service to a
person despite possible ethical conflicts, or decide the ethical issues are too
great though the consequences of this decision may mean that the client
receives no service at all. Strategies to manage these dilemmas need to be
developed (Galambos, Watt, Anderson & Danis, 2005; Green & Mason, 2002).
In rural practice, these dilemmas arise because social welfare workers are
operating in small populations where roles merge or overlap, they are known
both as members of the community and as professionals, and role boundaries
are ambiguous, multiple and often blurred (Cheers, 1998; Healy, 2003;
Galambos, Watt, Anderson & Danis, 2005; Miller, 2000; Sturmey & Edwards,
1992).
In small organisations, staff are required to be flexible, and professional
boundaries often are almost non-existent or very blurred. Less is dependent on
training or claims of professional territory or expertise, than on experience and
aptitude. Role blurring has been identified as a dilemma by many rural welfare
workers, and is recognised as a major stressor (Dollard, Winefield & Winefield,
1999). Professionals often need to extend their roles to meet community need,
and these roles may not appear in their job descriptions or indeed in agency
funding agreements (Cheers, 1998, 1999; Krieg Mayer, 2001; Pugh, 2000).
Such extensions to roles can also create dilemmas.
Personal and professional roles may blur and overlap. The welfare worker is
also a member of the community in their own right. The rural welfare worker
may be on a committee with a client or a client’s parent for whom they provide
counselling. The social action group they have established might have clients,
ex-clients, family members and representatives from other organisations as
members. Outside-of-work relationships with board members, other welfare
workers, and members of the broader community are the reality of living and
working in a rural community.
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Denshire (2002, p.213), an occupational therapist in rural Australia, talks about
how she “was coming to view to continuity of occupational engagement in
personal and professional life spaces”, and termed “this phenomenon ‘personalprofessional confluence’”. Denshire’s (2002) conceptualisation of ‘personalprofessional confluence’ describes the personal and professional ‘merging’ that
occurs for many professionals working in rural areas.
Such dual, multiple and blurred roles may not necessarily be problematic.
Cheers (1998, 1999) describes such relationships as having a humanising
effect, which is beneficial to the worker and the client. Informality of practice can
encourage community members to avail themselves of support and contribute
to positive service delivery and outcomes (Cheers, 1998, 1999; Krieg Mayer,
2001). Although this may be awkward if someone chooses an inappropriate
setting in which to discuss highly personal issues, strategies can be used to
manage these circumstances (Edwards, 1995; Fenby, 1980).
The prospect of managing dual, multiple and blurred roles can be challenging.
For many urban welfare workers, the idea of having associations with clients,
ex-clients and families of clients outside of work would be abhorrent and such
relationships are generally considered unethical in many professional
associations (Reamer, 1999, 2001). In rural areas these relationships are part
of community life (Martinez-Brawley, 2000), although the existence of such
relationships often creates unease in the professional and ethical dilemmas in
terms of maintaining and deciding what are appropriate roles, distance and
objectivity, and utilisation of knowledge gained outside the client-worker
exchange (Green & Mason, 2002).
Working in the rural context challenges notions of professionalism, professional
distance, objectivity and what is achieved by adherence to strict professional
boundaries.
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Mellow (2005) highlights the disparity between the notion of professionalism as
taught in formal professional education and the reality of rural practice.
Practitioners’ perceptions that rural life is structurally “different” have tangible
consequences for how their work is organized. Some groups construct a different way
of “doing professionalism” than what was taught in their formal training. This ranged
from taking on tasks not required of them in urban settings; to modifying work locations,
hours, and procedures; to formulating new ethical standards to manage dual
relationships (Mellow, 2005, p.67).

In the case studies and the Collaborative rural practice research project,
participants reported concerns about whether they were acting ‘professionally’,
particularly when discussing ethical dilemmas. Participants discussed how they
had needed to modify the ethical expectations of practice taught in their preservice education. While the modifications enabled them to work effectively,
they were not comfortable that such modifications would be considered
‘professional’ by other, particularly urban, colleagues. Pugh (2004, p. 255 ) has
identified a disjunction “between the practice of rural social work and the formal
knowledge and theorization”. My doctoral research indicates this disjunction
leads to anxiety among practitioners as they believe that their modified practice
might not really be legitimate professional practice. There are major gaps in the
available literature and professional education regarding the recognition and
management of complex extra-ethical issues that occur in rural welfare practice.
The following diagram provides a visual representation of the merging or
overlaps in personal, professional and citizenship roles that occur in rural
welfare practice. I envisage the extent of overlap as changing over time and in
particular circumstances. It is fluid not static. So, in some circumstances, the
circles in the diagram might be quite separate. This would be what is
recommended in traditional models of professionalism. In other circumstances,
the extent of the overlap would be considerable. Cheers (1998) would consider
a significant amount of overlap as necessary in community embedded practice.
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Figure 2. Personal, professional and citizen role overlap in rural
welfare practice

Personal

Professional

Community
citizen

The ability to manage this complex personal and professional mix can have
serious implications for an individual’s ability to adapt to rural practice (Krieg
Mayer, 2001; Lonne, 1990; Sturmey, 1992). For those rural welfare workers
using outreach or indirect models of practice to provide services to outlying
areas, ethical dilemmas arising from dual and multiple roles may not occur as
frequently as they are to some degree at ‘arms length’ from the communities in
which they work. For these workers, the boundary between personal and
professional is perhaps more easily maintained as they are not living and
working in the same community. For most rural welfare workers the boundaries
are less clear, rural practice is messy, and dual and multiple roles abound.
There are often conflicting ethical imperatives and one example is the conflict
between duty of care to individuals and duty of care to the rural community.
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In working closely with communities, rural social welfare workers juggle
conflicting duties of care. For example, Grace, one of the participants in the
case studies, discussed the dilemma of knowing that a client who was a
convicted paedophile had moved into the area, but being unable to warn the
community as she had a duty of confidentiality to the client. She felt she also
had a duty to the community and its families and felt that this was quite a
burden. She wanted to protect the members of the community. If a child was
attacked by this client, she said that she would feel very guilty, and if her
community found out she knew this information and had not shared it before the
event, she feared she would be ostracised. For Grace there was a strong sense
of conflict about what the ‘right’ path was in these circumstances. She had used
community work strategies in organising a prevention program alerting children
and parents to potential dangers of paedophiles in a general way through local
schools and kindergarten. Even so, she remained anxious about her
management of these conflicting duties. Another of the participants, Betty, had
experienced similar conflicts, and was greatly apprehensive about the potential
outcomes of her decisions, and what to do regarding her knowledge of a
person’s highly risky behaviours.

In providing services in rural areas, protecting the confidentiality and privacy of
clients, is often more difficult than in urban areas. Many clients fear that their
privacy will be compromised, not necessarily by the social welfare worker, but
by administrative staff or others working at the agency, or simply by being seen
attending the service. Many people choose to go to other towns for welfare
services to avoid the gossip and innuendo they fear would result if they were
seen to approach a local welfare service (Macklin, 1995; Warr & Hillier, 1997).
Management of personal and private information gathered formally, and
informally, is of concern to many social welfare workers, the communities they
serve and their agencies. These concerns have been expressed by several
authors in America (Miller, 2000), Britain (Pugh, 2003), Canada (Delaney,
Brown, Selleck & Tranter, 1997) and Australia (Green & Mason, 2002).
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Some participants in the case studies and Collaborative rural practice research
project also raised problems of debriefing and supervision in close knit
communities, in which the supervisor may have relationships with the client or
their family, or with other workers at the agency (for example, the supervisor’s
partner may be a close colleague of the supervisee). Another concern identified
was the informal debriefing which occurred with colleagues, in which even if no
client names were used, the family or individual being discussed could often be
identified.

The participants in the case study research and Collaborative rural practice
research project identified problems with maintaining confidentiality through
their participation in small and narrow social groupings. Often workmates and
other professionals formed the person’s social group and work-related
discussions often arose during social activities. ‘Work talk’ was common. Betty,
one of the case study participants, was particularly concerned about ‘work talk’
at social events, which she felt compromised client, worker, colleagial and
organisational confidentiality. It is not surprising, given the small social networks
available for rural professionals that this occurs. The rural welfare worker can
be quite isolated, even though well-known in their local community and
sometimes, through the broader region.

Many of the participants in the doctoral research projects were pleased to be
recognised as a contributing member of their community, but the negative
aspect was that they often felt vulnerable or ‘on show’. They were also subject
to a high level of out-of-hours contact by clients. One participant in the case
studies, Betty, told of how ex-clients had moved next door to her home. She
recognised that this was probably as uncomfortable for them as it was for her,
and they basically ignored each other except for the odd ‘hello’ or nod of
recognition. Other participants discussed how clients, or their partners, often
would approach them in the street to seek or provide information about a
person or family. Similar examples are given by Edwards (1995) and Fenby
(1980).

80

Many of the participants in the doctoral research projects chose to socialise,
shop and do other normal day to day activities either in another town, or at
carefully planned times to avoid unwanted contact (Green, Gregory & Mason,
2003).

Other unwanted contact is of a more serious nature. In the Collaborative rural
practice research project harassment and threats were reported to have
occurred frequently, and the participants were concerned not only for
themselves, but for their family members (Green, Gregory & Mason, 2003).
Violence and threats against human services staff has been identified as a
major problem for some time (Horejsi & Garthwait, 1994; Kedward, 1998;
Littlechild, 2005).

In a large scale American study, the incidence of verbal and physical
harassment and violence against rural social welfare workers was reported to
be very high, with one study reporting 97% of rural child protection workers
being verbally abused, and about one quarter of these experiencing such
episodes one to three times per week (Horejsi & Garthwait, 1994).

In my case study project, personal and family safety emerged as a significant
concern to the rural welfare workers who participated. Twelve of the 23
participants in the Collaborative rural practice research project reported that, as
a result of their own work role, they were concerned about their family
member’s safety. Only three of the 23 participants reported never having
experienced work-related violence or harassment.

When physical assaults occur, the welfare workers are likely to know their
assailant (usually assailants are clients or people related to clients), and there
are usually some previous indicators that can alert welfare workers to potential
risk. These warning indicators may be trivialised and disregarded through
desensitisation or lack of appropriate agency responses. For rural welfare
workers who are often far from assistance, particularly when home visiting,
there is the potential for severe consequences from disregarding warning signs
(Pugh, 2000).
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Many of the participants in the Collaborative rural practice research project and
the case studies had instructed family members about potential risks, and were
concerned about their safety. Participants were also concerned about possible
breaches of confidentiality in alerting family members to potential risks. Betty
and Grace, two of the case study participants, referred to high levels of stress
due to living and working in the same locality. For these social welfare workers,
work-related stress had resulted in each of them relocating out of their ‘work
community’. They preferred to travel to work from a new home some distance
away in an attempt to minimise difficulties arising from the work/home interplay.
For one participant this move to another location had been a success, but the
other participant doubted whether the move had in fact ‘been a wise decision’
as, in many respects, she was now more isolated and as a consequence
perhaps more at risk.

All participants had, to some degree, curtailed their personal activities such as
shopping, recreation and leisure in order to minimise opportunities for clients,
ex-clients or aggrieved others to approach them. They used caution in day to
day activities. For example, participants reported that they took care as to
where their cars were parked, they generally tried to shop in another town, they
avoided social events in the town where work was conducted, women often
used their maiden names at work, they used unlisted personal phone numbers
and they rarely, if ever, socialised in local pubs or clubs.

Some referred any clients who lived nearby to another worker or service,
although this was not always practicable. Participants reported using these
strategies to protect their families’ anonymity, avoid nuisance contacts and
prevent potential harassment or violence resulting from their work role. Such
actions seem to be reasonable as there is evidence that rural social welfare
workers face a high incidence of work-related harassment and violence.

The nature and style of welfare work can also lead to increased risk. Working as
an advocate for change and challenging prevailing norms (often part of antioppressive, radical and feminist practice) can be risky (Green, Gregory &
Mason, 2003; Pugh, 2001).
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Working in fields of practice such as child protection, the justice system, family
violence and sexual assault services, for example, can lead to reprisals from
unhappy clients or their associates.
In smaller communities, when violence and aggression are already pre-eminent
features of a situation, such as when working with women and children who have been
subjected to domestic violence, the easier identification of the worker with those who
are being helped, leaves the worker rather more exposed to risk than is usually the
case in urban areas. The lack of protective anonymity can be problematic for workers
who are well-known locally and who are more likely to be recognised and their home
addresses, subsequently, more easily discovered (Pugh, 2000, p.110).

Knowledge of family violence in one’s own community, or of rapes and other
assaults, is a significant stressor. Most welfare workers are women and
frequent the same areas, shop in the same vicinity and perhaps know both
victim(s) and perpetrator(s) and can feel very vulnerable themselves (Coholic &
Blackford, 1999; Dollard, Winefield & Winefield, 1999; Ermacora, 1997).

Participants in my case study research, and the Collaborative rural practice
research project appeared highly anxious and seemed hyper-vigilant about their
children’s safety and their own. While some agencies had protocols about
dealing with harassment and violence, many participants in the study felt they
were expected to cope with regular harassment as ‘just part of the job’.

Littlechild’s (2005) study of 48 social workers and front line managers in the
child protection field in England found that less than half of the workers who had
experienced work-related violence had reported it.

Similar findings are reported in other studies, for example Kedward (1998)
identifies a consistent finding of much of the research into work-related violence
directed against welfare workers is the under-reporting of incidents, and the role
of management in encouraging under-reporting.
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Kedward (1998) reported that a consistent finding
was the generally poor response of management and other colleagues to social
workers when attacked and threatened and the consequent under-reporting of incidents
as a result. Social workers complained not just of lack of support but of being held
responsible for violence; they therefore concealed incidents for fear of being labeled
incompetent and coped, or failed to cope, alone or with the help of family and
friends…social workers tend to blame themselves. This is particularly ironic when, at
the same time, the profession was working hard to alert an unwilling public to the
structural nature and extent of violence in society, child and partner abuse in particular,
and to enable victims/survivors to free themselves from self-blaming behaviour
(Kedward, 1998, p.217).

Educating social work and welfare students to deal with challenging and violent
behaviour is essential. Kedward (1998) argues that strategies to assist in the
identification and prevention of work-related violence, as well as management
and post-incident debriefing, should be an integral part of practice teaching and
fieldwork supervision. Such preparation and education seems to be even more
important in preparation for rural welfare practice.

The demands placed upon rural welfare workers because of their visibility and
lack of privacy have been identified as significant practice issues and a major
challenge requiring specialised skills (Healy, 2003; Saltman, Gumpert, AllenKelly & Zubrzycki, 2004). Occupational stress and burnout in the social welfare
profession is of concern and is likely exacerbated by high visibility, management
of complex ethical dilemmas, and fear of work-related violence (Littlechild,
2005; Lloyd, King & Chenoworth, 2002; Lonne, 2003).

From a study of the literature it is concluded that social workers appear to
experience higher levels of stress and burnout than comparable occupational groups.
Factors identified as contributing to stress and burnout included the nature of social
work practice, especially tensions between philosophy and work demand and the
organization of the work environment. There was some evidence that supervision and
team support are protective factors (Lloyd, King & Chenoweth, 2002, p.255).
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High levels of stress were reported in a longitudinal study of 194 Australian rural
social workers conducted by Lonne & Cheers (1999; 2000). Rural social
workers who had recently commenced their jobs were surveyed, and then
surveyed again after two years or upon leaving the workplace at the time of
resignation if this occurred prior to the two year interval. This research indicated
that, while organisational support and supervision varied considerably (and
were often problematic), most respondents were very satisfied with the rural
lifestyle, were highly involved in their communities, and considered themselves
well regarded and accepted by their communities. Many had a very strong
commitment to rural practice and rural living. Despite this lifestyle satisfaction,
approximately one quarter of the participants had rated themselves as having
high levels of emotional exhaustion. The participants also reported significant
levels of out-of-hours work.

Their stress was not attributable to relocation (although it was particularly high
immediately following relocation), but was ongoing. It was exacerbated in those
who had experienced significant and rapid organisational change, had poorer
local supports (friends, family) and poorer access to supervision or debriefing
(Lonne & Cheers, 1999, 2000, 2003, 2004a, 2004b). The disjunction between
lifestyle satisfaction and high work stress has been termed a paradox and is
particularly related to rural welfare practice (Green & Lonne, 2005).

Other small scale studies provide evidence of high levels of stress among rural
social welfare workers (Dollard, Winefield & Winefield 1999; Green, Gregory &
Mason, 2003; Horejsi & Gartwait, 1994; Sundet & Cowger, 1990). Although
large scale comparative studies of rural work-related stress are not yet
available, it is recognised that working in social work or welfare is inherently
stressful and that there are high levels of stress and burnout (Lloyd, King &
Chenoweth, 2002; Lonne, 2003). There appear to be additional stressors at
work in rural practice, despite the high level of lifestyle satisfaction arising from
rural living (Green & Lonne, 2005).
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Significantly, in the case study project, the Collaborative rural practice research
project, and in research completed by Sturmey (1992), participants reported
that they were under-prepared by their education and training for work in
complex rural environments. Concern about the curriculum of social work
courses and how it addresses rural issues has been expressed for several
decades in Australia (Cheers, 1998; Learner, 1979; Lonne & Cheers, 1999,
2000; Sturmey, 1992). In a recent study which compared rural social workers in
America and Australia, Saltman, Gumpert, Allen-Kelly and Zubrzycki (2004)
suggested that there is
clearly a need for social work educators to include content relevant to rural practice that
emphasises the cultural content and the distinct characteristics of work in rural
communities and small towns …[and further that]… Special skills in maintaining a
personal/professional life in balance under high visibility in this context need to be
incorporated into educational curricula for rural practice (Saltman, Gumpert, Allen-Kelly
& Zubrzycki, 2004, p.529).

The inclusion of relevant rural content and practice skills will be further
discussed in chapter four. Factors which assist in the management of
professional practice issues, and which are known to encourage retention such
as supervision, debriefing, and organisational support are often lacking (Lonne
& Cheers, 1999, 2000).

Organisational issues
There is no doubt welfare organisations have faced several challenges in
providing services in the two decades or so under government regimes which
have conflicted with professional and organisational ideologies and values. The
impacts of the current context on welfare organisations and welfare practice
have been briefly mentioned, and will be further discussed in chapter three. The
organisational context is significant. The approach of agency management is
important with regard to providing support and assisting staff to manage the
complexities of rural life.
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Employment issues and concerns about organisational factors feature highly on
many surveys of rural social welfare staff (Hodgkin, 2002; Lonne & Cheers,
1999; Puckett & Frederico, 1992; Wakerman, Matthews, Hill, & Gibson, 2000).

Recruitment and retention of social workers and welfare worker has been
identified as a long-term issue (Lonne & Cheers, 1999, 2000; O’Sullivan, 1995;
Sturmey, 1992; Sturmey & Edwards, 1991). Recruitment and retention of health
and allied health practitioners, including social workers, is a significant issue in
health workforce planning (NRHA, 2004). Once recruited, adaptation and
retention often depends upon the support provided by the organisation and the
community (Lonne & Cheers, 1999, 2000) and the person’s attitudes towards
rural life as a professional. In the Collaborative rural practice research project
and the case study research, organisational support and personal attitudes
were also cited as significant factors in work satisfaction and retention of
welfare staff.

Even experienced social welfare workers may feel disempowered when they
relocate to rural areas, finding it hard to transfer skills and adapt to the density
of networks, managing the extra-ethical factors and the public scrutiny inherent
in working in small communities. This initial dislocation can last for some
months and may be likened to a grieving process (Lonne, 1990). In writing
about the culture shock experienced by Canadian social workers moving from
the urbanised south to the remote north, Zapf (1993) argues that the
discontinuities between the community, personal and professional domains are
far-reaching and cause confusion and anxiety.
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Zapf (1993) called it culture shock, and Krieg Mayer, writing in the rural
Australian context, also refers to shock in explaining social workers’ reactions to
taking up a rural position.
The shock of moving from a cosmopolitan city or larger rural community to a
small town where you ‘could have shot cannon down the main street at 7 pm
and no-one would have known’ was an ‘extraordinary cultural shock’ for one
worker. Other issues…[include]… determining how to relate to the agency and
power brokers, and coping with the resentment and antagonism of locals
towards outsiders (Krieg Mayer, 2001, p.95).

Zapf (1993) argues that the new worker initially uses their existing frameworks
to try to make sense of the new community and, in a sense, sees the rural
community as a strange and pathological version of the known and recognised
urban context.

Eventually, the social welfare worker adapts. Zapf (1993) notes that
This shift will probably be accompanied by a stressful period of frustration and
disorientation, giving way eventually to regained confidence and a sense of well being
as the worker learns to operate within the new system of meanings (Zapf, 1993, p.702).

Such stress has been identified by remote area health professionals, and Kelly
(2002) argues that it is not only culture shock, but the overlap between personal
and professional roles, visibility and other factors which exacerbates stress and
correspondingly affects retention which has been discussed previously.
Cultural isolation and ‘culture shock’ bring additional dimensions of stress to each day
and each situation until some form of adaptation occurs. In addition to geographic and
cultural isolation, many practitioners battle to overcome professional and social
isolation. The lack of anonymity and natural circuit breakers between work and home,
and personal and professional lives which exist in small communities tend to intensify
the impact of all forms of job related stress in remote areas (Kelly, 2002a, p. 11).
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Many rural social welfare workers do not achieve successful integration into
their chosen communities. Lonne & Cheers (1999) found that adaptation of
social workers to the rural community was not always successful and that many
rural social welfare workers left their employment much earlier than they had
anticipated or planned. This is also common among other professional groups
who work in rural or remote settings (NRHA, 2004). Organisational support, as
well as pre-service preparation, often makes the difference between staying and
going. Many organisations do not provide adequate incentives, preparation or
support to their staff. Lonne and Cheers’ (1999) longitudinal study of 194 social
workers found that
Many respondents relocated over great distances and experienced significant disruption
and isolation from their emotional supports. Most received limited financial assistance or
preparation from employers or educators (Lonne & Cheers, 1999, p.58).

Isolation from social supports, poor organisational support, problems in
integrating into the community, and confronting the personal, professional and
community dynamics are all factors in adaptation.

In my case study research, George, one of the participants, commented that his
organisation had no ability to replace his position should he take leave and pay
scales did not recognise his level of experience or responsibility. Another
participant, Grace, had little administrative support, no mobile phone, and used
her car as an office. Participants in the Collaborative rural practice research
project were frequently critical of agency management. Lack of agency or
organisational support is commonly reported in other studies about rural social
welfare practice (Krieg Mayer, 2001; Hodgkin, 2002).

As previously discussed, rural social welfare workers are often at risk with
regard to their personal safety. One of the case study participants in my
research reported that her concerns about agency protocols and procedures for
prevention of work-related violence had not been addressed until a receptionist
had been abused by a very angry partner of a client. In a sudden reaction, the
agency put security doors and grills in the reception area. The management of
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this agency had not, however, developed protocols for home visits so the rural
welfare worker spoke about still feeling vulnerable to assault and harassment,
particularly when working out of the office.

Of the six case study participants, two had become highly distressed when
talking about lack of support from senior staff in their agency. One felt she had
been undermined within her agency through a series of vexatious complaints
from a client. She felt unsupported and blamed for not handling the client well
enough and further victimised by senior staff. Another felt she was unsupported,
and to a degree victimised, within the agency by other staff because of the
nature of the program in which she worked. It was radical, feminist approach in
working with family violence and did not ‘sit easily’ with the other programs
operated by the small agency.

Organisational support in managing ethical dilemmas and personal and family
safety often relies on good management, good supervision and access to
debriefing. Frequently, access to professional supervision in rural areas is
lacking. Many rural and remote social welfare workers are employed in lone
positions, where they may be the only professional service provider, or in
positions where there are no other social work or welfare staff (Sturmey, 1992).

In the Collaborative rural practice research project and my case study research,
participants reported that supervision was often provided by a manager who did
not have social welfare training, or a similar professional value base. In these
circumstances, appropriate professional supervision was not available within
the organisation and some participants had not had supervision for some time.
A few had purchased their own private supervision when it was not offered by
the agency. Access to appropriate professional supervision is often reported an
issue for rural welfare workers (Freedman, 1993; Lofthouse & Mason, 1997). In
addition, the inter-relationships, dense networks and multiple roles which exist
in rural areas can also make it difficult to be confident when debriefing or
seeking supervision, particularly if criticism of another professional’s actions is
involved.
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Lack of organisational support for training and development is also a problem,
as much training occurs in cities or regional centres. It therefore involves not
only the direct cost of the course, transport, living costs and accommodation,
but the indirect costs of having workers away for significant periods of time,
travel time and so on. Frequently, in a constrained financial environment,
agency budgets do not allow for adequate expenditure on staff development
and training.

Retention of professional staff may be improved by careful preparation and
support during recruitment, and by providing appropriate supervision, debriefing
and access to continuing professional education during employment.

Summary and brief conclusions
An analysis of the literature and research regarding the nature of rural social
welfare practice indicates that in highly interactive small communities, the
interconnections, and the professional’s membership of the community as an
individual, impacts on the nature of professional practice provision and the
professional themselves in significant ways (Cheers, 1998, Collier, 1993,
Francis & Henderson, 1992; Ginsberg, 1998; Horejsi & Garthwait, 1994). It is an
interactive process. For rural social welfare workers impacts include: the styles
of practice utilised; managing dual and multiple relationships; greater personal
visibility and accountability; managing confidentiality; privacy and personal
safety; negotiating and providing service in cross-cultural settings; out-of-hours
work and contact; and, the challenge of providing accessible, ethical and
competent practice in this context. It seems logical to assume these factors
have a part to play in work-related stress for rural practitioners.

In a study that looked at a range of professions, and their experience of rural
practice, professionals identified two levels at which rural and urban work
differed. Firstly, there are broad structural factors which affect professional
practice in rural areas, such as lack of resources, dual and multiple
relationships and different help seeking behaviours by rural residents. There is
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need for informality in relationships and professionals must establish personal
and professional credibility. Professional practice must also take into account
cultural norms and be community-embedded. Secondly, in response to these
factors, professional practice is changed or modified (Mellow, 2005).

Certainly, in the case studies and rural project, this reshaping was evident, but
was concurrent with feelings of anxiety and stress that they were, perhaps, not
being ‘professional’ in their practice. Broadly speaking, a number of critical
elements can be identified. The rural context:
•

impacts on the experience of the clients. Unemployment in
Sydney is likely to be a very different experience than in a small
town. Presenting problems in rural areas are likely to be very
complex;

•

affects the provision of welfare services through funding regimes,
lack of specialist services and other factors;

•

impacts on the nature of the practice models utilised to effectively
conduct work;

•

impacts on the rural social welfare worker themselves and their
families; and,

•

creates more complex extra-ethical issues.

In addition, there are organisational factors that reduce or enhance recruitment
and retention and which need to be addressed by rural agencies. In discussing
rural and remote health practice, Smith (2004) argues that those working in
rural and remote practice have more in common with their team members from
other disciplines than with their urban discipline-specific colleagues. They
perform advanced roles, undertake multiple roles and must be innovative to
manage the social contexts arising from rural practice. They must also be
innovative and use improvisation to address social problems given the lack of
resources for health services in rural and remote areas. The experiences for the
provider of welfare services, the community and the clients are very different to
urban experiences.
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In this section, three Australian models of social work practice have been briefly
discussed: Lynn’s (1990a) model, Chenoweth’s (2004) model and Alston’s
(2005) proposal. Each is embedded in the community and contributes valuable
theoretical material about practice models suitable for rural practice. Chenoweth
(2004) in particular is concerned about how students can best be prepared for
rural practice, and offers the view that
The issue therefore remains that most social work and human service programs need to
provide experiences for students within the context of their programs that will prepare
them for rural work. What is required is an approach to learning that will produce
creative and integrative thought and action that can be applied in rural contexts
(Chenoweth, 2004, p. 282).

Alston (2005) asks that the AASW and the Heads of Australian Schools of
Social Work act to take up the challenge of developing a model of rural social
work and incorporate this into education for the profession. While education for
the social welfare profession uses generalist practice models to prepare
students for a range of contexts, the professional practice issues and the impact
on the practitioner and their families of working in rural and remote settings is
not usually included in the curriculum of many courses. It has been suggested
that professional education and training programs should be specifically
designed to prepare students for the differing roles and practice issues that
occur in the rural environment (Merwin, Goldsmith & Manderscheid, 1995).

There has been concern that there is a lack of a rural welfare knowledge base
and that the curricula for social work and welfare courses largely ignores rural
practice issues (Alston, 2000; Cheers, 1998; Lonne & Cheers, 1999; O’Sullivan,
1995; Pugh, 2004). An apprenticeship type model, in which graduates are
closely supervised for some years, is not realistic in rural areas (Sturmey,
1992). Rural field placements are also expensive to support and often difficult to
organise, particularly for urban-based courses. With the understanding of the
key factors affecting in rural practice, it is timely to now explore the broader
domain of welfare and then education for the profession. Recommendations will
then be made for improving the pre-service preparation of students for rural
welfare practice.
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Chapter 3

Challenges to the welfare profession and social
work and welfare education

Many of the structural verities of the modernist twentieth century have
dissolved. While educators may reproduce students’ practice knowledge they
found effective, students must also be able to learn to practice in transformed
settings. Students are going to act in settings not yet imagined. How are they
going to do that?

Crawford (2001, p. 14)
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Introduction
Before exploring how students in social work and welfare courses can be better
prepared for effective rural social welfare practice, it is important to understand
the current challenges for the social welfare profession. In the quote used to
introduce this chapter, Crawford (2001) identifies a challenge for the profession
and professional education. Many of the challenges confronting the welfare
profession relate to rapid social change and changes in the context in which
welfare services are provided.

As explained in section one, I refer to welfare as a singular profession for ease
of reference, rather than as two professions, social work and welfare. In this
chapter and the next, it is often important to distinguish between pre-service
social work and welfare courses, so these terms will be more specifically
applied.

This chapter briefly examines the broader social and political context affecting
the welfare profession, and the provision of social work and welfare education
at the turn of the 21st century. The professional doctorate projects relevant to
this chapter are the coursework unit, ‘Social work and welfare education:
teaching in a post modern world’ (see Green, 2005 in section six), and to some
degree the work submitted for credit in the professional doctorate such as the
course review project (provided in section seven).

Social work and welfare education is inextricably linked to the values and
mission of the welfare profession, and these values came under increasing
challenge in the late twentieth century (Camilleri, 1999). Since the late 1980s,
significant changes have impacted on the way in which social welfare practice is
conducted and funded.

Significant changes have also occurred in the post-secondary educational
setting. These twin sets of contextual changes have been promulgated by neoliberal government ideology and influenced by other broad contextual factors
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such as social change and globalisation. These contextual factors impact on the
question of how to improve the preparation of students for rural welfare practice.
The changed context in which welfare services operate has had a significant
impact on provision of services, professional roles, fieldwork placement
opportunities and supervision. In addition, the provision of pre-service education
for the profession is impacted upon by the post-secondary education context.

Challenges to the profession have long existed, and are not ‘new’ per se. For
example, Camilleri (1999) points to a considerable degree of crisis in the
profession in the 1970s and 1980s, when new social movements such as
feminism, indigenous rights and other movements claimed ‘a voice’. At this time
new theoretical models were developed including radical practice models that
incorporated empowerment, self-help and structural analyses of the causes of
social problems (Bailey & Brake, 1975; Corrigan & Leonard, 1978).

Gibelman (1999) has argued that the profession has always been influenced by
the sociopolitical and economic environment, and that its goals, priorities,
methods and targets of intervention are greatly affected by the broader context
in which it operates. However, the speed and magnitude of current change in
the ideology and provision of welfare services by governments in Western
countries, together with broader societal changes, have fundamentally altered
the context in which social and welfare workers are employed and the way their
work is constructed. These changes have prompted a crisis for the profession
(Hil, 2001; Rowe, Hanley, Moreno & Mould, 2000). The changes have been
significant, and far-reaching, as Midgley (2000) describes:
These changes are related to what many social scientists believe is the emergence of a
postmodern world characterized by de-industrialization, social fragmentation, mass
consumerism, political disengagement, and a weakening of rationalism and the grant of
ideologies of Enlightenment thought that have dominated Western culture for the last
two hundred years (Midgley, 2000, p.15).
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While some seen this changed context as a challenge for social welfare, many
have described these social changes as creating a ‘crisis’ for the social work
profession (Adams, Dominelli & Payne, 2002; Allan, Pease & Briskman, 2003;
Cameron, 2004; Camilleri, 1999; Cree, 2002; Fook, 2000a; Fook, Ryan &
Hawkins, 2000; Healy, 2000; Hough & Briskman, 2003; Hugman, 2001; Ife,
1997; Mullaly, 2001; Napier & Fook, 2000; Napier & George, 2001; Noble,
2004). For example, Camilleri (1999) discusses the effect of the major
government policy changes as marginalising social work.
The transformation of the welfare state has seen social work become more
marginalized as the ideological framework for service and programs has shifted
significantly to contracting out services through competitive tendering. Social work has
been challenged by this new managerialism and finds itself uncomfortably located in the
welfare state. Social work’s future is uncertain and the values it holds appear to be
under constant attack and threat (Camilleri, 1999, p.26).

Some authors foresee the demise of the profession as the need for its
interventive skills disappears, the grand narratives and ideologies which are
part of the social work vision, mission and knowledge base are disregarded or
discredited, and that human services will no longer be supported by
governments or the corporate sector (Kreuger, 1997). Other authors see the
need to meet the changed context by transforming the welfare profession
(Pease & Fook, 1999). Adams, Dominelli and Payne (2002) believe that the
need for welfare services and a profession that provides these skills will
continue, but in new forms.
It is more realistic to participate in continuing debates about the future of social work
than invest in the fallacy that structures and organisations which sustain it will continue
forever. However, irrespective of how the personal social services are labelled, and how
their staff are designated, social work will not disappear (Adams, Dominelli & Payne,
2002, p. xvii, xix).
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The way social welfare as a profession should respond to changing
expectations and a changed and rapidly changing social context is strongly
debated. According to Woodcock and Dixon (2005), social workers in the UK,
Australia, Canada, Germany, Israel and the USA are engaged in “professional
introspection” about “what constitutes and characterizes the social work
profession in terms of its goals, tasks, desired methods of intervention, major
client groups and pre-dominant sectors of employment” (Woodcock & Dixon,
2005, p.995).

The future shape of the social welfare profession is a key topic of discussion in
much of the literature (Adams, Dominelli & Payne, 2002; Allan, Pease &
Briskman, 2003; Cameron, 2004; Cree, 2002; Fook, 2000a; Fook, Ryan &
Hawkins, 2000; Healy, 2000; Hugman, 2001; Ife, 1997, 1999; Mullaly, 2001,
2002; Napier & Fook, 2000; Napier & George, 2001; Noble, 2004). Pugh (1997)
believes that the profession is inherently compromised by its location between
service-users and government, but that
As social work academics and practitioners we should acknowledge that our own
location is problematic both for users of our services and for our political ‘masters’. We
are inevitably and intrinsically compromised by this, but we are not powerless, nor need
we be socially impotent. We should reject the pessimistic implications of postmodernism and accept that one of our tasks is to attempt to establish alternative
accounts of the ‘problems’ we encounter, and thus seek to establish these as dominant
discourses within the profession and within the wider decision-making fora of society
(Pugh, 1997, p.107).

The debates about the welfare state, the purpose of the social welfare
profession, and its future role in the light of massive social and political change,
influence the recruitment and retention of social welfare personnel and also the
recruitment and education of students. Changes to the post-secondary
educational sector have changed the way curricula are constructed, classes are
taught, students are ‘managed’ and courses are offered. Within this
environment, social work and welfare education must equip graduates to work
effectively in a rapidly changing and sometimes hostile world.
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Social work and welfare education in Australia:
A brief background
Social work and welfare are professions that have been in existence for many
years and have formal professional organisations which regulate their affairs.

The AASW has determined that pre-service social work courses must be taught
at degree level, and only offered through an Australian university recognised by
the Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee. The AASW has decided the overall
content of courses, and the role and scope of field education, although
institutions can determine in what format or structure this content will be taught
(AASW, 2000, 2003). In 2004, there were twenty-two social work courses
accredited in Australia.

Similarly the AIWCW has policies and procedures about membership eligibility,
course structure and review, and has identified core competencies necessary
for professional practice in welfare and community work (AIWCW, 2001, 2002).
AIWCW approves degrees and diploma/advanced diploma awards. These
courses may be offered through University, TAFE or by approved private
providers. There are many approved welfare courses across Australia, with over
twenty in Victoria alone. In general terms, the goals of both professional bodies
in regard to professional education, are similar.
The goal of professional education …[ for social work]… is to provide a rigorous
program that results in graduates who are competent, effective, skilled, knowledgebased, ethically aware and confident practitioners. They will have a commitment to
social justice and social change in the interests of the citizens of their society,
recognising that there are competing views of desirable approaches to the organisation
of society and the provision of social services. They will have the ability to think critically
and reflectively about their practice, and a commitment to intervene in the interests of
the client groups they serve (AASW, 2000, p.5).
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In meeting this goal of professional education, there are a number of challenges
as the context within welfare services has fundamentally changed, and the
nature of professional education is under threat in the current post-secondary
environment.

Challenges to the welfare profession
Australian society is rapidly changing (ABS, 2003c). There are many challenges
for social welfare professionals and service delivery, and providing learning for
this increasingly complex, complicated and uncertain world is difficult (Barnett,
2004).

Major changes have already occurred to the settings in which social welfare
work is provided in Australia in the last two decades (Camilleri, 1999; Hil, 2001;
Hough & Briskman, 2003; Napier & George, 2001). The emergence across
Western countries of neo-liberalism as a central plank of government ideology
has fundamentally changed the welfare system.

Federal and State governments in Australia directly or indirectly fund most
welfare

positions.

Non-government

(voluntary)

agencies

have

become

increasingly reliant on government funding to provide services in Australia
(Napier & George, 2001). Social and public policies, created by governments,
therefore have a direct impact on the provision of social welfare services, the
social welfare profession and the education of its members (Leslie & Cassano,
2003).

The economic reform agenda in Australia in the past decade or so, has
introduced a fundamental shift in the ambit and scope of government
responsibilities in the provision of welfare services that is similar to that
experienced by other Western countries (Hil, 2001; Hough & Briskman, 2003;
Napier & George, 2001; O’Connor, 1999). Changes include a strong emphasis
on

economic

efficiency,

self-reliance,

and

mutual

obligation.

Current

government approaches to the welfare state have led to the application of
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business or market principles in the provision of welfare services. There has
been a move away from small, locally managed agencies to larger bureaucratic
organisations, and welfare services previously provided by government have
been devolved to the non-government sector through the contracting out of
services (Everingham, 2003). Corporate models of management, and
processes such as compulsory competitive tendering, have been introduced in
the belief that this will create more efficient and effective welfare services
(Harris & McDonald, 2000; McDonald, 2002).

The Australian Federal government has also introduced increasingly targeted
benefits, which are exclusive and strictly means-tested. Their aim is to reduce
access

to

public

funds

and

thereby

minimise

welfare

‘dependency’.

Increasingly, there are expectations on individuals and families to provide for
themselves, and there is a strongly held belief that reduction of public spending
is a positive achievement. Funding for welfare services has focused on
providing individual support rather than community strengthening or changing
social structures which cause or exacerbate social problems (Lymberry, 2004).
Jamrozik (2001), a key social policy analyst, concludes
The outstanding feature of the post-welfare state is the policy and practice of converting
the political nature of social problems into the problems of individuals (Jamrozik, 2001,
p.271).

The delivery of welfare services is now based on concepts and theories which
take an individualistic and often punitive approach to providing welfare support.
‘Tough’ measures to regulate, control and punish welfare recipients have been
introduced. There is a culture of governmental regulation, of victim-blaming and
of welfare surveillance (Hil, 2001).

These changes have fundamentally altered the way social welfare services are
delivered, and reinforced negative, stereotypical attitudes against those utilising
welfare services (Healy, 2004). The role of social work and welfare staff and
human services organisations in challenging discrimination or oppressive
practices and advocating for disadvantaged people has diminished (Auditor
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General Western Australia, 2000; Harris & McDonald, 2000; Healy, 1998).
Managerialism and the proliferation of managed care and case management
roles have led to decreased professional autonomy (Fook, Ryan & Hawkins,
2000). There are many ethical issues for human services workers in this current
context (Lonne, McDonald & Fox, 2004).

Hil (2001) argues that the neo-liberal government agenda, evident in many
Western countries, has had a clear impact on social welfare workers and their
roles.
The increased regulation of practice and the imposition of output-driven rationalities
mean that social workers are often extremely constrained by the imperatives of
managerialism. Moreover, the processes of de-professionalisation that have occurred
over recent years merely add to the beleaguered sense of self-doubt that has
accompanied the profession… [and]…these developments and their impact upon
workers should not be underestimated. Asking social workers to rethink their practice
approaches needs to be done sensitively and with considerable appreciation of the
pressures they are under (Hil, 2001, p.74).

Welfare professionals find themselves increasingly taking roles of social
surveillance and control. In addition, rapid changes to the social, political and
economic environment have led to clients’ presenting problems being
increasingly complex, and are of a chronic and multi-problem nature (Lager &
Robbins, 2004).

The social welfare profession operates currently in social contexts which are
antithetical to its values base (Westhues, Lafrance & Schmidt, 2001; Ife, 1997).
The grand narratives, rationalism, Marxism, feminism, and the use of radical
and structural analyses to explain social problems and which provide a
fundamental basis to social welfare as a profession, are being challenged.

Kreuger (1997) argues these grand narratives are being replaced within social
and welfare policy discourse by the privatisation of social problems. There
appears to be a significant shift from social activism and radical action
approaches to a focus on individual and direct work with individuals and
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families. The privatisation of welfare services delivery in Australia has led to
deteriorating industrial conditions for social workers, and a devaluing of their
work in the welfare sphere (Healy, 2004). Many professional groups, including
social welfare professionals, have encountered criticism and scrutiny of their
expertise and status.

A general distrust of professionals, and what some have called a crisis of
confidence in the professions, has occurred in the past two decades
(Anscombe, 2001; Hil, 2001; Schön, 1987). Professions are no longer
untouchable. “In these litigious days, professional groups are no longer
protected from the public gaze by the smoke and mirrors of professional
superiority” (Cameron, 2004, p.5).

There is increased public cynicism about professionals, and their claims to
professional knowledge and expertise. Consequently, welfare professionals
have experienced an increasing sense of insecurity about their professional
identity (Hil, 2001; Healy, 2004; Westhues, Lafrance & Schmidt, 2001). Healy
(2004) has identified a crisis of confidence in the welfare profession and argues
that
Professional social workers are devalued in market systems by the non-recognition of
relational dimensions of their practice in service contracts and service evaluation. Nonrecognition occurs also through cultural stereotypes such as media portrayals (Healy,
2004, p. 107).

Healy (2004) believes that this crisis of confidence is one of the major
challenges facing human services in Australia today. The popular media has
partly contributed to the undermining of the social welfare profession,
particularly by its reporting of child abuse and family violence. Welfare workers
and social workers are soundly criticised in the media in Australia while other
professionals such as teachers, judges, nurses and others escape such harsh
critiques (Healy, 2004; Mendes, 2001).

103

In Australia, Mendes (2001) reports that “headlines have described social
workers variously as naïve, incompetent, indecisive, too trusting, and easily
manipulated do-gooders who lack adequate professional training and
standards” (Mendes, 2001, p.30) or as callous and cold-hearted bureaucrats
who rob families of their children. Welfare professionals are often portrayed as
over-paid

and

self-serving,

and/or

as

unprofessional,

incompetent

or

inappropriately trained (Mendes, 1997, 2001). In many instances within the
media, they are portrayed as ‘wimps’ or ‘bullies’ (Cox, 1998). Dempsey, Halton
and Murphy (2001) describe similar media reporting in Ireland and Britain where
they say that the professional body of social work and social work practitioners
have
experienced public scrutiny and sometimes vilification as a result of child abuse
scandals, with a consequent heightening of the levels of anxiety experienced by
workers on a day-to-day basis. It could be said that social work is experiencing a crisis
of identity about its role and function in a society which mandates it to carry out the role
of protecting children from abuse and neglect, but which is at the same time extremely
ambivalent towards those agents of protection. One of the challenges facing social work
educators is to equip students with a strong sense of confidence and competence as
well as the flexibility to grow, change and learn as their role and tasks are constantly redefined (Dempsey, Halton & Murphy, 2001, p.621).

As a response to harsh criticism of their role and their professional competence,
social welfare workers are often rendered mute. They feel vulnerable, and are
often unable to articulate their professional knowledge and skill base,
particularly when measured against those with a ‘recognised’ speciality (Ruch,
2002; Westhues, Lafrance &Schmidt, 2001).

The public critical commentary that is provided in individual cases, in which
service provision or professional care has been determined as inadequate,
does not always provide the full context within which these problems have
manifested.
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According to Healy (2004)
Public concern about some sections of the health and community services industry
cannot be separated from changing norms around what constitutes ‘good enough’ care
in public and private domains. Nor can these concerns be disconnected from the
chronic under-funding of services and the increasingly complex and seemingly
intractable problems facing some service users with whom these agencies work (Healy,
2004, p.105).

The nature of problems facing service users has become very complex.
Providing assistance to those experiencing human problems in what is often a
hostile environment is very stressful and can be disheartening. In this
environment, “the toxicity and emotional impact of encounters faced by social
work practitioners appears to be relentlessly increasing” (Ruch, 2002, p.202).
Students completing social work and welfare courses therefore must learn how
to cope with many pressures, and to work in a constantly turbulent
organisational and structural environment (Cox, 1998).

In Australia, as elsewhere, there has been strong criticism by marginalised
groups of the role and behaviour of many professionals in maintaining and
reinforcing their disadvantage. Since the 1980s, many marginalised and
disadvantaged groups have become more ‘savvy’ at exerting their political
power through media and other sources. They are vocal about their place and
treatment within society, and by professionals such as social work and welfare
workers (Dominelli, 1996, 2002; Hough & Briskman, 2003). They have strongly
criticised the past (and present) implementation of social welfare practices
which further stigmatise and marginalise their members, and have argued for
the social welfare profession to return to its core values and work for social
reform to reduce and remove oppression (Dominelli, 1996, 2002; Hough &
Briskman, 2003). Many groups have called for their concerns to be addressed
in the curriculum of social work and welfare courses.

In response, the social work and welfare educators have struggled to find a
place in the curriculum for issues affecting various groups (for example working
with people with disability, indigenous peoples, migrants, gay and lesbian
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people, rural practice and international social work). Combined with the various
practice methods: individual work, casework, family counselling, and other
family intervention, group work, organisational work, social policy, social action,
and community development, the result has been a crowded and often unintegrated curriculum (Lager & Robbins, 2004). Many courses have struggled to
integrate the many subject areas to enable depth of learning. Frequently,
theoretical orientations such as critical theories, empowerment and antioppressive approaches are utilised as an underlying framework and to provide
a means of integration.

The comprehensiveness of social work education has been described as both a
strength and a weakness.
Curiously, the bane and, to an extent, the virtue of social work education is its lateral
comprehensiveness. The demand on social work education to include an everincreasing array of subjects is becoming unrealistic. All too often, the result of this
demand is superficiality of preparation and training (Bisno & Cox, 1997, p.281).

The breadth of the curriculum and lack of in-depth learning is considered a
serious flaw by Bisno & Cox (1997). Uncertainty about whether the professional
education offered in social work courses is adequate in preparing social work
students to work in new, as yet unknown environments was highlighted by
Crawford (2001) in the quote used to introduce this chapter. Crawford (2001),
Bisno & Cox (1997) and others have indicated a lack of confidence in the
current professional education for the welfare profession.

Uncertainty about the value of the work, together with the unrelenting
questioning of the profession, internally and externally, contribute to deepseated and ongoing occupational stress in the social welfare profession and,
“as the anxiety generated by the work increases, the profession’s capacity to
address it seems to decrease” (Ruch, 2002, p.202). A recent literature review
by Asquith, Clark, & Waterhouse (2005) about social work in the 21st century in
Scotland and the UK has identified confusion about professional identity as a
major factor in the ‘crisis’ in social work. These authors have found that the
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‘crisis’ affects recruitment and retention of social workers. Bisno & Cox (1997)
argue that current social work education, with its vast array of subjects, provides
only superficial learning and does not adequately prepare students for work in
the current challenging environment.
Not only is social work presently engaged in a battle against a hostile milieu, but its
history is replete with other examples of fighting good fights despite public hostility. Our
praise though, is tempered by a concern for the future and by a lament that social work,
particularly social work education, is seriously flawed (Bisno & Cox, 1997, p.383).

While there have been major changes to the provision of welfare services, and
threats to the vision and mission of the profession as briefly described in this
chapter, there have also been massive changes in the post-secondary
education sector. These changes have impacted upon the education of welfare
and social workers. When considering education that prepares social work and
welfare graduates for rural practice, understanding the education system, and
the contextual factors impacting up it, is an important task.

Challenges to the post-secondary education sector
Australia’s post-secondary education sector has experienced two decades of
government reforms.
The extent of change in the human services in Australia in recent years has been
paralleled by a dramatic upheaval in higher education. Successive reforms in the 1980s
and 1990s have reduced government real funding of universities and hurled them into a
market system (Kennedy, Harvey & Gursansky, 2001, p.32).

In a similar way to Federal government reforms in the higher education sector,
State government policies have affected TAFE providers, resulting in a
vocational education environment in which providers have become increasingly
focused on commercial operations and self-funding enterprises. The reduction
of government spending in the post-secondary education sector is seen to be
beneficial by governments, and there has been a policy of developing education
as a market place in both TAFE and higher education. In the vocational
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education sector, the introduction of private businesses as Registered Training
Organisations (RTOs) has provided competition for the predominantly state
funded TAFE institutes.

The Australian Council for Private Education and Training (ACPET) has
become a strong lobby group, and has promoted the benefits for governments
of privatising the vocational education ‘market’, as can be seen in the following
statement:
Whilst TAFE institutes and universities attract a large portion of their funding from
government, private providers generate the majority of their funding from tuition
delivered on a fee-for-service basis. Quality educational outcomes are delivered at no
cost to the government. In fact, private providers will also contribute to government
revenue through the payment of all relevant state and federal taxes and charges in the
same way as any other private business (ACPET, 2004, p.12).

The higher education sector has also significantly changed over the last two
decades. Introduction of neo-liberal education policies has seen the introduction
of student fees in higher education, and a reduction in eligibility for student
benefits that acts to reinforce family obligation and students’ dependency on
family or employment for financing their education. For social work and welfare
educators, these policies have caused concern about the representation of
students from disadvantaged backgrounds within pre-service welfare and social
work courses.

Universities are now expected to be more financially self-supporting and less
reliant on government funding. These government policies also demand
increasing privatisation, with the expectation that universities and TAFEs will
attract

additional

funding

through

research

funding

and

commercial

opportunities to support their programs. Not unexpectedly, these government
policies encourage competition between universities for students and funding,
and the conceptualisation of the tertiary sector as a market place (Kennedy,
Harvey & Gursansky, 2001).
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The commodification of education through the development of fee-paying
courses and the recruitment of international students both on-shore and offshore has been significant in obtaining revenue for the sector. These changes
have fundamentally altered the provision of post-secondary education in
Australia (Kennedy, Harvey & Gursansky, 2001; Napier & George, 2001;
Sheehan, 2001).

Competition between post-secondary institutions and within the institutions
themselves, together with increased demands on academics, has created
stressful and difficult working environments for academics in universities
(Gillespie, Walsh, Winefield, Dua & Stough, 2001; Napier & George, 2001;
Winefield, 2003).

For social work and welfare educators and the professional associations, the
conceptualisation of post-secondary education as a market place has been very
problematic. As a consequence, there has been competition rather than cooperation between the schools providing social work and/or welfare education
as they compete against each other for market share, commercial opportunities,
research funding and in developing other initiatives to support their existence.
Even within a single university, social work and welfare courses often struggle
to maintain their existence and relevance as they are measured against other
university courses which are more profitable, attract larger research grants or
have higher ‘status’ (Napier & George, 2001).

The National Training Reform Agenda has instituted major changes to the
provision of vocational education and training (VET) in Australia where TAFE is
the major provider. The reforms have promoted the commercialisation of
programs and responsiveness of providers to industry needs. There is national
accreditation of courses which rely on ‘training packages’ that are standardised
and modularised in the VET system.

Competition between registered providers has been encouraged. A national
framework to register providers, including private providers, has been
established. Since the introduction of these reforms in the last two decades,
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there has been major growth in the number and scope of registered private
providers (RTOs) which are predominantly commercially oriented small
businesses (Australian Council for Private Education and Training, 2004). RTOs
can offer accredited courses at VET and higher education level.

Problems in implementing the National Training Reform Agenda have included
confusion and debate over competency-based approaches, the pace of change
and the massive scope of the changes. There are criticisms that there was a
lack of industry involvement in the reform process, and that the increased
bureaucracy and standardisation does not respond to the diversity of the
industry environment. Although one of the goals of the reforms was increased
responsiveness to industry, this has not been demonstrated. There are changed
working conditions for TAFE teachers and an increasingly casualised workforce
(PSA, 2003). Problems such as communication and organisational restructuring
have been identified as TAFE operational systems have needed to adopt
corporate structures, commercialise their operations, compete with other
providers and respond to industry needs (Simons, 1997). Criteria identified by
employers are used to frame competency standards in courses.

There have been concerns expressed about using competency-based models
for professional training and education (Blunden, 1995; Jones, 1999). Blunden
(1995) argues that there is a huge difference between teaching trades-people
and teaching professionals. Many argue that competency-based models are
only useful when tasks are technical, repetitive and unambiguous. Some
welfare educators also fear that with far fewer classroom and practicum hours
within some training packages, the merging of common core units for efficiency,
and the introduction of generic modules, there is reduced emphasis on specific
professional expertise, the usage of professional judgement and other relevant
skills (Bowie, 2004).

A study by Simons (1997), of nine experienced TAFE teachers who taught in a
variety of fields, found that there were significant criticisms of the application of
training modules. Participants in this study felt their professionalism was
undermined by the implementation of curricula which they had not themselves
110

devised, did not provide adequate education, and which they doubted would
meet industry standards. They also felt their autonomy was diminished (Simons,
1997). With regard to professional education and the use of competency-based
criteria for assessment, Jones (1999) found that TAFE teaching staff were
particularly anxious about documenting decisions about a student’s competence
especially when related to the student’s use of professional judgement. Such
decisions are often seen as lacking objective measures, and students frequently
challenge negative assessments through course and institutional regulations
and legal avenues.

The application of market principles to education, over the past decade or so,
has resulted in changes to the way students (consumers) are managed as
teaching is evaluated on its cost effectiveness as well as other measures. As
Kreuger (1997) explains
The university or institution of learning cannot in these circumstances be concerned
with transmitting knowledge in itself, but must be tied ever more narrowly to the
principle of performativity, so that the question asked by any teacher, student, or
government must now be no longer “Is it true?” but “What use is it?” or “How much is it
worth?” (Kreuger, 1997, p. 20).

Cost-effectiveness has become critical in decision-making about providing
courses and units. There has been an attempt to reduce teaching delivery costs
in both the TAFE and higher education sectors by using large scale lecturing,
use of information technology, large tutorials, assessment tools which can be
quickly marked (often by computer) and other economies of scale which are
often not suitable for professional education (Camilleri, 2001; Napier & George,
2001).

Organisational restructures introduced to reduce costs and increase efficiency,
as well as increasing bureaucracy, have impacted on staffing in higher
education. The average student to staff ratio in higher education has increased
from 13:1 in 1990 to approximately 19:1 in 2000 (Winefield, 2003). To reduce
costs, tenured staff have often been replaced by sessional or contract staff
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within social work and welfare courses at universities (Camilleri & Humphries,
2005; Dixon & Hoatson, 1999; Winefield, 2003). Similar changes have occurred
at TAFE with casualisation of the workforce and job losses (PSA, 2003; Simons,
1997).

Expectations on teaching and academic staff have changed. The welfare
profession has always prized applied skills and knowledge, use of professional
judgement and links to direct practice. With the changed expectations in
Universities applied, field and practice teaching are not valued and this has had
a significant impact on the curricula and on staffing (Camilleri, 2001; Sheehan,
2001).

Universities, through promotion processes and income distribution to academic
units, reward activities such as publications, research and income generation
and to a lesser extent administration and teaching. There is a devaluing of the
educator’s direct practice experience within the corporate university (Camilleri,
2001). Engagement with the community is occasionally included as a relevant
aspect of academic work, although it is not usually valued as highly as research
or scholarship. Allowing sabbaticals for academics to conduct direct practice
and refresh their knowledge and skills relevant to their teaching, or permitting
time for this activity to occur within the staff workload is often not supported, as
the emphasis is on research output or income generation. Recent field
experience is not usually a condition for recruitment of academic staff in social
work (Trotter & Hewitt, 2001; Meemaduma, 2001). In both TAFE and higher
education, many schools of social work and welfare have been subsumed into
larger organisational units where they must compete for resources.

Social work education has been affected by these many pressures and many
major employers regard social work graduates as “presently being seriously
under-prepared for the jobs they will be offered” (High, 2001, p.8). Sheehan
(2001) argues that while academics have endeavoured to provide good
preparation for social welfare practice, the difficult and frequently hostile
educational setting creates a number of problems.
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A significant example is in the provision of fieldwork education. Fieldwork
education has been viewed over the lifetime of the profession as the “single
most important component of social work education” (Rhodes, Ward, Ligon &
Priddy, 1999, p. 15). Supporting fieldwork placements and teaching direct
practice skills are often resource intensive. In the higher education sector,
fieldwork education is seen to have little research or academic value and thus
does not satisfy university priorities concerned with commercialisation,
publication and research in Australia (Camilleri, 2001) and other Western
countries (Lager & Robbins, 2004).

Fieldwork activities are often not adequately supported within the funding
regimes of universities in professional education in Australia and other Western
countries despite social work staff recognising their importance (Camilleri, 2001;
Lager & Robbins, 2004; Rhodes, Ward, Ligon & Priddy, 1999). Constrained
resources and other pressures have significant impacts on rural placements in
particular, where costs of supervision, liaison and administration are high
(Bowles & Duncombe, 2005). A lack of sufficient placements within the welfare
sector has also been recognised as a problem.
…the concern in Australia for more than a decade has been the ‘crisis’ in placements.
Schools of social work have struggled with acquiring sufficient placements and in
getting social workers to provide professional supervision of students. This has led to a
number of schools to place students in so-called ‘innovative’ placement environments in
which there is no professional social worker employed. Many schools either provide
staff members to act as professional supervisors or contract others to provide the
supervision. For schools, as the cost pressures have increased over the last decade,
this is creating a financial ‘crisis’ (Camilleri & Humphries, 2005, p.27).

Some large, central organisations have responded to increased requests for
placements arising from this shortage by organising placements centrally and
making arrangements with particular universities. For example, in New South
Wales, the Department of Community Services gives “priority for placements in
particular geographical areas, depending on where the university is located”
(Bowles & Duncombe, 2005, p. 228). This strategy has helped to provide
fieldwork placements for urban universities who have clear catchment areas. It
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has not helped with the provision of fieldwork placements for students
completing their course through external or distance education. (Bowles &
Duncombe, 2005). In Australia, welfare agencies are under pressure to take
more students on fieldwork placement due to the increase in the number of
courses and the number of students requiring supervised placements.

Many welfare agencies, struggling with their own role in the changed
environment as explained earlier in this chapter, are finding it harder to provide
the voluntary supervision required to support student fieldwork placements.
There are also concerns about productivity, accountability, and insurance
liability in providing fieldwork placements in all Western countries (JarmanRohde & McFall, 1997).

The traditional role of fieldwork as part of ‘gatekeeping’ for the profession is
compounded by increasingly litigious students. As a result, fieldwork liaison staff
must pay extra attention to documentation and providing a ‘paper trail’ to
legitimate ‘fails’ on fieldwork. Agency staff also have increasing paperwork to
complete, and are facing many pressures in the provision of welfare services in
the sometimes hostile environment previously discussed. It is therefore not
surprising that they offer practicum places only to competent students who can
help with the workload rather than those of mediocre or problematic capabilities.
These factors undermine the educational component of the practicum (JarmanRohde & McFall, 1997).

In the USA, seven specific threats to fieldwork have been identified by Rhodes,
Ward, Ligon and Priddy (1999). These are consistent with the threats identified
in the Australian system. These seven threats are:
academization of schools of social work; loss of autonomy in larger academic systems;
the devaluation of field directors; growth of programs; gatekeeping; changes in the
student population; and a lack of faculty commitment to field education (Rhodes, Ward,
Ligon & Priddy, 1999, p.15).
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Lager & Robbins (2004), also writing from a USA perspective, believe the
pressures on field education are from three main sources. Firstly, changes in
the social environment have occurred such as changed demographics, social
and economic circumstances. These changes have created more severe and
complex social and personal problems for which students are ill-prepared by
their academic and practice preparation. Secondly, changes in the organisation
environment such as restrictive policies, limited resources, managerialism and
high workloads have impacted on the capacity of organisations to support
student placements. Finally, there are pressures from within the academic
environment such as pressures of academic staff to “produce grant dollars and
spend additional time on scholarship, rather than [spend time] on teaching,
advising, curriculum development and field liaison duties (Lager & Robbins,
2004, p. 7).

Lager & Robbins (2004) say that one of the most disturbing challenges for the
welfare profession is the widening gap between social work programs and
practice. The issues identified by Lager & Robbins (2004) and others also apply
in the Australian context.

These pressures add to the stress on social work and welfare academics.
Occupational stress in Australian universities (and in other Western countries) is
alarmingly widespread and increasing, and has both personal and professional
consequences. Academics report that work-related stress has “negatively
impacted on their job performance, interpersonal work relations, their
commitment to the university, and their extra-role performance” (Gillespie,
Walsh, Winefield, Dua & Stough, 2001, p.65). Meemaduma (2001) describes
the pressures on Australian social work academics as:
Demands for publications, research funding, doctoral qualifications, income generating
entrepreneurial enterprises, community initiatives, smart teaching, graduate attribute
outcomes, customer satisfaction and efficient management have now become the
structural world social work academics operate within. The impact on academics on the
ground is a work environment with multiple competing high workload demands. These
demands generate a pressured and stressed work environment (Meemaduma, 2001,
pp. 4-5).
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Napier and George (2001) describe the current Australian environment in higher
education as being like a battlefield as social work academics try to meet
conflicting and multiple demands and retain their commitment to the profession
and to professional education. Similar pressures are experienced in the TAFE
sector.

Reduction of government spending and the resulting organisational restructures
and job losses, the introduction of training packages and cost-saving teaching
methods, and the pressure to commercialise programs have created
unreasonably high workloads, unnecessary bureaucracy, and increased workrelated stress in the VET sector (PSA, 2003).

Despite this difficult context, many social work and welfare academics have
continued to support and enhance links with industry, and have worked to
enhance the reputation of the profession in the education sector. (Anscombe,
2001; Camilleri & Humphries, 2005; Meemaduma, 2001; Sheehan, 2001).
Authors in Australia, Britain, the USA and Canada argue that social work
educators must actively challenge prevailing ideologies and organisational
cultures in the post-secondary sector where social work and welfare courses
are located.

The current organisational culture in TAFE and higher education devalues the
welfare profession’s value base and its commitment to fieldwork education and
intensive skills teaching. It also fails to recognise the importance of the welfare
professions inter-relationship with the community. It has created competition
and division between disciplines and institutions. The destructive pressures
arising from this organisational culture have been recognised in Australia and in
other Western countries (Lager & Robbins, 2004; Meemaduma, 2001; Rhodes,
Ward, Ligon & Priddy, 1999; Transken, 2005; Preston-Shoot, 2005).

As a result of the ‘crisis’ facing the profession in the changed welfare state and
the ‘crisis’ in professional education, new theoretical orientations for social work
have been proposed. Models of practice using critical, post-modern, structural
and anti-oppressive approaches have been developed and introduced into
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some social work and welfare courses to provide an integrative framework or
core base Healy, 1999; Ife, 1997, 1999; Mullaly, 1993; Pease & Fook, 1999;
Pugh, 1997). These approaches are often contested however.

Changes in curriculum are often challenging to academics and the academic
unit (Napier & George, 2001) and can be slow and difficult to implement. In
addition, there can be difficulties when professional accreditation processes
reinforce existing models.
This education is often bound up with professional association accreditation
requirements; so it tends to change very gradually, and to deal very ponderously, if not
with opposition, to new cross disciplinary developments. Also in terms of the higher
education context outlined earlier, as university courses are rationalized and integrated,
professions/disciplines are often competing for time, space and resources to cover
traditional core curriculum. In this sort of environment, it is paradoxical, but frequently
true, that tradition prevails and new integrative and interdisciplinary content is unable to
be accommodated (Kennedy, Harvey & Gursansky, 2001, p.35).

There is often a fear that an innovative curriculum will not obtain accreditation or
approval from the professional bodies, leading educationalists to often choose
more traditional approaches to social work and welfare education. This fear
often stifles new course developments. In considering how to improve the preservice education for rural practice in social work and welfare courses, the
pressures on educators, and the changed context in which welfare services
operate and students are taught must be carefully considered.

Rural welfare practice and these key debates
Rural social work and welfare practice does not feature in the debates about the
changed context for the welfare profession and social work and welfare
education at all. It is not mentioned in the debates about the future of the
welfare profession and rarely appears in social policy discourses. Occasional
journal articles discuss changes to rural communities and the effects of
globalisation, but this is rarely, if ever, related to education for social welfare
practice. This lack of attention perhaps reflects the marginalisation of rurality
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more broadly in society, and in government policy. As almost one-third of the
population lives in rural, regional and remote areas, this oversight seems
surprising.

Summary and brief conclusions
The welfare profession is facing a number of external threats arising from a
changed welfare state, government ideology and other broad societal factors.
The education system has also experienced massive changes, resulting in a
constrained financial environment for educational institutions and increased
demands on academics, teachers and the welfare profession.

With the introduction of policies based on neo-liberal government ideology, the
welfare state has been substantially reduced and devolved to non-government
organisations. Policies have emphasised corporate and competitive models of
welfare provision. Social problems have been constructed as personal
problems. Programs are reductionist, coercive, punitive and it appears
governments and the public often blame the victim for needing to use welfare
services. Social workers and welfare workers are experiencing a loss of
professional identity and significant work-related stress due to the changes to
welfare service provision. It has been reported that social work graduates are
significantly under-prepared for this hostile environment.

Similarly, social work and welfare educators teaching professional courses are
facing fundamentally changed organisational environments. There has been a
reduction in real government spending on post-secondary education. Neoliberal policies have introduced the concept of education as a market place,
where institutions must raise significant funds through student fees,
commercialisation of programs and research consultancies.

Organisational restructuring and rationalisation in higher education and TAFE
institutions has occurred to enhance cost-efficiency. There is increased
casualisation of the workforce, and there are multiple demands and
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expectations on educators in post-secondary education. Schools of social work
and welfare have been subsumed into larger organisational units in universities
and TAFEs, and funding has often been reduced. There is significant pressure
to reduce costs in teaching, and resource-intensive activities such as fieldwork
placements and teaching direct skills have come under scrutiny and threat. A
crisis in fieldwork education, in particular, has been identified.

There are other factors which have also affected the provision of welfare
services and the professionals who provide the services. These factors include
the increased power of lobby groups, the mistrust of professionals, and the
negative media portrayal of social workers and welfare workers and service
users. These factors have impacted on the curriculum for social work and
welfare courses, and, together with policy changes, have created what many
have called a crisis for the profession.

The following diagram, Figure 3 ‘A web of contextual factors impacting on social
work and welfare curriculum‘ illustrates some of the complex influences and
pressures on the curriculum of social work and welfare courses.
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Figure 3.

A web of contextual factors impacting on social work and
welfare curriculum
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Theories, research and
practice knowledge:
push for evidence
based practice,
emphasis on clinical
work, decline of the
‘grand narratives’

It is important to recognise the multiple factors which impact on the design and
teaching of curriculum when considering changing the curriculum to better
prepare students for rural practice. Similarly, understanding the multiple
stressors on educators from the organisational culture in which they work, the
welfare sector, the profession and the students is important. Understanding the
stressors and pressures in the welfare sector generally is also important. The
adoption of new models of practice are enhanced or inhibited by the
organisations (and the staff) providing social work and welfare programs, and
the professional bodies. The current inclusion of theories, models and content
relevant to rural welfare practice within the current curriculum is the focus of the
next chapter.
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Chapter 4

Rural practice and the curriculum of social work
and welfare courses in Australia

There is a critical lack of experienced qualified personnel in isolated areas, and few of
these have appropriate training … Almost all social work and most other welfare
courses are located in major cities. The nature of content appears to be predominantly
geared toward urban problems and institutions. Very few fieldwork practice placements
appear to be located in remote and rural areas [and] the nature of education and
training for workers in remote and rural areas requires fundamental review. The welfare
task is quite different to that in urban areas, where there is a network of services and
other professional workers.
Learner (1979, pp. 40, 41)
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Introduction
Earlier sections of this exegesis have identified the key elements of rural
welfare practice and explored the current contextual issues relevant to welfare
service delivery, and post-secondary education. Broad, complex and multiple
factors influence the provision of welfare services and professional education
for social work and welfare practice. The debates about the profession and its
role do not particularly consider rural issues, although the changes to the
provision of welfare services, as well as other factors, have impacted on rural
people.

The key question of the doctoral program is how to better prepare social work
and welfare students for work in rural areas. This question really involves two
dimensions. Firstly, how to better equip students to cope with the additional
demands of a job in a rural setting (and with all the elements that arise because
they are an intrinsic part of the context) and secondly, how to help rural
communities and rural people by better preparing students with a range of
strategies and skills to address structural disadvantage and complex personal
and social problems within the rural context. In developing a means to address
these two dimensions, it is imperative to ascertain the emphasis on rural issues
and rural practice in the curriculum of social work and welfare courses. Inclusion
of material which is indirectly relevant to working in rural contexts should also
be considered. This chapter is partly based on findings of the research project
‘Teaching social welfare professionals about rural practice: The emphasis on
rural issues and practice in the content of social work and welfare courses in
Australia’ (Research project 2 in section three, and also see Green, 2003a in
section six).

The preparation of social worker and welfare workers for rural practice in
Australia was identified as a neglected area in the 1970s (Learner, 1979), in the
1990s (Cheers, 1992, 1998; Sturmey, 1992; Sturmey & Edwards, 1991) and
more recently within this doctoral program (Green, 2003a).
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The quote by Learner (1979) that introduces this chapter could have been made
much more recently, as these problems still exist.

Two factors that have been identified as having a substantial affect on
recruitment and retention of medical personnel are growing up in a rural area
and exposure to rural practice issues (Commonwealth Department of Human
Services and Health, 1994). In an effort to recruit more doctors and other allied
health professionals to rural areas, special programs have been developed and
supported through government funds. These include provision of scholarships
to rural students, and exposure of students to rural practice issues through rural
residential programs, in which students spend a ‘rotation’ on clinical placement
in a rural area (Walker, 1999).

While very useful in providing exposure to rural practice, such programs do not
readily address some of the identified difficulties. There is a lack of a rural
knowledge-base and few theoretical or practice models about rural issues and
rural practice. Little effort, beyond some rural placements or ‘rotations’ has been
made to address rural social and health issues within the general teaching and
research programs of universities (Bell, MacCarrick, Parker & Allen, 2005;
Walker, 1999). Significantly, governments have not provided similar funding for
social work or welfare students (Chenoweth & Stehlik, 2001).

Some social work programs have been provided in rural communities by a few
urban-based universities and some regionally-based universities. These
courses were developed through the 1990s. External social work courses are
currently offered by Charles Sturt University in regional New South Wales and
Central Queensland University and James Cook University in regional
Queensland. Deakin University and Monash University, both located in urban
settings, offer external social work courses in Victoria. New technologies mean
that even campus-based courses have some degree of external offerings that
may assist rural students to access courses.
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However there are still problems in accessing social work education for rural
people.
barriers to obtaining social work education in rural areas still exist. Factors such as
relative rural poverty, increasing expense of tertiary education, and costs of attending
residential schools at distant locations, postage and online expenses, long distance
phone calls, and postage of library materials, mean that rural people still face additional
hurdles when engaging in tertiary education (Bowles & Duncombe, 2005, P.286).

Although offering external or distance courses is a worthwhile strategy, often
the institution simply offers the existing course in another location, or by
distance education methods, rather than specifically designing material relevant
for rural practice. However, some courses offer rural placements for social work,
welfare and community workers and emphasise rural issues in their fieldwork
placement material or their units (Bowles & Duncombe, 2005; O’Sullivan, 1995;
O’Sullivan, Ross & Young, 1997). Courses offered through regional institutions
usually have a stronger emphasis on rural issues (Bowles & Dunscombe, 2005;
Crawford, 1997; Green, 2003a; O’Sullivan, Ross & Young, 1997).

Cheers (1992) has argued that, with regard to social work education (although
the same would be true of welfare education), schools of social work in
Australia have relied exclusively on ‘urban derived’ knowledge, theories,
ideologies and practice frameworks, and have made little attempt to develop
specific models for rural practice. This is also the case in other Western
countries, where social work models have been based on an urban practice
context (Gumpert, Saltman & Sauer-Jones, 2000). Alston (2005) has called for
a new paradigm for rural social work practice to be developed although she
recognises that social work is “largely an urban-based profession, which has
fallen prey to economic rationalism and lost its focus on broad social issues,
political advocacy and social justice” (Alston, 2005, p.277).

This chapter reports on the level of content about rural welfare practice in the
curriculum of Australian social work and welfare courses. Two aspects relevant
for rural practice can be considered. The first aspect is the direct inclusion of
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content about rural issues and practice in unit descriptions. The second aspect
is the inclusion of theories, skills and knowledge which are relevant to rural
practice but which do not specifically purport to address rural issues. I have
called this material content of ‘indirect’ relevance to rural practice.

Inclusion of rural content in unit descriptions
The doctoral research project, conducted in 2002, ‘Teaching welfare
professionals about rural practice: the emphasis on rural issues and practice in
the content of social work and welfare courses in Australia’, used published
web-site material related to approved and accredited courses to determine the
emphasis placed on rural practice and rural issues in the curriculum The
findings were compared to those of a study with similar aims conducted by
Sturmey (1992). The research report is included in section three and a
published article drawing on this research is contained in section six (Green,
2003a).

As a result of the research project ‘Teaching welfare professionals about rural
practice: the emphasis on rural issues and practice in the content of social work
and welfare courses in Australia’ I concluded that, according to their published
web-sites, few social work or welfare courses teach students about rural
practice or rural issues. Where unit content related to rurality was mentioned, it
was mostly in electives that were sociologically-based rather than practicebased. The comparison of these research findings with those of Sturmey’s
(1992) study showed that, if anything, the rate of inclusion of rural material in
the curriculum had declined over the past decade rather than increased.

In summary, drawing from the research project, of the 20 Victorian AIWCWapproved welfare courses, most information published on course web-sites (16
courses) made no reference to rural issues or rural practice in their curriculum,
and rural fieldwork was not mentioned.
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No published course material in welfare courses had referred to compulsory or
core units with a major focus on rural issues or rural practice, and only one
claimed to have a compulsory integrated unit with reference to some rural
content. Only four courses referred to rural electives in their course web-sites.

Of the 22 AASW-accredited undergraduate social work included in the research
project, half of the published material on course web-sites had no reference to
rural issues or rural practice at all. Rural electives were referred to in five
courses, but were not necessarily taught every year. According to their websites, four courses offered a compulsory core unit with major focus on rural or
remote practice and five courses indicated that rural content was integrated in a
more general compulsory unit. In these units, rurality was mentioned in a list
with several other fields of practice. The emphasis that can be provided about
rural issues in such broad, general compulsory units is likely to be minimal. Two
universities, both located in regional areas, appeared to have a stronger focus
on rural issues and rural practice. Courses in these two regional universities
had electives and compulsory units which included rural content. Only one
course directly referred positively to students having the opportunity of taking
rural fieldwork placements.

The comparison of my 2002 research project data with Sturmey’s (1992) data
indicated that rural content in compulsory units had diminished in welfare
courses overall, and had only slightly increased in social work courses. From
1992 to 2002, rural electives within both welfare and social work courses had
very slightly increased in number. Rural electives predominantly addressed
socio-political and economic characteristics of rural Australia. These units assist
students to understand broad contextual issues, and consider social and
economic policy and their effects on rural communities. They were generally not
practice-based or offered every year.

However, the most disappointing result was that the opportunity for rural
fieldwork placements appeared to have diminished. Sturmey (1992) indicated
five courses offered rural fieldwork placements, whereas my research in 2002
found only one course referred to providing opportunities for students to take a
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rural fieldwork placement and one course actively discouraged rural fieldwork
placements. As exposure to rural practice issues has been found to be
significant in recruitment and retention of professionals in rural areas
(Commonwealth Department of Human Services and Health, 1994) the decline
in exposure to rural practice through fieldwork placements is of concern.

While rural placements are an important tool for promoting rural welfare
practice, there appear to be few opportunities for rural placements for students
enrolled in urban-based institutions. However, many regional social work and
welfare courses would, because of their location, use rural placements and
some had integrated rural issues within their units. My research indicated that
they did not promote placements as ‘rural’ and thus could not be recorded in my
data collection. Some universities certainly do provide rural fieldwork
placements. For example relevant frameworks for assessing students’ rural
practice competencies have been proposed by social work academics in a
Western Australian university (O’Sullivan, Ross & Young, 1997). In New South
Wales, Bowles & Duncombe (2005) have developed a satellite model of liaison
support for rural fieldwork placements and believe the demand for rural
fieldwork placements is growing.

Other than fieldwork, with a couple of exceptions in the regionally based
courses, the units offered in social work and welfare courses did not have a
focus on the complexities of rural welfare practice. Generally, they were focused
on providing a sociological understanding of rural communities.

My findings indicate that little specific rural practice content exists in social work
and welfare courses in Australia, although this is not uniform as regional
institutions do provide specific units. Social work and welfare courses aim to
provide education which prepares students to work in a variety of contexts and
with a range of social and personal issues. Skills, knowledge and theories
relevant to rural welfare practice may be taught ‘indirectly’ through general
social work or welfare education.
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Inclusion of approaches indirectly relevant to rural practice
Social work in Australia, as in many other Western countries, is an urban-based
profession (Alston, 2005; Archer, 2000; Cheers, 1998). The use of urban-based
models for rural welfare practice has long been criticised. Collier (1993) asks a
critical question.
Can social work methods and theories be transferred successfully from the urban
context, where they were first developed, to rural regions?...[the]… distinct conditions
which exist in rural and remote societies call upon the human services worker to
become aware of the differences and, in most cases, to change the ways in which
helping skills are extended. There is evidence to suggest that some actions may be
called for in rural areas that are not presently in the social work repertoire, but should
be. Conversely, some items in that repertoire will have to be abandoned. The rural
social worker must ponder why commonly used social work methods do not work in an
aboriginal village when they have proved effective in the big city (Collier, 1993, p.3).

A broad understanding and analysis of societal influences, social constructions
and deconstructions, and the interface between the personal and social and
political structures is mandatory in pre-service education for social workers,
welfare workers and community workers (AASW, 2000; AIWCW, 2002). The
adoption of critical frameworks supports social welfare’s commitment to social
justice. These frameworks include radical, Marxist, structural and feminist
approaches (Tesorio, 1999). According to Campbell (2003), anti-oppressive
practice embraces the essential elements of these frameworks.
Briefly stated, theorists and practitioners who ascribe to an anti-oppressive framework
share the values of equity, inclusion, empowerment, and community. Their practice is
based on a structural understanding of human behaviour, seeks to exploit the
transformative potential of social work, struggles to eliminate oppression and
discrimination, links personal troubles and public issues, works to centre marginalized
voices, promotes critical analysis, and entails a vision of an egalitarian future
(Campbell, 2003, p.122).
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Critical theories

The teaching of critical theories enhances students’ understanding of social
justice, community, complex social processes, power and disadvantage. Critical
theories are highly relevant in the current context in which the provision of
welfare is being fundamentally changed (Cox & Hardwick, 2002). Several
different theoretical approaches are contained within the broad framework of
‘critical theory’. Critical theory is value-based and aims to enlighten and liberate
individuals by enabling them to understand the ways their lives are
systematically affected by the existing social, economic and political structures.

The aim of critical theory is to expose “hidden coercion, thereby freeing people
from that coercion and putting them in a position to determine where their true
interests lie. It is ‘reflective’; ‘self-referential’ and is part of that which it is
explaining” (Tesorio, 1999, p. 15). Critical theory(ies) has within it “subtle
nuances, layers of argument, and points of contention” (Ife, 1997, p.129).
Generally speaking, critical theories reject the positivist paradigm and
universalistic explanations of social structures. Critical theory approaches are
grounded in the context, and subjective, interpretive understandings are valued
(Ife, 1997).

Critical theories provide a way to consider the broader social causes of personal
problems. Critical analysis helps welfare professionals to understand human
behaviour within larger social constructs (Campbell, 2003) and provides a basis
for action on both an individual and a community level. Such an holistic and
systemic approach to understanding people, social structures and the
interaction between them, is a strength for the profession (Campbell, 2003;
Westhues, Lafrance & Schmidt, 2001).

In a recent study by Woodcock and Dixon (2005) of final year social work
students in ten countries (781 students in total) found that Australia and Canada
have the highest rate of students who acknowledged social causes of personal
problems. In this study, it was apparent that most students did not appear to be
interested in advocating for social change or applying critical theories. Overall,
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the students surveyed by Woodcock & Dixon (2005) appeared to prefer
approaches that were therapeutic, individually-oriented and at the micro-level of
practice. These findings support many of the contentions made earlier in
chapter three about the reframing of social problems as individual, personal and
private problems by neo-liberal governments.

Critical theories are relevant for understanding and acting upon the structural
disadvantage and marginalisation of rural communities in comparison to urban
communities, and the oppression of some constituent parts of rural
communities, for example indigenous people, women and people with
disabilities. Teaching and learning a critical perspective is a challenging process
for both students and lecturers. It can make staff and students uncomfortable
with how they see themselves and the world in which they live. Particular care
needs to be taken to provide a supportive environment where learning can
occur.

Critical theories inform individual approaches as well as collective approaches
such as community work and social action. Another approach, which
encourages intervention on various levels and which is relevant to rural welfare
practice, is generalist practice.

Generalist practice

Generalist practice has been an essential part of the Western social welfare
profession since its infancy early in the twentieth century when commonalities
were recognised across fields of practice (Raymond & Teare, 1996; Schatz,
Jenkins & Sheafor, 1990). Underlying the generalist approach is the expectation
that students will have a generic foundation such as a broad liberal arts
education in social work degrees, and the inclusion of some specified liberal
arts units in welfare degrees and diplomas (AASW, 2000, 2003; AIWCW, 2001,
2002).
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Generalist practice encourages a focus on problem-solving, and choosing the
best method from a range of methods of intervention, rather than being
methods-driven. According to Schatz, Jenkins and Sheafor (1990), generalist
practice involves five elements: a generic foundation and use of a multi-level
problem solving methodology; a multiple theoretical orientation; a knowledge,
value and skill base that can be applied to diverse problems and contexts; an
assessment process which is not constricted or predetermined by a particular
theoretical framework or interventive approach; and, deliberate selection of
interventive strategies made following analysis.

There is broad agreement that the generalist social welfare worker “instigates
planned change with systems ranging from micro to macro and with a wide
repertoire of skills” (Wolk & Wertheimer, 1999, p.103) and provides the “the
tools to work in various settings with a variety of client groups, addressing a
range of personal and social problems and using skills to intervene at practice
levels ranging from the individual to the community” (Schatz, Jenkins & Sheafor,
1990, p. 218).

Generalist practice is not sufficient on its own without theories to provide critical
analysis of the structures of society which lead to inequity, inequality, and
disadvantage. Theoretical frameworks provided by critical theories using
structural, post-structural, anti-oppressive frameworks can underpin generalist
practice. Connaway and Gentry (1988) have determined the roles that a
generalist social welfare worker might adopt as broker, advocate, mediator,
educator, social actionist and clinician.

Teaching a generalist practice model in social work courses is generally
accepted in Western countries, and is seen as a strength for practitioners
(Leslie & Cassono, 2003; Wolk & Wetheimer, 1999; Westhues, Lafrance &
Schmidt, 2001). In Australia, generalist approaches are taught in social work
and welfare courses (AASW, 2002, 2003; AIWCW, 2002).
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In the USA and Canada, there has been some discussion of whether generalist
or specialist methods should be taught in undergraduate courses, and whether
rural social work should be regarded as a specialisation (Campbell & Shepard,
1990; Gibbs & Locke, 1990; Leslie & Cassano, 2003; Martinez-Brawley, 1985,
1986; Schatz, Jenkins & Sheafor, 1990; Teisiger, 1983). Several authors have
proposed using an advanced-generalist social work practice model for rural
practice as a post-graduate speciality, although these proposals were made in
the early 1990s and not recently. Advanced-generalist practice requires a more
sophisticated approach than generalist practice and, it is argued, is necessary
for effective practice in more complex contexts (Campbell & Shepard, 1990;
Gibbs & Locke, 1990; Schatz, Jenkins & Sheafor, 1990). Advanced generalist
social work practice
builds on the elements of initial practice by the provision of greater specification,
sophistication and integration through increased breadth and depth in the knowledge,
values and skill areas of generalist practice. Elements that differentiate the advanced
level include the complexity of problem and situation, increased technical abilities, and
more sophisticated role assumption (Schatz, Jenkins & Sheafor, 1990, p.223).

Discussions of advanced generalist models of social work practice have not
featured in the Australian social work literature, although specialisations at postgraduate level exist. In my opinion, post-graduate education for rural practice,
while generating the much needed rural knowledge base, will not address
recruitment and retention problems in rural areas. There are simply not enough
students taking post-graduate studies. However, the elements identified in the
advanced generalist model are worth considering in a model which could
expand the existing generalist approach at undergraduate level.

The generalist model, with its generic foundation in liberal arts, is recognised as
relevant for rural practice in Australia and other Western countries (Brummell,
1985; Campbell & Shepard, 1990; Cheers, 1992, 1998; Gibbs & Locke, 1990;
Ginsberg, 1998; Lynn, 1993b; Martinez-Brawley, 1985) and as valuable in
preparing graduates to work in international contexts (Gibbs & Locke, 1990).
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The generalist model, together with a general liberal arts foundation and critical
frameworks, is accepted by rural welfare educators and practitioners as
providing a holistic and appropriate approach, relevant to working in rural
communities, as discussed in chapters two and three. However, the generalist
practice approach alone does not address the concerns about managing the
extra-ethical issues arising in rural practice that have been described by Healy
(2003). Nor does it address the personal and professional role overlap that
occurs in rural communities identified earlier in the exegesis. Although it is a
very useful approach, and one which supports rural practice indirectly, the
generalist practice model is not sufficient on its own to prepare students for
work as welfare professionals in rural areas.

Understanding and working with, and within, the community

Community work and knowledge of community frameworks have been identified
as critically important to effective rural welfare practice, as has been discussed
in chapter two.

Community work has significant theoretical, philosophical and practical
components, some of which are contested. There are many Australian texts that
outline community practice including those of Kenny (1994) and Ife (1995).
Community work is a relatively vague term. The problems defining community,
and in how the term is used to support various agendas have been discussed
earlier. The term ‘community work’ is often used to encompass a range of
practices

including

community

development,

social

development,

and

community building. Generally speaking, it involves facilitating collective action
to meet the psychological, material and social well-being of individuals. It can
lead to social action although this is not always its aim. Often it is based in
beliefs about the advantages of creating networks of people to share
experiences, problem-solve together, and then to advocate for changes at local
levels which will lead to larger practical, attitudinal or societal changes.
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The knowledge and skills of community work are seen as essential in welfare
practice. “Community work skills are not only essential for working with
communities, they provide the building blocks for any work which requires
critical analysis of working strategically to bring about change” (Dixon &
Hoatson, 1999, p.4) .

Community work is firmly linked to critical analysis of social structures and antioppressive practice in that it uses approaches such as consciousness-raising to
empower marginalised and disadvantaged people to bring about change.
Community work is emancipatory and participatory. A collective approach,
working with people rather than for them is seen as important in building and
strengthening communities (Chenoweth & Stehlik, 2001).

Community work promotes equality and its practitioners have a vision of
improving well-being, establishing rights and entitlements, and removing
oppression in all its forms (Adams, 2003; Adams, Dominelli & Payne, 2002; Ife,
1995). Sometimes community work leads to political action. Community work is
also important in establishing and maintaining community and social networks,
which are vital to the mental and social well-being of community members.
Networking has also been highlighted as being of importance to rural welfare
practice (Lynn, 1993a).

Mowbray (1996) believes the desirable components of community work
education would include knowledge of the nature and background of community
work, knowledge of political processes, urban and regional studies, local
government, planning and policy development, generalist studies and
sociological theory, particularly as it relates to power and oppression, class,
gender, ethnicity, conformity and deviance.

Skills needed in community work include knowledge and ability to utlise practice
frameworks, conduct social research and planning, communication skills, ability
to develop and conduct education for groups, organisation and management
skills, interpersonal skills, and groupwork skills (Mowbray, 1996).
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Mowbray (1996) argues for a rethinking of current models of teaching
community work to include all these elements. The use of critical theories is
also vital in addressing disadvantage and disempowerment, and fits well with
community work.

Community work requires particular knowledge and skills, and entire courses,
mostly at TAFE level, exist to educate students in its practices. AIWCW
includes community work as a separate professional designation in its title.
Some social work and welfare courses have units for teaching theories,
knowledge and practice about community work. In 1994, Mowbray (1996)
completed a study of 60 advertisements for community work positions, and
found that only one called for specific community work qualifications. The
remainder of the advertisements listed a range of ‘appropriate’ credentials,
including AIWCW or AASW eligibility. From Mowbray’s (1994) research, it
appears employers presume that community work knowledge, theories and
skills were taught within Australian social work and welfare courses. However,
more recent research has indicated that community work is no longer taught, or
is under threat, in many social work and welfare courses. The nature of
community work has also changed.

As previously discussed, community work arose from critical analysis of society,
using radical, Marxist, feminist and structural theorists, and confronts social
inequity and injustice. In the current climate, however, community workers are
more likely to be employed in service delivery/management positions (with the
state directly or indirectly funding their positions) than in social or community
action roles (Mowbray, 1996). Lane (1999) argues that community work is
under siege in the current funding environment.
Community development is under siege as a process-oriented, contextually sensitive
means of promoting participation in civil society and politics. Agendas are handed down
with funding packages; accountability is to funders rather than to those who may be
affected by interventions; and emphasis is on predefined goals rather than on accounts
of lived experiences. The worker might well be described as a manager rather than an
enabler (Lane, 1999, p.146).
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A community development or community work position is currently more likely
to be as a manager of community programs, with predetermined goals that may
or may not have been arrived at in consultation and collaboration with
community members. The government currently emphasises the provision of
specific services to individuals and has largely overlooked the broader health
and welfare of the community.

These changes in employment opportunities and the paradigm shift from
community work as being social action to community work as being program
management has been reflected in curriculum changes. The emphasis on
community work in many social work and welfare courses in Australia and other
Western countries has significantly diminished (Dixon & Hoatson, 1999; Lee,
McGrath, Moffatt & George, 1996).

There is debate about how (and if) community development should be included
in social work courses. In a society that is focused on individualism, and where
governments do not generally support collective action, there are tensions in
teaching a practice based on collective action, with its links to exposing
oppressive practices and developing social action perspectives.

Lee, McGrath, Moffatt and George’s (1996) study of ten Canadian Schools of
Social Work in the early 1990s, found three significant changes related to
teaching community work had recently occurred. Firstly, community work had
become marginalised within the curriculum. Secondly, its importance and
relevance had been challenged. Lastly, it had been devalued by clinicallyoriented staff that made up the majority of teaching staff in these schools.

Dixon and Hoatson (1999) conducted a similar study of Australian schools of
social work which indicated that the teaching of community work content had
been reduced. Changes had been made to over one-third of courses between
1995 and 1997, and these changes had mostly reduced the importance of
community work in the curriculum. In addition, the teaching of community work
was frequently the responsibility of contract or sessional staff (37 percent of
courses). Dixon and Hoatson (1999) were concerned that the effects of the
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resource constraints experienced by schools of social work (as a result of the
reforms of the post-secondary sector previously discussed in chapter three)
were unevenly spread across the curriculum. Community work appeared to
have been particularly devalued in relation to the teaching of direct casework
practice or clinically-based units. Casework and counselling units appeared to
be more strongly supported by the educational institutions, less likely to be
taught by sessional or contract teaching staff, and was given higher prominence
in the curriculum.

Dixon and Hoatson’s (1999) research identified that academic staff were also
concerned about the lack of community work placements. Government ideology
has led to an emphasis on individual work rather than on community work or
social change activities (as previously discussed in chapter three). Therefore,
students have little prospect of a community work placement, or later
employment as a community worker. As a response, little importance has been
placed on community work in fieldwork programs or the broader curriculum.

Dixon and Hoatson (1999) and Lee, McGrath, Moffat and George (1996) found
that tension existed between staff teaching community work and staff teaching
individualised practice within social work courses. This tension reflects an
ongoing debate about social work’s purpose and focus. The social work process
is often presented as a dichotomy of either working on the individual casework
level or of achieving social change through community work and social action.
Haynes (1998) calls this debate ‘the hundred year’ debate. The ‘hundred year
debate concerns the mission of the profession as being either to work on a
macro level to create social change and social justice, or to work on a micro
level in helping individual well-being. This tension in social work concerns
theories of social processes, understanding of how society operates and beliefs
about how to work to best create change: individual work to assist in individual
circumstances, (direct practice, psychotherapy and counselling for example) or
a social justice approach leading to action to change dominant discriminatory
and disempowering social structures (Dominelli, 1998; Haynes, 1998; Howe,
1993; Martin, 2003). These approaches are often presented in opposition to
each other, or as completely separate approaches.
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Ife (1997 p.197) argues that the “traditional split between micro and macro work
must be seen as reflecting a political reality, or an ideological imperative, which
is about separating the personal and the political, rather than reflecting the
reality of good social work practice”. However, according to the research, this
‘traditional split’ is emphasised by the construction of courses that provide these
approaches in separate units and treat them as being in opposition to each
other.

Dixon and Hoatson (1999) point to some reintroduction of community
development programs in Britain and Canada in the late 1990s, and Allen-Kelly,
McArthur and Roughly (2001) provide evidence of the continued teaching of
community work in an Australian social work course. However, based on the
Dixon and Hoatson (1999) findings, and those of the Canadian study by Lee,
McGrath, Moffatt and George (1996), community work and understanding of
community frameworks, which were once an integral part of social work and
welfare courses, have become marginalised in the curricula of many courses.

As community work approaches are accepted as a core part of working
successfully in rural areas, marginalisation or reduction of community work in
the curricula is of concern in considering the preparation of students for
effective welfare practice particularly in rural areas. In rural areas the welfare
professional is located within the community, and understanding the community
frameworks, and their own place within them and how this affects their practice,
is essential according to my research.

For rural welfare workers, one of the important aspects of working within their
own community is the management of dual and multiple roles, and the extraethical issues that arise in rural welfare practice. Reflective practice is a general
approach which is considered relevant to welfare practice in all contexts and the
use of reflective practice is taught in many curriculums of social work and
welfare courses.
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Reflective practice

One of the features of rural practice is the requirement to engage in work in
complex and demanding contexts, where the individual worker (and their family)
is also, intrinsically, part of the context. In rural welfare practice, supervision is
often not available, or is provided as an ‘accountability process’ rather than a
supportive, professionally challenging, developmental process. The individual
worker is often reliant on their own reflection as to what constitutes professional
behaviour in a particular situation. Professionals deal daily with uncertainty and
unique situations where professional judgement is relied upon (Schön, 1983;
Jones & Joss, 1995) and no more so than in complex and demanding rural
environments. These aspects of rural welfare practice have been discussed in
chapter two of the exegesis. According to Fook (1996a):
Exposing

practice

to

reflection

allows

for

enquiry,

criticism,

change

and

accountability…Reflecting on actions and the reasons, rationales and justifications (a
priori, ad hoc and post hoc) for them, may assist the practitioner not only to identify
specific practices and theoretical assumptions implicit in his or her work, but also to
articulate the basis for intuitive action (Fook, 1996a, p. 5).

Reflective practice depends upon a constructionist, phenomenological approach
to learning (Dempsey, Halton & Murphy, 2001; Ixer, 1999 Pietroni, 1995; Ruch,
2002; Schön, 1983). It is a complex concept, and has diverse origins. Skills in
reflective practice are often included in the curriculum as part of the essential
skills to be demonstrated in the fieldwork practice units and in the direct practice
(micro skills) components of many welfare and social work courses. It is also
relevant for critical and anti-oppressive practice, where a sophisticated
understanding one’s own social and cultural location within social structures is
important.

The growing interest in reflective practice is, perhaps, a response to the
changed social and political environment in Western countries that has been
discussed in chapter three of the exegesis. Reflective practice discourse
challenges the view that professionals are simply technicians and emphasises
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the use of professional judgement and flexible responses as part of the
professional work conducted in welfare service delivery (Dempsey, Halton &
Murphy, 2001; Ruch, 2002). In discussing the changed approach by
governments to the provision of welfare services, Ruch (2002) argues that
The concept of reflective practice stands in stark contrast to this one-dimensional,
rational,

managerial

landscape.

The

essence

of

reflective

practice

involves

acknowledging precisely that which the competency culture avoids – the uniqueness of
every situation encountered, the extraordinary complexity of human functioning whether
in relation to individual personalities, family dynamics or inter-professional relationships
and, perhaps most pertinently, the anxiety involved in practitioners by the work they do
(Ruch, 2002, p.202).

Ixer (1999) agrees with Ruch (2002) in that
… the pressures engendered, for example, by daily conflicts between resource
restrictions, public demands for protection, and the impetus to offer users greater
independence present social workers with complex and morally contentious challenges.
These require internal processing (cognition), so that external processing in the form of
judgement, followed by decision making (action), can be combined in a speedy
response. The difficulties of combining all these elements successfully mark social work
out as different from other professions and suggest a need for training that focuses
specifically on these skills. This necessarily takes us beyond Schön (Ixer, 1999, p.519).

Fook (1996c) links reflective practice to experiential learning, the adult
education movement and problem-based learning, all of which are evident in
education for social work and welfare professionals. The reflective learning
approach has been welcomed by educators and practitioners, although there
are various understandings of what it is, how it is applied and what it achieves
(Dempsey, Halton & Murphy, 2001; Ixer, 1999; Parsloe, 2001; Ruch, 2002).
Several texts outlining its place in developing professional practice have been
published (for example see Fook, 1996b; 1999; Yelloly & Henkel, 1995).

Reflective learning is a process of learning through experience. Reflective
learning encourages experimentation and self-reflection by the student on their
action, reaction and adaptation. The teacher and students are involved in giving
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feedback which forms part of the reflective cycle. Reflective learning also
includes recognition of knowledge from orthodox theories, practice wisdom and
tacit knowledge or intuition. Both rational and non-rational responses to
experiences are explored (Ruch, 2002). Ruch (2002) identifies four levels of
reflection relevant to welfare practice: technical, practical, critical (critical
reflection is linked to Habermas’ [1973] examination of sources or knowledge
and his later works on communication) and process reflection.

Consideration of these four levels of reflection assists the professional to fully
explore their practice and can be used in undergraduate education. Using a
reflective process in learning
…encourages students to develop a strong sense of their own value base, and of how
this relates to professional ethics and social work theories and methods. It thus
contributes to developing the ability to make informed choices about what constitute
professional behaviours. This is not an alternative theory of social work and it is
important to emphasise this, because we consider reflective learning to be compatible
with a range of social work theories and methods. It is our contention that this is an
approach to learning that provides students with a valuable self-monitoring and
professional self-constructive ability which can be developed on a lifelong basis
(Dempsey, Halton & Murphy, 2001, p.632).

To enable reflective learning to occur, a learner-centred environment, where
mutual trust is developed and students are encouraged to take ‘risks’ with their
learning, must be established. A level of self-scrutiny and openness is
encouraged. Students are asked to consider how their own personal
backgrounds and beliefs might contribute to their analysis of ‘problems’ and
actions, and how they might perceive service users from backgrounds different
from their own. Self-awareness and self-knowledge is the goal. Students are
encouraged to discuss their feelings, including their feelings of helplessness,
inadequacy or disillusionment. This type of learning is often not what students
expect. They usually want to learn ‘answers’ and be ‘technically competent’
(Dempsey, Halton and Murphy, 2001; Fook, 1999; Ruch, 2002). It can be a
demanding process for the educator. They must provide a ‘safe’ and supportive
atmosphere in the classroom. They need to oversee group dynamics and group
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discussion to ensure students feel safe and supported. They must also support
students who may be working through highly personal and difficult material.
These processes may also be subject to formal assessment in the course.
Educators are then confronted with the difficult task of assessing students in
terms of their self-reflective ability. Assessment of the skills of reflective practice
is difficult and complex and can be confronting for the student.

There are fears that teaching critical reflection in the social welfare curriculum
will be seen as ‘self-indulgent’ or a ‘soft option’ (Ixer, 1999). However, critical
reflection, including awareness of self and self-care needs, is relevant to all
welfare practice, but particularly for rural welfare practice where supervision and
de-briefing is often lacking. Reflective practice can assist in working through the
ethical dilemmas in a conscientious and careful way and is an aid to rural
practice.

Dane (2002) argues it is essential to prepare students for the stress and
vicarious traumatisation they are likely to experience in working in the welfare
sector. Self-care and self-reflection are important tools in this process.
However, there is little research into the emphasis on self-reflection and selfcare strategies in the curriculum of social work and welfare courses in Australia.

Fieldwork placements

Fieldwork placements have been mentioned throughout this section, as they are
a critical component of social work and welfare education and are compulsory in
social work and welfare courses. They provide some opportunity for exposure of
students to rural welfare practice. Earlier in this chapter, I reported that few
opportunities for social work or welfare students to take rural fieldwork
placements existed according to my research. Providing rural fieldwork
placements was not identified as a priority by social work and welfare courses in
my review of curriculum in 2002. In fact, in one instance, rural fieldwork
placements were only permitted in ‘exceptional circumstances’. The lack of
opportunity and promotion of rural fieldwork placements can be partly explained
by a number of factors. The university staff may have little knowledge of the
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local community, local welfare organisations or the professionals who work
within them (Bowles & Duncombe, 2005). There is also an increased cost of
administration, supervision and managing a rural placement in a financially
constrained post-secondary environment.
The high cost of liaison or assessment visits means that universities are constantly
tempted to lower standards and reduce the time of direct contact with organisations and
students [in rural placements]. These costs are not only high financially, but also in
terms of time taken for staff travel, time that might otherwise be used for other academic
pursuits. There may be a personal cost for liaison staff too, when they are necessarily
absent from family responsibilities (Bowles & Duncombe, 2005).

Recently, increased demand from universities for rural and remote fieldwork
placements for social work students has been identified by Bowles & Duncombe
(2005). There have been some specifically funded outreach programs
supporting rural and remote social work and welfare placements from time to
time in Australia (O’Sullivan, 1995) though these are frequently short-lived due
to lack of on-going funding.

Even when rural placements are offered, many students lack appropriate
support and preparation. As discussed in chapter three, their academic
preparation has been predominantly based on urban paradigms of practice. For
most social work and welfare students taking rural fieldwork placements, the
expectations are generally framed around urban practice settings as these are
the ‘norm’. This may limit the value of the exposure to rural welfare practice.

In addition, support while on placement in a rural area may not be easy to
access for the student or the fieldwork supervisor. In response, Bowles and
Duncombe (2005) have developed a satellite model of student supervision to
provide and build on local capacity to support students and supervisors during
the fieldwork process.

To articulate different expectations of students in rural fieldwork placements,
academics in one regional social work course in Western Australia have
developed a framework for a rural and remote competency strand within their
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fieldwork program (O’Sullivan, Ross & Young, 1997). This competency
framework includes some elements from Martinez-Brawley’s tenets of rural
social work, namely: indigenisation or localism, and relies on generalist models
of practice (Martinez-Brawley, 1980b). Understanding community frameworks
and working with the community are key requirements. The key expectations of
students listed in this competency framework include: using community
resources and the advantage of rural/remote locations; encouraging community
contribution to the development of needed resources; promoting the unique
relationship between person and environment; practicing the specialist skills of
rural/remote work within a generalist framework; and, reflecting on how the
rural/remote context affects the work of the agency (summarised from
O’Sullivan, Ross & Young, 1997, p.35).

This framework provides much needed material about assessing competency in
rural fieldwork placements. It appears that the authors consider rural practice as
a contextual speciality, listing it as a speciality within generalist frameworks. In
my view, the extra-ethical issues arising from rural practice are not emphasised
sufficiently in this framework, nor is there adequate focus on how models of
practice may be impacted upon by the rural context. Developing networks and
establishing professional support systems are also part of the sub-text in the
framework rather than being explicit. Self-care practices may need to be
different when workers are far from their natural support groups, supervision
may be difficult to obtain, and the networks among professionals are dense and
multi-layered. These are other key issues to be explored by students on
fieldwork placement in rural settings. The framework makes some mention of
social work values being compared to rural value systems, but a critique of
professionalism and what it means in a rural context is not overt within the
framework. This framework, however, is a move forward in developing a body of
literature and knowledge about rural welfare practice and in identifying and
articulating the professional expectations of students in completing rural
fieldwork placements.
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Rural fieldwork placements are valuable in providing students with exposure to
rural welfare practice. However, their availability is often limited by the financial
and other cost of managing rural fieldwork placements, and by lack of university
staff knowledge of, and having contacts in, rural communities (Bowles &
Duncombe, 2005). The value of rural fieldwork placements is also limited by the
lack of integration of rural knowledge, rural practice models, and rural examples
of practice in the structure of most Australian social work and welfare courses.

Summary and brief conclusions
There is little evidence that material clearly related to rural practice is included
in the curriculum of social work and welfare courses in Australia. Concerns
about the lack of rural practice in the curriculum of social work and welfare
courses were identified as early as the 1970s (Learner, 1979). However, very
little has changed since Learner’s (1979) report. In my research I found that, in
fact, there was overall less exposure to rural practice in 2002 than when
Sturmey’s (1992) study was completed. In addition, there are few opportunities
for rural fieldwork placements for social work and welfare students. These
findings indicate that rural practice is not considered an important part of the
curriculum.

There are some examples of urban universities providing outreach and distance
courses to encourage rural students to become welfare professionals, and of
regional universities and TAFEs providing social work and welfare courses.
However, many rural welfare professionals argue that models of practice taught
in these institutions are still urbo-centric, depend upon urbo-centric texts and
examples, and do not address the complexities of rural welfare practice. These
findings indicate that rural practice is not considered an important part of the
curriculum.

Theories and models taught in social work and welfare courses were identified
in this chapter that are relevant to the rural context of practice. Such
approaches include use of a general liberal arts knowledge base, generalist
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models of practice, community frameworks and community work approaches,
critical theories and reflective practice. Despite the inclusion of these theories
and practice models in the curriculum for social work and welfare courses, rural
social workers and welfare workers have indicated, in several studies, that they
felt unprepared for the complexities of rural practice where they are,
themselves, part of the context .

It is of particular concern that education about community work and social
action has been reduced and is considered to be under threat in many social
work and welfare courses. The lack of these frameworks in the curriculum
weakens the generalist approach. Understandings of community frameworks,
community-embedded practice and community development are considered
essential to effective rural welfare practice. Also of concern is the emphasis and
status which seems to be given to direct clinical work, rather than community
work or social action, particularly as the profession identifies its mission as
being one of social justice.
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Chapter 5

A new educational construct: Adjusting the lens

Rural communities have traditionally functioned within context. Relationships are and
the world just is. …As societal policies are universally applied under the assumption of
equality, the well-being of rural areas is typically addressed through formal human
services that flow out of urban centres. However, these formalized services are often
perceived to be in conflict with rural ways. For example, relationships no longer simply
are, but instead are based on contrived and constructed mutuality that discourages
informal and spontaneous reciprocal giving. Likewise, the world not longer simply is with
all of its contradictions and foibles, but instead is divided into specialized and
fragmented services with set eligibility criteria. Dissonance is further perpetuated by the
emphasis on professional training and appropriate certificates and degrees that define
the boundaries of who can legitimately provide help… [There are] …three major
reasons for the inability of social work practitioners to move out of this conundrum. First
is the utilization of practice theories that perpetuate a classical, modernity approach to
the helping process based on the positivist perspective. Secondly is the influence of
Western-based international and national codes of ethics insinuating social workers are
indeed professionals and therefore required to be objective in dealing with their clients.
Third is the lack of a viable alternative practice model.
Nelson & McPherson (2004, pp. 199-200)
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Introduction: Looking forward and looking backward
Martinez-Brawley (2002) argues that integrative thinking allows social work
practitioners to look forward and backward, and to interpret experiences using
an holistic approach and a range of conceptual schemes (as was briefly
discussed in chapter two). Integrative thinking provides a way of looking at
complex and challenging problems (Chenoweth 2004; Martinez-Brawley, 2002).
This chapter looks forward and backwards, and then presents an educational
construct that both introduces rural welfare practice issues and is useful within
the curriculum of all social work and welfare courses. To begin, key points from
previous chapters are summarised. Later in the chapter I explain the reasons
for deciding to introduce a broad educational construct, and then develop the
construct and its usage.

My doctoral research has illustrated how rural welfare practice has some
important differences from urban welfare practice. Rural welfare practice has
been almost invisible in the curricula of social work and welfare courses over
several decades in Australia. My research has uncovered other gaps in the
curriculum of Australian social work and welfare courses. Community work and
macro levels of practice appear to have diminished in the curriculum or are
currently under threat. Threats to the provision of relevant and appropriately
resourced fieldwork placements have been identified in Australia and other
Western countries. The level of inclusion of material about self-reflection and
self-care strategies in curriculum is unknown. Some social work authors argue
the curriculum of social work and welfare courses in Australia, and elsewhere,
are overcrowded, fractured and often lack an integrating framework.

There are claims that students are currently unprepared by their pre-service
education for work in welfare services, and concerns about how to prepare
students to work in changed and, as yet unknown, settings.
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The current welfare setting has been described as hostile to welfare
practitioners. Students need the confidence and skills to manage in this
environment. Recent research indicates that work-related violence and
harassment are often experienced by welfare practitioners, and may be more
serious in rural areas due to the lack of anonymity of the professional.

Other findings from my research indicate that the welfare profession is under
major threat in the current social, economic and political context and is
experiencing a ‘crisis’. Its mission, values and traditions appear to be ‘out of
step’ with current social and political ideologies. I do not believe the profession
needs to change itself simply to fit with neo-liberal approaches by government.
The welfare profession has, however, been called upon by many social work
and welfare scholars to re-state or reformulate its ideals, visions and mission.
There are many challenges to the welfare profession’s value base and ways in
which welfare work is conducted. The ‘crisis’ has created tensions and stress
for welfare professionals, the professional bodies and welfare educators.

Welfare organisations are under pressure within a changed and reduced
welfare system. Welfare provision has been reconstructed using business
principles, and government welfare services have been substantially reduced.
Many government welfare services have been transferred to the nongovernment sector through processes such as competitive tendering with
minimal funding. Concepts such as mutual obligation have been introduced to
reduce dependency on welfare services. Reduction of government funding on
welfare has been seen as an important goal. Public and social problems have
been recast as personal difficulties or as individual psychopathology.

Social work and welfare educators are also under pressure in a changed postsecondary environment. An educational ‘market-place’ has been established.
Educational institutions can no longer rely on a high level of government
funding, but must seek to diversify their funding base. Commodification of
education and commercialisation of programs have created a competitive
educational environment that operates using principles drawn from the market
economy.
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Educators are faced with increased and diverse demands from their institutions.
Resource constraints have led to restructuring within institutions, casualisation
of the workforce, and the adoption of ‘cost-effective’ teaching methods.
Fieldwork placements and units that require intensive teaching are considered
to be under threat in this environment. Educators are expected to teach, publish
research, commercialise their programs, apply for research grants and seek
other sources of funding. Both welfare practitioners and educators appear to be
experiencing significant work-related stress.

Rural welfare practice has been largely ignored in the debates about the future
of the profession. However, the ‘crisis’ affecting the profession impacts on
recruitment, retention and service delivery.

Rural social work and welfare practice is denigrated and described as ‘a last
resort’ by some academics and welfare workers. Humour is often used to
disguise urbo-centric criticism of the lack of urban culture in rural communities.
Rural communities are often portrayed as slow, conservative, unwilling to
change and resistant to outsiders. These myths and negative stereotypes fail to
acknowledge the strengths of rural communities, the lifestyle benefits of working
in, and with, rural communities, and the opportunities available to rural welfare
workers. These opportunities include use of a variety of methodological
approaches

within

problem-centred

practice,

innovation,

independence,

community work and feeling an active part of the change process in a personal
as well as professional sense. There are opportunities for proactive as well as
reactive work. Unless the teaching staff have worked in rural communities
themselves, such positive views are unlikely to be presented to students in the
curriculum of social work and welfare courses.

Rural social workers and welfare workers report that they feel unprepared for
rural practice by their pre-service courses. Yet, many would argue that the
existing curriculum in Australian social work and welfare courses provides the
general background relevant for all contexts, including for rural welfare practice.
It appears that while current Australian social work and welfare education, with
its generalist approach and critical frameworks, prepares students to work in a
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number of contexts, there are some specific issues related to working in rural
contexts that receive little attention. There are differences in practice when
working in communities with dense networks in which the welfare practitioner is
an intrinsic part of those networks.

In the quote used as an introduction to this chapter, Nelson and McPherson
(2004) provide three main reasons that social workers have difficulties in rural
practice. The three reasons are: the use of inappropriate practice theories that
are framed within a modernistic and positivistic paradigm; the reliance on
professional models of practice which emphasise professional distance and
objectivity; and, that there are no viable alternative practice models available.

Many Australian rural social workers and welfare workers believe that they are
inadequately prepared for rural practice by their pre-service education. In
summary, the following key factors are noted.


There is little content directly related to rural welfare practice in social
work or welfare courses in Australia. Formal content about the rural
context, and more importantly rural practice, is largely missing in the
curriculum of social work and welfare courses. Where content about
rurality is present, with a few significant exceptions in regionally-located
courses, the focus is on the sociology of rurality rather than rural practice
issues. While understanding the sociology of rurality is very important,
such units do not usually address practice issues.



In the content of social work and welfare courses there is often a failure
to recognise that personal and social problems are likely to be
experienced differently in the rural context. For example, unemployment
in Sydney is likely to be a very different experience than in a small rural
township. Problems are likely to be very complex and need to be
considered in a community framework. According to my research into the
published curriculum content of social work and welfare courses, few
examples of social or personal problems experienced by rural people are
made available to students in classes.
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There are few examples of how welfare practice models may need to be
altered, discarded or reframed to meet the needs of rural people.



The intensity of the professional welfare role in rural areas, and its impact
on the social welfare worker and their family and friends, is complex and
can be stressful. The professional welfare worker is a known and visible
member of the small community. Personal and professional experiences
and roles overlap, and actions taken as a professional in some fields of
practice can have consequences on self and family. The rural welfare
worker is an intrinsic part of the context. The presentation of material
regarding use of professional judgement, relevant self-disclosure and
reflective practice tend to focus on the effect of the professional
relationship on the service user. Self-awareness exercises appear to be
concerned with improving service to the client. These exercises
encourage students to be aware of their own personal values, beliefs and
attitudes and how these values and attitudes might impact on service to
the client. It appears that little material is available to students about selfawareness related to self-protection (physical and emotional) and selfcare. Further, the complexity of managing ethical and professional
relationships with neighbours, friends and others is rarely included in the
current curriculum of most social work and welfare courses. Specific
aspects of rural practice, which welfare workers have reported as being
of concern to them in managing the complexity of rural practice are:
o conflicting duty(s) of care;
o confidentiality and privacy;
o dual and multiple roles and role blurring;
o lack of anonymity/visibility of self and clients;
o safety of self and family;
o managing occupational stress;
o the nature of professionalism; and,
o personal and family concerns (children, partners, and their work,
education etc), that may also be related to distance from natural
social supports or extended family in some circumstances.
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The current traditional construction of the profession and its codes of
practice have implications for rural welfare practice as they are not easily
applied or need to be modified in the rural context. However, rural
welfare workers often feel uncomfortable in making these modifications
and feel their work may not be truly ‘professional’.

After considering the findings of the various projects associated with the
professional doctorate, it appears that practice issues, related to the
construction of professionalism, professional values, professional judgement
and extra-ethical issues are of major concern to rural welfare practitioners.

Other findings from my research of relevance to the research question, ‘How to
improve the pre-service education of social workers and welfare workers for
rural welfare practice in Australia?’ include concerns about gaps in the current
curriculum of social work and welfare courses that indirectly contribute to a lack
of preparedness for rural welfare practice.

Understanding community frameworks and their impact on practice is generally
recognised as vital to effective rural practice, but community work and other
macro practice models have become marginalised within the curriculum of
many social work and welfare courses in Australia and elsewhere.

Introducing new curriculum is often at the expense of existing, valued content,
and changes are strongly contested. Often concerns about accreditation and
course approval restrict innovative approaches in curriculum design.

Evidence indicates that rural people are highly marginalised and severely
disadvantaged, (though not uniformly disadvantaged) in comparison to their
urban counterparts. Indigenous people in rural and remote areas are even more
disadvantaged.
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Knowledge and ability to understand and frame action to address structural
disadvantage is relevant for all welfare practice, and particularly rural welfare
practice. However, in the curriculum of social work and welfare courses, there is
currently a strong emphasis on micro-practice (that is direct, clinical models of
practice), rather than on macro-practice, particularly social action and
community work.

Service delivery approaches and models of practice are often urbo-centric and
fail to take into account the community context, dense social and personal
networks, and other factors related to the rural context: ‘One size fits all’ models
are not effective. There appears to be an understanding among rural welfare
workers that urbo-centric models of practice must be creatively tailored or
adapted to local conditions. Social work and welfare pre-service courses need
to teach suitable practice models and discuss how rural welfare workers may
need to adapt, discard or re-shape existing models of practice.

According to some authors, the curriculum of social work and welfare courses is
already crowded and courses provide breadth but not necessarily depth. There
are stresses on academic staff in higher education and TAFE institutions and
severe resource constraints. Commercialisation of programs in an educational
market place, and many other pressures, have contributed to a difficult work
environment in which some of the valued approaches to teaching and learning
in professional courses have been compromised. Fieldwork education in
particular

has

been

under

pressure

in

the

changed

post-secondary

environment, and educators have needed to meet extra organisational
demands. Work-related stress has been identified as a major issue for staff in
post-secondary education.

Many rural welfare organisations employing welfare workers provide supportive
work arrangements. Many rural welfare workers have reported that they have
developed stronger skills and knowledge than they would have in urban welfare
practice

because

of

the

opportunities

it

provides.

However,

several

organisational issues have been identified as contributing to work-related
stress, burnout and recruitment and retention of welfare workers. Some issues
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particularly affect rural welfare workers. These include poor preparation and
support in the early stages of employment, poor staff management processes,
high workload, varying and inequitable employment conditions, lack of access
to professional supervision, support and training, and a lack of procedures and
protocols which protect the personal and family safety of welfare workers. The
current context in which welfare work is provided has been described as hostile
to the welfare profession and this, too, creates stresses and difficulties in
workforce recruitment and retention.

Taking all these factors into account, I have developed an educational construct
for use in improving the pre-service preparation of social work and welfare
students for rural social welfare practice.

Developing a new model for rural social work and welfare
education
Originally, I considered recommending that a compulsory core unit about rural
practice be established as part of approval and accreditation processes of
social work and welfare courses. I thought that this compulsory unit would
contain content about practice issues and rural social work/welfare models of
practice. In my deliberations, I realised that to introduce a new compulsory unit
in pre-service courses, some other aspect of the curriculum would need to be
abandoned. The introduction of a compulsory rural welfare unit would create
disputes about the comparative relevance of the rural practice unit and
whatever unit it replaced. Introducing a single compulsory unit would not
encourage an integrated approach either. In addition, a compulsory rural
welfare practice unit would not be able to address all of the key gaps in the
curriculum of pre-service courses identified earlier.

As an alternative, rural practice could be presented as a ‘speciality’ or an
elective. However, I do not support rural welfare practice as being only taught
as an elective. Much depends on the promotion of such a unit and its placement
in being offered in competition with other, possibly more enticing, elective units
within individual courses. This is not to discount the value that rural welfare
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electives provide in some courses (see for example, Crawford, 1999). However,
not all welfare students choose rural electives. I noted that participants in
Sturmey’s (1992) study stated they would not have taken a rural elective even
had it been offered, as at that stage in their lives they had not considered taking
up work in a rural area.

Teaching rural welfare practice as a speciality does not recognise the fact that a
little under one third of Australians live in rural or remote areas, and that rural
welfare practice therefore deserves to have a major focus in social work and
welfare courses. Rural welfare practice is diverse and all kinds of personal and
social problems are evident although they may be experienced differently to
those in the urban setting. Use of the term ‘speciality’ suggests to me that only a
few practitioners need to have the ‘specialist’ knowledge and skills necessary
for work in a very particular field of practice. In rural welfare practice, all welfare
workers need a diverse range of skills, an holistic knowledge-base and a
sophisticated understanding of generalist practice together with relevant
practice models and concepts of professionalism.

I also considered introducing rural social welfare practice models as compulsory
inclusions in general or integrated theory and practice units within pre-service
social work and welfare courses. The provision of rural social welfare practice
models in the curriculum would provide an alternative to urbo-centric models.
As discussed in chapter two and four of the exegesis, various Australian models
of rural social work have been proposed, along with a framework for
competencies for rural social work practice for rural fieldwork placements
(Alston, 2005; Chenoweth, 2004; Lynn, 1990; O’Sullivan, Ross & Young, 1997).
These Australian authors have relied on previous work by seminal American
writer Martinez-Brawley (1980a, 1980b, 1982, 1985, 1986, 1990). MartinezBrawley’s tenets of rural social work are foundation stones of current proposed
rural social work practice models and her writing has influenced rural practice
thinking for more than two decades as previously discussed in the exegesis.
Currently, Martinez-Brawley’s (1980a, 1980b, 1982) tenets of rural practice are
under threat from social and political changes. Her concept of indigenisation
continues to be valued by rural social workers and welfare workers. Working
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respectfully and in a participatory way within locally responsive organisations, is
considered vital for effective rural social welfare practice. Her approach is
culturally sensitive and this makes it useful in working in cross-cultural settings
as well. Localism has become part of rural social work language.

However, as neo-liberalism has become the central ideology together with
stringent demands for accountability, as discussed in chapters one and four,
there are pressures on agencies and workers to work in standardised and
regulated ways. Creativity and innovation is needed to deliver welfare services
in locally acceptable ways, and changes to standardised service delivery
needed to make them more appropriate to local needs is often done
surreptitiously or not at all. Small, locally managed services have been
disadvantaged

by

competitive

tendering

processes,

and

larger

more

bureaucratic (often urban-based) services have been more successful in the
competition for service funding. These larger, more centralised services also
find it difficult to be locally responsive. Yet, the evidence from my studies is that
localism and indigenisation are still important tenets for rural welfare practice.

Martinez-Brawley (980a, 1980b, 1982) uses the term conscientisation. As a
term, this is now rarely used, although anti-oppressive practice, feminist
practice, and consciousness-sharing are familiar, and are based on many of the
values and practices of conscientisation. Such approaches are relevant for
community work, and work with marginalised groups and therefore are relevant
for welfare practice today. However, over the past two decades, governments
have emphasised work with individuals, rather than work with groups or
communities, and constructed social problems as personal issues as discussed
earlier in the exegesis. The consequence of such government policy has been a
reduction in the welfare workers using group processes which underlie
consciousness sharing and community action.

Politicisation in the current climate is contentious, and it appears to have been
neglected in the current context of practice. As discussed in chapter three,
many authors have indicated that social welfare, as a profession, must find its
voice to speak out against oppressive practices and service delivery models
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which further erode rights. Rural people are marginalised and disadvantaged on
a range of social and health indicators which would indicate that there are
structural causes of these problems rather than these problems pertaining only
to individual psychopathology. However, the profession still struggles with its
commitment to social action and appears to be moving away from community
development and focusing more on clinical work. Government and prevailing
social ideologies support and fund work with individuals rather than with
communities, or see communities as a vehicle for service delivery as explained
in chapter three and four. As a society, we have become fixated on
individualism at the expense of community.

So, while the tenets of rural practice remain part of the rhetoric of rural practice,
they are under threat in the current social and political climate, and are
frequently neglected in the curriculum of social work and welfare courses.

Martinez-Brawley’s (1980a, 1980b, 1982) rural practice tenets do not address
the professional issues which arise for the welfare worker when working in a
context in which they and their families are an intrinsic part. The concept of an
objective form of professionalism, upon which the social work and welfare
profession is based, has been found difficult to apply in rural areas. Even with
the introduction of rural social welfare practice models, the extra-ethical issues
related to rural welfare practice might be overlooked. Given the prevailing urban
location of most social work and welfare courses, few courses would be likely to
enthusiastically adopt rural social welfare models. A new approach is needed;
one which would be relevant for rural welfare practice and accepted easily into
existing courses.

A new approach, called ‘contextual fluidity’, which accepts all practice as
dependent on context, is being taught in a Canadian School of Social Work in a
fourth year unit (Nelson & McPherson, 2004). Contextual fluidity accepts that
the world is complex, chaotic and fluid, and that there are multiple realities,
which are often contradictory and incomplete. As such, it uses a post-modern
analysis. Knowledge and practice are dynamic rather than fixed.
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Contextual fluidity abandons or challenges existing frameworks in which
professionalism is located and, in sympathy with other frameworks drawn from
radical and feminist practice, argues for congruence and equality between
worker and client. It is interactive, and based in an heuristic paradigm rather
than being positivist and scientific. In considering intervention, the person is
seen as inseparable from their environment.
Contextual fluidity abandons a focus on objectivity. Instead the social worker is
imbedded in the client systems so that hierarchy disappears and the social worker
becomes the person giving help and the client becomes the person seeking help…From
this perspective of being within, Contextual Fluidity eliminates the focus on the belief
that help can only be delivered via the outside and that well being can only happen
when one submits to being a client (Nelson & McPherson, 2004, p.203).

Nelson & McPherson (2004) explain that contextual fluidity accepts that there
are many perspectives, each of which has value. In working with people,
‘mutual shaping’ occurs between the service user and the service provider
occurs. Knowledge is not static but dynamic. Professionals are not objective,
unattached beings unaltered by the work they are undertaking. Contextual
fluidity recognises that the work welfare workers undertake influences and
changes them as much as it changes the clients. Relationships are more mutual
and reciprocal in nature. Nelson & McPherson (2004) believe contextual fluidity
challenges existing social work paradigms of professional practice and is
relevant for all welfare practice.

However, Nelson & McPherson (2004) offer little explanation of how this model
is taught, and how it might fit with generalist practice, community development
or social action. In considering the development of my proposed educational
construct, contextual fluidity has provided some important ideas.

While general models of practice and theoretical approaches claim to prepare
students for work in all contexts, it appears that contextual issues are not fully
explored in existing social work and welfare courses. Urbo-centric examples
and models are presented as the norm and prescribed text books reinforce
urbo-centricity. A new educational construct is therefore proposed which will
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extend existing frameworks and address some of the factors identified earlier as
concerns in the curriculum of social work and welfare courses. It could be easily
incorporated into existing courses, although it also has the potential to provide
an integrating framework. If introduced as an integrating framework, it could
reduce the number of ‘specialised’ units within courses (thus addressing
overcrowding of material in courses) and offer an opportunity to re-shape the
entire curriculum of social work and welfare courses.

Adjusting the lens
After much reflection about the course of action to recommend in this exegesis,
I have developed a new educational construct; one which is based on much of
what is valued in the current curriculum of social work and welfare courses. It
uses concepts of contextual fluidity, integrative thinking, and a knowledge
framework to extend current educational practice.

The construct uses a ‘lens’ to view: different contexts and their impact on
welfare practice; the welfare practitioner; the theoretical frameworks and
knowledge-bases used; and the conceptualisation of the ‘problem’ and resultant
‘action’. The metaphor of a lens is apt, as a camera lens can be focused to
capture a wide angle view, or refined to examine very minute and precise
details. A camera lens can also have various filters applied to view the scene in
different ways. The metaphor of ‘Time lapse’ photography can be used to
illustrate how scenes change over time or because of various influences.

The concept of a lens has been applied to social work practice before, such as
a ‘gendered lens’ (Carr, 2003; Kemp, 2001) a ‘post-modern lens’ (Crawford,
1997) and a ‘critical theory lens’ (Kondrat, 2002). These authors use the
concept of a lens to provide a particular way to view a situation.

Jones (2005) also used the concept of ‘widening the lens’ in teaching
understanding of macro and mezzo dimensions of case work practice to Master
of Social work Students in the USA. Carr (2003), Crawford (1997), Jones
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(2005), Kemp (2001) and Kondrat (2002) use the concept of a lens in a
somewhat different way than my usage of the concept. I think these authors’
approaches can be more appropriately considered as use of a ‘filtering’ agent
and each has used a different and particular ‘filter’ with which to view social
work theory or practice.

In my application of a lens, I step away from the concept of a one-way lens,
where the viewer simply gazes on a scene through a particular filter, to a much
more dynamic concept where the lens allows the student to ‘look both ways’.
My two-way lens enables the student to ‘look both ways’ at the profession’s
knowledge-base and their own practice realities.

The lens is also dynamic in that it may be ‘adjusted’, and requires the ‘viewer’ to
be engaged as an active part of the process. The student can use a ‘wide angle’
to take in an holistic and general view of the scenario presented, or a close-up
view of particular elements presented. Various filters (for example feminist,
structural and radical practice frameworks) can be applied to the lens to bring
out particular aspects of the scenario. Students can then compare how practice
might be shaped if taking a structural, feminist, radical practice or other
approach. The filters can also be used by students and educators to reflect on
the relevance and appropriateness of the profession’s knowledge-base and
practice frameworks. The lens enables a particular context of practice to be
explored and it encourages reflection and thoughtful engagement with theory
and practice issues.

The educational construct ‘Adjusting the lens’ is relatively simple to explain. The
instructional process would include a knowledge framework, and practice
considerations. The lens slips between the knowledge-base and practice
considerations, so that each can be viewed from the particular scenario
presented. The scenario is based on case material and would be set in different
contexts (a variety of rural, remote, and urban settings). Various filters could be
provided enabling students to apply different theoretical frameworks.

162

The lens uses concepts such as contextual fluidity, integrative thinking and
reflective processes to provide a foundation for its function. The construct
‘Adjusting the lens’ allows for interpretation of events and scenarios. It
emphasises that knowledge and practice frameworks must be considered as
dynamic rather than static, and that they are subject to modification through
critically appraisal. The construct allows for the complexity of real life, and yet
would be, I think, relatively simple for students to understand.

Knowledge framework

As discussed, there are several theoretical and practice models which are
relevant to education for rural social welfare practice and which are already
incorporated into all Australian pre-service social work and welfare courses.

These are knowledge of, and ability to apply:


the welfare profession’s values and mission;



critical frameworks provided by critical theories;



generalist practice models;



various modes of practice and service delivery mechanisms; and,



a broad liberal arts foundation.

In addition, there are some theoretical and practice models available that are
taught in some courses, but whose place in the curriculum of pre-service social
work and welfare courses should be strengthened.

These include knowledge and ability to apply:


macro level practice, and in particular community work and social
action;



reflective practice;



cross-cultural awareness and respect for diversity;



ethical frameworks; and,



self-care strategies.
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Based on the findings of my doctoral research, the knowledge-base should
include a strong emphasis on critical theories and critical appraisal of social
systems. The theories and knowledge presented in the curriculum should be
critiqued and critically evaluated for their relevance to various contexts,
including the rural context of welfare practice. There should also be an
emphasis on the skills and knowledge related to macro levels of practice such
as community work, social action and social policy. Martinez-Brawley’s (1980a,
1980b,

1982)

tenets

of

rural

social

work

practice,

(indigenisation,

conscientisation and politicisation) are still relevant. It might be necessary to
reframe them into the knowledge-base of community work practice, social
action and social policy development with a critical theory perspective as the
language is difficult for students to accept and new models in this arena have
been developed such as anti-oppressive practice.

Knowledge frameworks are needed to illustrate that knowledge is not a static
concept but is a dynamic process, particularly in relation to use of knowledge in
practice (Martinez-Brawley, 2002; Osmond, 2005). Knowledge frameworks (that
recognise, for example, tacit and explicit domains of knowledge usage and
various forms of knowledge including formal and informal sources of
knowledge) are essential to welfare practice (Osmond, 2005). Dynamic
knowledge frameworks allow knowledge to be applied, challenged, and
discarded or further developed to suit various contexts and situations. Such an
approach would be relevant for educating students for rural welfare practice
within a broad, general curriculum.

Welfare workers have been identified as lacking confidence in the profession’s
knowledge-base, and are often vulnerable to criticism as they are unable to
articulate their knowledge-base, as was discussed in chapter three. Osmond
(2005) has devised a “knowledge spectrum framework”. This framework helps
students to articulate their knowledge-base and to recognise that knowledge
used in practice is dynamic, that is “knowledge can be created, modified and
discarded by practitioners “(Osmond, 2005, p.881). The knowledge spectrum
framework recognises knowledge is gained from a number of sources and is
complex. It provides a “tool that can be used to demystify and give transparency
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to knowledge use in practice” (Osmond, 2005, p.882). This approach has been
introduced to social work students in Queensland to assist them in acquiring the
mechanisms and confidence to articulate their professional knowledge-base.
Osmond’s (2005) proposal has similarities to integrative thinking in that it
attempts to describe the complex, dynamic formulation and use of theories and
knowledge in practice that occurs in good social welfare practice. It also has
some relationship to contextual fluidity as it recognises the dynamic nature of
knowledge, contexts and situations.

Using these concepts to inform my educational construct I have envisaged the
knowledge-base as being complex and dynamic. I have separated the
knowledge-base from the practice considerations. Knowledge about practice
models, modes of practice and service delivery would be included in the
knowledge-base. I do not wish to separate knowledge from practice, as such
separation is artificial. Knowledge and practice are inseparably linked. Practice
considerations though, in my proposed educational construct, relate more to
practice issues rather than practice models.

Practice considerations

The proposed educational construct separates the knowledge framework from
the practice considerations. Between these two areas is the lens (which can be
adjusted to take into account various contexts). From the ‘side’ of the practice
considerations, the knowledge framework can be reconsidered, reframed or
altered using the lens. From the ‘side’ of the knowledge framework, the practice
considerations can be reconsidered, reframed, or altered using the lens. The
lens recognises that practice considerations affect use of knowledge
frameworks and the models they provide, and that knowledge impacts on
practice consideration, and that elements in both these dimensions are fluid and
change over time. The lens is ‘two-way’ and even modifiable itself. Filters can
be applied to review elements of the knowledge-base and practice frameworks.
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In the section I have called ‘practice considerations’ are six important
categories:


understanding of professional practice including the appropriate
construction ‘professionalism’;



organisational factors in providing the service;



ethical issues and ‘extra-ethical’ issues;



personal and professional issues for the welfare worker;



reviewing use of appropriate practice models, and/or disregarding
or reshaping existing models; and,



reviewing the knowledge applied: is it relevant, useful and
appropriate in this context?

The practice considerations section places emphasis on the confluence of the
‘personal’ aspects of the ‘professional’ role, as this understanding is valuable
across many contexts, not only rural environments. While some courses use
self-reflection exercises with students in encouraging reflective practice, such
activities usually relate to understanding one’s own background and how it
might impact on assumptions, beliefs and values held by the individual welfare
worker. These beliefs, attitudes and values, arising from personal background,
can influence assessment and intervention and therefore must be made explicit
(see, for example the self-awareness exercises designed by Fook, 1993 and
Doel, 1996). These self-awareness and reflective exercises do not necessarily
include discussion of the personal and professional overlap that is particularly
evident in rural practice.

An extension of self-reflection to consider personal and professional role
overlap would not only be relevant for rural practice but in other areas, where
there is a strong sense of community. Welfare workers working in ethnic or
aboriginal communities in urban areas, or when the professional is not an
‘outsider’ but a part of the community, would benefit from discussion of
professional and personal role overlap in the course curriculum.
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The rural welfare worker is required to understand how the rural context impacts
on the experience of clients. In rural areas, problems may be experienced,
explained and understood differently than in urban settings. These differences
will impact on the actions planned with the person, family, group or community
to help resolve the identified ‘problem’. The contextual ‘lens filters’ will help to
review the knowledge-base and add new knowledge relevant to the setting.

As previously discussed, service provision may need to be organised differently
in rural areas. There are issues of resourcing, and providing services across
sparsely populated areas, including lack of specialised services, intermittent
funding of programs, and problems in workforce recruitment and retention of
qualified staff. Service models, acceptable to local people, are needed which
provide services that can be accessed without creating stigma. There are also
issues about confidentiality and privacy which are exacerbated in small
communities and so these issues need to be considered in service delivery
arrangements. Considerations of organisational factors that affect service
delivery are therefore included in the section of practice considerations.

Recognition of the impacts of the context of the welfare practitioner are often
overlooked. The impact of the rural setting on the rural social welfare worker
who lives and works in small rural communities has been identified as being
significant. The impact includes choice of practice models, concerns about the
management of complex ethical issues such as multiple and dual roles,
confidentiality, privacy and safety for themselves and their families, work
satisfaction and career matters. Work-related stress has been identified as very
high in the rural human services sector, so self-care strategies are important to
address in the education for social workers and welfare workers.

The construction of the profession and whether the traditional model of
professionalism is still appropriate, particularly in rural settings, is a key issue to
debate with students. The concerns of welfare professionals in rural areas
include

balancing

traditional

professional

obligations

and

expectations of practice, with the reality of practice in rural settings.
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professional

A different construction of professionalism may be required (Green, Gregory &
Mason, in press). As many authors have commented, professional values and
ethics must be reinterpreted in the rural context. The personal, professional and
citizen roles overlap in rural areas as illustrated in chapter four. These issues
would be able to be discussed in relation to various contexts through use of
different lenses and filters.

The diagram, Figure 4, provides a way of picturing the educational construct
‘Adjusting the lens’.
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Figure 4: ‘Adjusting the lens’
Knowledge-base
• Social work and welfare values
and mission.
• Professional ethics.
• Critical theory frameworks.
• Generalist frameworks for
practice.
• Liberal arts education: history,
politics, sociology, psychology,
economics etc.
• Knowledge of community
frameworks, community work,
social policy and social action.
• Practice models and service
delivery models.
• Cross cultural knowledge, respect
for diversity.

Two way
Lens

Practice considerations
• Understanding of professional
practice.
• Construction of ‘professionalism’.
• Reviewing use of practice models:
reshape/modify/development new
models for the context.
• Ethical and ‘extra ethical’ issues:
confidentiality, anonymity, dual
and multiple roles.
• Personal/professional issues:
career, safety, self care, family,
lifestyle.
• Organisational factors: support,
supervision, debriefing.

Box of Filters
Contextual
(continuum)
Urban
Rural
Remote
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Theoretical
(for example)
Feminist
Structural
Post-structural
Anti-oppressive

The top section of the model, the knowledge-base, provides the essential
foundations for a knowledge framework. It includes the elements considered as
important to general welfare practice, and that are particularly relevant for rural
welfare practice. The content of the knowledge framework highlights the need
for critical theory and critical analysis, micro and macro dimensions of practice,
and understanding community frameworks, community work and social action.
It also depends upon broad general liberal arts knowledge and generalist
frameworks for intervention.

Elements in the knowledge framework can be critically appraised for their
appropriateness and relevance by using various filters, and dismissed or
modified as necessary. The knowledge-base itself can be examined from the
practice consideration perspective and aspects of the knowledge-base modified
or rejected in the light of real practice consideration. From the knowledge
framework, practice considerations can be explored.

The lower section relates to practice considerations. Practice considerations are
dependent on a range of contextual factors which may change depending on
the context, and the welfare worker’s relationships and roles within that context.
Practice considerations can be fully explored in relation to various contexts,
including rural contexts of practice. The appropriateness and relevance of
practice models, and concepts such as traditional ‘professionalism’ and ‘ethical
behaviours’, can be questioned. Practice considerations can also be critically
appraised and then modified or rejected as necessary.

The lens depends upon use of reflective practice, integrative thinking and an
appreciation of contextual fluidity. These concepts are dynamic and apply to all
social work and welfare practice.

Using the construct, ‘Adjusting the lens’ construct requires active input from
students and the educators. Various filters can be applied to view problems in
different contexts and using different theoretical approaches. Both a wide angle
and a close up view is possible if the metaphor of a camera is continued.
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Applying the filters
There are two types of filters. The first type of filters is contextual filters. The
second type includes various theoretical and philosophical approaches such as
structural and feminist filters.

Contextual Filters

In the educational construct, I refer to only one lens. However, in Figure 5
‘Using the contextual filters’ I have provided overlapping ‘lens filters’ for each of
the urban, rural and remote settings. These should be explained to students as
providing a way to consider the contexts as a continuum rather than as
necessarily discrete and separate settings. Boundaries between urban and rural
or rural and remote may be blurred to some degree. It should also be noted that
the settings themselves vary and are not homogeneous. Not all urban settings
are alike, and rural and remote settings also vary. Within each, a variety of
scenarios and experiences can apply.

In ‘Adjusting the lens’, I envisage different models of practice being applied and
critiqued. Chenoweth’s (2004) rural social work model could be applied for rural
case studies. Martinez-Brawley’s (1980b, 1982) tenets, and models provided by
Alston (2005), Lynn (1990a, 1990b) would be relevant as well.

Theoretical filters

The second type of filters provides a way of introducing and applying different
theoretical or philosophical approaches to the scenario. Students can consider
how use of these filters changes the interpretation of events and proposed
action. It is also possible to use these filters to examine the knowledge-base
and practice frameworks as well as the practice considerations. For example,
using a feminist lens filter together with a rural or remote contextual lens filter
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would provide interesting material to discuss the professional practice
considerations for a rural welfare worker working in a family violence role.

Teaching staff can creatively use simple case examples and apply different
‘contextual’ filters to explore scenarios, and how a situation can appear
differently when using different theoretical frameworks and practice models. The
student can use a ‘wide angle lens’ to look at broad issues for practice, or a
more specific and focused lens to look at a particular aspect of a case study
example. While case studies are typically concerned with direct practice and
individual situations, they may be about individuals, families, groups,
communities, organisations or social policy development and are not restricted
to micro-level practice. By encouraging students to examine the range of
possible interventions, the false dichotomy between micro and macro practice is
exposed.

For example, a general case study about a newly unemployed man, who is the
sole financial support for his family, could be placed in inner Melbourne, outer
Melbourne, then a regional centre, then a small township in a rural area, and
then a remote setting. If in a rural setting, the community’s income base could
be farming, mining, tourism, manufacturing for example. The person could be
an immigrant, an Anglo-Australian, or an indigenous person. Students would
then use integrative thinking to explore and apply various knowledge
frameworks and consider practice issues which might arise in any given
context. Generalist practice models and critical theories would enable them to
consider the experience of this newly unemployed man using a range of
analytical skills. Intervention would be possible on all levels, micro to macro
practice. Community frameworks would be particularly important in the rural and
remote community examples, and relevant for other contexts where close,
informal relationships exist and there are dense and overlapping roles and
networks as well.

Students would use integrative thinking and reflective practice approaches to
explore ethical issues (including extra-ethical issues) use of appropriate practice
models, organisational issues, and the professional issues such as their role,
172

expertise, need for referral or advice. The framework would encourage
reflective action, and consideration of personal and professional role overlap
and issues such as personal care and safety. The lens works both in looking at
the knowledge applied and needed, and practice models used. Looking at
practice considerations, the lens allows consideration of extra-ethical issues,
personal and professional issues, self-care issues and so on. The application of
various filters, for example, gender, disability, ethnicity or theories of practice
such as post-modernism, structural or radical social work can extend the
usefulness of the construct. Figure 5 ‘Using the contextual filters’ illustrates how
the contextual filters could be interchanged, and the types of questions students
would be asked to consider.
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Figure 5: Using the contextual filters

Case study scenario
May be individual, family, group or some community issue.

Urban
filter

Rural
filter

Remote
filter

Relevant practice models and knowledge-base
Theoretical filters

How does the
context affect
the case
scenario?
How might
this problem
be perceived,
experienced
and
expressed?

What are the
implications
for the
process:
assessment,
intervention,
monitoring?

How does the
context affect
professional
ethics? Are
there ‘extraethical’ issues
and how can
these be
addressed:
confidentiality,
anonymity, dual
and multiple
roles?
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What
personal/
professional
issues might
arise?
Safety, self
care, family,
lifestyle,
networks.

What practice
models would
be most
appropriate?
adapt? or
modify?

The simple model I propose relies upon the use of case studies in existing
classes. In social work and welfare education, case studies are used
extensively to assist students to apply their knowledge to ‘real life’ examples,
and to refine their skills and practice. Case studies are valuable as an
educational tool in classroom teaching and in fieldwork situations.
The effectiveness of using real-life situations, or case studies, is well documented in the
literature. Based on the proposition that to learn a way of doing, one must do, social
work teachers often offer situations of experiential learning using real life situations in
practice (Jones & Cearley, 2002, p. 71).

Case studies are frequently used to develop critical thinking and provide a
strong mechanism in teaching the integration of theory and practice. They are
highly relevant in teaching generalist practice where a number of levels of
intervention are possible. For example, a case study about the needs of a frail,
elderly person (and applying the lens filters so that the context would vary)
could lead to planning of interventions on an individual level, with the family
and/or with the community. Community development to facilitate service
provision and attitudinal change related to stereotypes of elderly people, or
social action where rights and entitlements of elderly people were protected or
enhanced, could be taken. Social policy development might also be considered
as relevant. In this case study, there may be the possibility of creating networks
among service providers. Or action on an organisational level may be required.
These actions may vary depending on the context of practice, and the welfare
worker’s relationships in the community. Many different levels of intervention
could occur simultaneously or sequentially. This exploration of the various
levels of possible intervention reinforces holistic and generalist practice within
critical theory analysis.

The educational construct ‘Adjusting the lens’ assists students to consider,
articulate and review knowledge and theory. Case studies also help students to
integrate theory, knowledge and practice and look creatively and innovatively at
common scenarios.
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The concept of ‘Adjusting the lens’ also encourages students and staff to
investigate how the context of practice may impact on the experience of the
service user, the welfare worker and the organisation and may add new
knowledge to the practice.

Reflective learning would be an expected element of this educational construct.
Students would be enabled to express their thoughts and reflect upon what they
bring to a situation and how the situation affects them. Students need to be
discouraged from expecting to be ‘right or wrong’ in their approach, but to
accept there are multiple ways of knowing, and various ways to work with a
given scenario. A safe educational environment, where some risk-taking by
students could be taken, would need to be created by the teaching staff.

Where case studies are used, it is relatively easy to begin with a general case
study presuming an urban setting, extend it to various rural and remote settings
and consider the differences in how the ‘problem’ may be experienced by the
people involved and assessed by the welfare worker. Differences in intervention
strategies can also be considered. Within this construct, the accepted process
models involving assessment, planning and negotiation, intervention, monitoring
and evaluation could be applied within a generalist and critical theory
framework.

The proposed model also encourages students to reflect on how differences in
contextual factors may impact on the welfare workers themselves and their
family members. It offers the opportunity to extend understanding of the impact
of the context, particularly the rural context, on the professional.

The next stage, but one which is beyond the scope of this exegesis, is to
develop a series of well constructed case study examples to assist urban-based
academic and teaching staff to easily apply the educational construct.
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I believe this educational construct addresses some, but not all, of the issues
identified as necessary to improve the pre-service education of social workers
and welfare workers in Australia. In the next chapter, I reflect on some of these
other issues for the welfare profession.

Summary and brief conclusions
This proposed educational construct provides a dynamic way of exploring the
impact that the context has on the welfare professional. The knowledge
framework includes a number of essential elements for rural welfare practice,
and recognises that knowledge is dynamic and not static. Integrative thinking is
supported within the construct as is contextual fluidity.

Most case studies and descriptions of models of practice describe people living
in urban locations, as this is presumed to be the ‘norm’. With a little under onethird of the population living in rural and remote areas of Australia, a significant
part of the population is not recognised in these ‘norms’. The introduction of the
concept of ‘Adjusting the lens’ extends case study discussion to examining the
differences context makes in the experience of the ‘problem’, the action that can
be taken, and the impact on the welfare worker as a professional. In particular,
it encourages consideration of extra-ethical issues that apply in rural settings
where the welfare worker not only considers the context as part of their
assessment, but is a part of that context. Applying various filters extends its
usage.

The model, of necessity in the current challenging social and educational
environment, is a relatively simple one, and would be easily introduced in
existing curriculum as it can be applied in most, if not all, existing subjects in
social work and welfare courses.

In time, it may offer a way for the many specialised units focused on areas such
as disability, indigenous studies, international social work and cross-cultural
awareness to be removed from the curriculum.
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I am aware that reducing the number of specialised units would challenge many
special interest group and educators. It would take some time and energy to
implement, and the construct would need further development. It could,
however, provide a long-term solution to the overcrowding of the curriculum.
The construct is also able to be implemented easily and immediately in current
courses without such major changes to course structure, and would still provide
many benefits.

‘Adjusting the lens’ is relevant for all welfare practice, and all levels of
intervention. This educational construct is particularly relevant to explore
different how different contexts of practice impact on the nature of the problem,
how the agency and welfare worker responds, and extra-ethical factors. It
encourages exploration of welfare practice in rural, remote, ethnic, indigenous
and other communities. In critically appraising the knowledge-base and its
application, and practice considerations, ‘Adjusting the lens’ has the capacity to
extend the welfare professions knowledge-base and improve practice.

However, though relatively easy to implement, the educational construct
‘Adjusting the lens’ does not fully address some of the other issues arising for
the profession in the 21st Century. These are briefly considered in the next
chapter as I reflect on the outcome of my research.
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Chapter 6

Reflections

The challenges inspired by postmodernism can lead us to ever-more creative practice.
In the last half of the twentieth century, we have built some solid practice castles from
modernity. I believe it is time to move on from those ageing, modernistic structures, and
their generalised ‘models’, ‘competencies’ and narrow ‘scientific’ ways of knowing. It is
time to immerse ourselves in ever-changing networks and domains. We are uncertain
about many things but we have memory, personal ethics and the magic of speech. We
are confident in our ability to speak, to listen and interpret, to encourage subdued
voices. We are confident that community, though fragile, is possible.

Lane (1999, p.147)

Chapter content
Introduction
Some general recommendations
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Introduction
The research completed in the professional doctorate has changed my outlook
on how to include rural practice content in the curriculum. Initially I thought this
would be a relatively simple process of designing a unit or a sequence of units
related to professional practice issues that would be relevant for all students
and that would particularly focus on rural practice issues.

In the process of this research, one of the findings has been the rather
depressing thought that the welfare profession itself is under threat and that the
current environment in which welfare practitioners and educators work is often a
hostile one for them. Many of the ideals of the profession are no longer
accepted in the broader society. Threats to the welfare profession and pressure
on post-secondary education institutions affect the way social work and welfare
courses are taught and constructed. The grand narratives that have informed
the values and philosophy of social work and welfare are being disregarded and
devalued in society in Australia and in other Western countries. There are ‘great
divides’ that require some consideration as to whether they can, and should, be
bridged. The broader analysis in my doctoral research has highlighted the
following issues:
•

changed government ideologies about the ‘welfare state’ and its role in
providing services, such as the development of mutual obligation,
centralist policies, reduction of government spending, individualistic
approaches to social problems, and how these have challenged social
work and welfare ideals;

•

the dominance of neo-liberal ideologies, and their focus on individual
solutions, that recast social problems as individual difficulties, and which
are generally in opposition to the broad goals of the welfare profession;

•

the current marginalised position of social work and welfare education
within the changed post-secondary environment;
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•

a need to rethink existing models of practice, knowledge frameworks and
concepts of professionalism for social work and welfare practice as Lane
(1999) expresses in the quote used to introduce this chapter;

•

welfare practitioners and educators are experiencing high levels of
workplace stress; and,

•

workforce recruitment and retention difficulties arising from the changed
environments;

•

education for the welfare profession is constrained within the current
social and economic environment, and also, in some respects, by
professional accreditation.

Social work and welfare workers - as a professional group and within the postsecondary education sector - are marginalised. Rural welfare practice within this
context is even further marginalised and does not feature in the key debates
about the future of the welfare profession. Even within the welfare profession
there are contested views on the optimum way forward for the profession.

Some welfare professionals support an increased focus on direct and clinical
services, as this will provide stronger professional status. Support for positivist
models that reinforce separateness, objectivity and ‘expertness’ are considered
by some as a way to strengthen the welfare profession’s status and claims for
professional recognition. Other welfare professionals are fervent in the need for
social action and a return to radical practice orientations to promote social
justice. Although these debates continue, and the proposals are vigorously
contested, the debates are perhaps a healthy sign, indicating passion and
commitment to the profession and belief in its continued value.
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There is a risk, however, that the professional bodies may fracture and lose
momentum if splinter groups form. This would sap energy from addressing
larger issues such as the role of government in the provision of welfare
services, social justice issues and support for vulnerable and disadvantaged
people.

Despite various challenges and pressures, I am optimistic that education for
social work and welfare can be improved, particularly rural welfare practice. I
am concerned that education that includes the social construction of people’s
problems, and critical analysis of the role of the state and other social
structures, continues to be taught within social work and welfare courses. I do
not support the welfare profession becoming a profession of technical experts
who only work in clinical practice and have no understanding of the macro
dimensions of practice.

While I will continue to advocate on behalf of rural social welfare workers, rural
communities and write about professional issues in the rural context, my
attention has been drawn to other, significant problems for the profession.

Some general recommendations
On the basis of my research in this professional doctorate, I feel some general
comments and recommendations are in order.

Firstly, there are too many ‘boundary disputes’ between similar professional
groups. The differentiation between social workers and welfare workers is
destructive in my view, and takes energy from fighting the monolithic institutions
of government which are further disenfranchising our client groups. Together,
social workers and welfare workers are powerful and numerous. Either a new
professional organisation should be structured, or the existing groups should
merge.
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There should be a re-affirmation of the scope of social welfare, and confirmation
of many of the grand narratives which support social change for well-being of
all. The perceived gap between macro-practice (community work, social action
and social policy development) and micro-practice (direct casework or clinical
work with individuals and families) should be recognised as illusory. Models can
be developed that provide a way of seeing various levels of intervention as an
overlapping continuum. This would prevent these levels of practice being
considered in opposition to each other and taught separately.

The traditional concept of professionalism needs to be carefully re-evaluated
and re-considered by welfare educators and practitioners as to its place in
social welfare in the new millennia. The application of traditional concepts of
professionalism has been found to be problematic in rural welfare practice. This
is a subject for further research and consideration (Green, Gregory & Mason, in
press).

The welfare profession should re-affirm its commitment to the mission to work
together with disadvantaged, vulnerable and marginalised groups for social
justice and develop or re-introduce appropriate practice models and models of
professionalism to support this activity. Community work and social action
strategies should be re-introduced as a strong and essential part of the
curriculum of social work and welfare courses.

I believe the current emphasis on individualism rather than community within
society should be strongly challenged. If individualism continues, there will be
little left of the community support system that is proven to mediate all kinds of
social problems including mental health problems.

Social work and welfare students should be prepared to work in difficult
situations. Welfare educators should consider how to prepare students to be
confident in their professional knowledge-base, and to have the skills to speak
out in defense of their actions. It is also necessary to promote the work of
welfare professionals to improve their credibility and status.
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In addition, as burnout and work-related stress has been identified as a
significant issue for social workers and welfare workers, material which
prepares students for managing their self-care should be more broadly
introduced into the curriculum. While some courses have this content included
in their subject outlines, many do not.

Rural welfare practice must be valued. A significant proportion of the population
lives and works in rural areas, and existing models of learning, and models of
practice have not prepared social welfare workers to be confident in working in
small rural communities. New models of practice, together with a strong
knowledge-base about rural issues, need to be developed and available to
educators. While I have focused on pre-service education, organisations
employing rural social welfare workers have an obligation to prepare and
support their employees in managing the complexities of rural practice. Postgraduate education in rural welfare practice could be strengthened, as this will
provide the much needed theoretical and practice base with which to enhance
rural welfare practice.

The proposed educational construct ‘Adjusting the lens’ provides a beginning. It
needs further development and I join with Alston (2005) in urging the AASW,
AIWCW and social work and welfare educators to consider the development
and refinement of a rural social work and welfare practice model. Further, I
recommend all students in social work and welfare courses become familiar
with rural practice through the implementation of curriculum initiatives, such as
my proposed model. Social work and welfare students should be alerted to the
impact that the context can have on their practice and themselves as
professionals.
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Section 3

The Research Reports
Research report 1
The challenges of providing effective and ethical welfare
services in small, highly interactive rural communities:
Six case studies from the Western Region of Victoria

Research report 2
Teaching students about rural practice: The emphasis on
rural issues and practice in the content of social work and
welfare courses in Australia

185

Research Report 1
The challenges of providing effective and ethical
welfare services in small, highly interactive rural
communities: Six case studies from the
Grampians Region of Victoria

This research project was completed in 2000, and is submitted as part of the
professional portfolio for the Doctor of Education.

Contents
Overview
Introduction
The six case studies and the Collaborative rural practice research project
The Case Studies
Grace
Brenda
Betty
Gina
George
Susan
Key themes and Issues
Personal and professional satisfaction
Impact of the rural context on professional practice
Reflections on the research process
Conclusion

187
189
191
198
200
208
214
218
223
228
231
231
235
244
245

Appendix A
Appendix B

248
261

List of figures
Figure 1: Summary of participants’ background at time of interview

199

List of Maps
Map 1: Regional Victoria

192

186

Overview
This exploratory case study research, completed in 2000, is one of a series of
studies within my Doctorate of Education program. The purpose of my doctoral
studies is to investigate how to better prepare social work and welfare students
for work in rural areas through their pre-service education. To enable the full
exploration of this research question, a series of projects were completed.
These include the coursework units, the research projects and the associated
projects that make up the professional doctorate portfolio and which are
summarised in section one of this portfolio. Some aspects of discussion in this
research project have been removed to avoid repetition as they have been
addressed in detail in section one. Where this has occurred I have directed the
reader to section one.

In brief, the coursework units and research projects were designed to identify
themes related to the nature of rural welfare practice, the impact the rural
context has on welfare professionals as service providers, the inclusion of rural
practice issues in the curriculum of approved and accredited Australian social
work and welfare courses, and contextual challenges in the current professional
and educational environment.

This case study research project investigated rural welfare practice issues with
six Australian welfare professionals from the Grampians region of Victoria. The
research project examined the impact of working in the rural environment on the
rural welfare worker and the delivery of services. The project asked participants
about the strategies that they found useful in their rural work, and whether they
thought their pre-service education had adequately prepared them for practice
in small, rural communities.

The six participants, five women and one man, were purposely chosen for indepth interviews using criterion sampling and were drawn from 23 questionnaire
respondents who participated in the Collaborative rural practice research project
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discussed in section one. A case study approach, based on information
gathered from questionnaires, in-depth interviews and observation, was utilised.

Issues of concern to participants were perceived risk and experience of violence
and harassment, managing confidential information gathered from formal and
informal sources, providing services that are non-stigmatising, managing
complex ethical dilemmas arising from dual and multiple roles, and lack of
anonymity and privacy. Participants were greatly concerned about aspects of
duty of care. Examples given by participants related to concerns they had about
the management of privileged information about perpetrators of violence and
child sexual assault within their communities. Participants reported being highly
anxious about perceived conflicts of duty between protecting the community
and upholding client confidentiality.

Many of the case study participants felt they were not strictly meeting the ethical
guidelines of their profession and this caused them some anxiety. They also felt
that their practice was appropriate to the rural context. Other concerns reported
by participants included a lack of agency protocols about safety and support,
and poor access to professional supervision. As a protective mechanism,
participants had curtailed their personal activities to avoid out-of-work contact
with clients and other people associated with their work role. Some participants
had developed strategies with their families and friends to prevent potential
harassment and violence, and to also protect the confidentiality and privacy of
clients. Most of the participants reported that their pre-service education had not
adequately addressed rural issues or prepared them for their work role in small
communities.

I sincerely thank the six welfare professionals for sharing their stories in such
rich detail and with honesty and frankness.
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Introduction
This research project ‘The challenges of providing effective and ethical welfare
services in small, highly interactive rural communities: Six case studies from the
Grampians Region of Victoria’ together with the coursework unit ‘Key factors for
rural welfare practice in Australia’ were designed to identify the key themes
related to the nature of rural welfare practice and the impact the rural context
has on rural welfare professionals as service providers. This research project
was completed in 2000.

This case study research project was designed to capture the experience of six
welfare professionals working in rural areas in western Victoria. It is generally
accepted that the rural context influences the nature of welfare service delivery
and the models of practice used by welfare professionals. Working in small
communities, where the worker is well known and part of the community, has
wide reaching implications for rural welfare workers, agencies and clients,
particularly in the area of professional ethics (Briskman & Lynn, 1999; Collier,
1993; Cheers, 1998; Martinez-Brawley, 2000; Wilson-Barrett & Dollard, 2000).

It has been found that rural welfare workers usually adopt a generalist model of
practice that incorporates a range of theoretical and practice approaches. Rural
welfare workers are expected to have the ability to work across different fields
of practice (Briskman & Lynn, 1999; Cheers, 1998; Lynn, 1990b) and to be
multi-skilled and fulfill a variety of community roles. Therefore it is not surprising
that using a community framework and being community-based or communityembedded feature strongly in reports about rural welfare practice (Cheers,
1998; Francis & Henderson, 1992; Ginsberg, 1998; Lonne & Cheers, 1999;
Martinez-Brawley 2000; Puckett & Frederico, 1992). Effective networking is also
seen as important for rural welfare practitioners to maximise resources and
provide opportunities for professional support and development (Cheers, 1998;
Francis & Henderson, 1992; Lynn, 1990b, 1993a).
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Sturmey (1992) argues that rural welfare workers need higher order skills and
abilities such as independence, resilience, innovation, adaptability and creativity
as well as professional capacities to manage complex ethical circumstances as
the work in rural areas is very complex. Ethical dilemmas occur as personal and
professional boundaries overlap or mesh (Brownlee, 1996; Dollard, Winefield &
Winefield, 1999; Miller, 2000).

Providing services which challenge entrenched community values, for example
services which work in fields such as family violence, child protection, drug
addictions and some women’s services can be difficult and even dangerous
(Bibby, 1994; Coholic & Blackford, 1999; Green, Gregory & Mason, 2003;
Horejsi & Garthwait, 1994; Puckett & Cleak, 1994). Care must be taken in
providing safe services in ways which address concerns about privacy and
confidentiality, stigma and labelling, and attitudes about help-seeking (Macklin,
1995; Warr & Hillier, 1997).

Rural welfare workers often have limited access to professional supervision and
staff development (Freedman, 1993; Lofthouse & Mason, 1997). Lack of
organisational support was identified as major issues in a large, longitudinal
study of rural social workers in Australia (Lonne & Cheers, 1999; 2000). Some
studies have indicated that rural social welfare workers may be more prone to
burnout and stress than their urban colleagues (Dollard, Winefield & Winefield,
1999).

However, most studies to date have focussed upon service delivery issues or
are client-focussed. Few studies have told the stories of rural welfare workers,
and described how living and working in a small community is personally
experienced by workers. This research project sought to better understand and
describe the individual’s lived experience of rural welfare practice and identify
key or emerging themes relevant to rural welfare practice.
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The six case studies and the Collaborative rural
practice research project
The six case study participants were drawn from the Collaborative rural practice
research project jointly undertaken with Robyn Mason and briefly discussed in
section one of this professional doctorate portfolio. The six case study
participants completed a questionnaire (Appendix A) and participated in an indepth interview (Appendix B).

The in-depth interviews and case study analysis were solely my responsibility,
while the questionnaire and forums associated with the Collaborative rural
practice research project were jointly conducted with my colleague, Robyn
Mason.

Findings from the Collaborative rural practice research project have been
reported in a series of conference presentations and in peer-refereed journal
articles. The peer-refereed journal articles have compared aspects of rural and
remote welfare practice (Green & Gregory, 2004), reported on work-related
violence and harassment experienced by rural welfare workers (Green, Gregory
& Mason, 2003) and contributed to a discussion of the concepts of privacy and
confidentiality in rural welfare practice (Green & Mason, 2002). The research
also contributed to an article considering the apparent paradox between positive
lifestyle satisfaction and high work-related stress reported by rural social work
and welfare practitioners (Lonne & Cheers, 2005). The Collaborative rural
practice research project study used the Department of Human Services
Grampian region as its geographical basis, The Grampians region extends from
Bacchus Marsh, a small town close to Melbourne, to the South Australian
border. This region was chosen as it had a diverse range of population centres
which varied in their size and proximity to Melbourne and large regional centres.
Many of these small towns and centres had welfare services from which
participants could be recruited. Map 1 below indicates the Grampians regional
boundaries.
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Map 1. Regional Victoria

Department of Human Services (2004).

Permission to conduct the research was gained from the relevant human ethics
committee at the University of Ballarat. The Collaborative rural practice
research project was supported by a reference group consisting of experienced
rural welfare workers from a range of key government and non-government
welfare organisations in the region. The study excluded the large regional city of
Ballarat. Participants were recruited from various welfare agencies working with
family violence, child protection, criminal justice, and child and family welfare
services. These fields of practice are concerned with the interface between
public and private matters and are often challenging. Much of the employment
of welfare workers is in the province of child and family services, so the impact
of the rural context on welfare workers in these fields of practice was
considered an important area to research.
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After receipt of informed consent forms (both from their employing agency, and
their individual consent) respondents were mailed a detailed questionnaire of 64
questions which comprised a series of open and closed questions and Likert
type scales.

The questionnaire sought information about:
•

work role characteristics;

•

community characteristics;

•

impact of the context on professional practice;

•

personal/professional satisfaction;

•

practice dilemmas;

•

experiences of the welfare workers themselves such as:
• personal privacy and confidentiality;
• personal and family safety;
• impact of high visibility;
• professional isolation; and,
• level of community involvement in non-work activities.

The six participants for my case study research were drawn from the 23
questionnaire respondents using purposive sampling.

A case study approach was selected as it would provide the in-depth and
personal information required (Denscombe, 1998; Lincoln & Guba, 2000; Stake,
2000; Steedman, 1991). By selecting participants with differing backgrounds,
both commonalities and disparate experiences can be investigated (Creswell,
1998).

The criterion used for selection therefore included differences in age, gender,
experience and length of time in practice, pre-service education, organisation,
work role and geographic location.
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Purposive sampling has many advantages.

Instead of going for the typical instances, a cross-section or
balanced choice, the researcher [using purposive sampling] can
concentrate on instances which display a wide variety - possibly
even focus on extreme cases - to illustrate the research question
at hand. In this sense it might not only be economical but might
also be informative in a way that conventional probability sampling
cannot be (Denscombe, 1998, pp. 15-16).

Six participants (five women and one man) were selected for interview. The
interviews further explored the participants’ questionnaire responses. Key focus
questions were framed to discover the impact of working in the rural
environment on the delivery of service and on the welfare worker providing the
service. As the research was exploratory in nature, there were opportunities for
participants to identify and explore other issues of concern or relevance to them
in both the questionnaire and the interview. The information gained through the
in-depth interviews, participants’ questionnaire responses, and my observations
at the interviews and in visiting participants’ workplaces provided multiple forms
of gathering information about each particular individual’s experience (Creswell,
1998; Yin, 1994). Care has been taken in the reporting of the case studies to
disguise any information that might lead to participants being identified.

This project is qualitative in nature and has adopted an interpretivist approach
where the aim is to understand how individuals make sense of their own lives.
Rubin and Babbie (2001) believe there are many advantages to using
qualitative research.
Qualitative research methods emphasize the depth of understanding associated
with idiographic concerns. They attempt to tap the deeper meanings of
particular human experiences and are intended to generate theoretically richer
observations that are not easily reduced to numbers (Rubin & Babbie, 2001, p.
44).
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Taking a qualitative approach allows a comprehensive and detailed
understanding of each case and enables a drawing out of common and
disparate material. This type of approach has been utilised by many social work
researchers (Rubin & Babbie, 2001). The individual in-depth interviews were
conducted in a safe environment chosen by the participant, and lasted
approximately one to two hours. Four participants chose to have their interview
at their employing agency which enabled me to visit their workplace. I was
familiar with the work environment of the other two participants.

Denscombe (1998) has identified that one of the strengths of case study
approaches is the ability to look at the subtleties of real life situations.

A case study approach allows the researcher to deal with the
subtleties and intricacies of complex social situations. In particular
it enables the researcher to grapple with relationships and social
processes in a way that is denied to the survey approach. The
analysis is holistic rather than based on isolated factors
(Denscombe, 1998, p. 39).

Describing and understanding the variety of human experiences, through the
subjective understandings and beliefs of participants, is a valued part of case
study research. A case study approach is considered especially relevant in
education and social work, where the focus is on explaining real life
experiences and developing practical solutions to identified concerns rather
than validating ‘laws’ (Stake, 2000).

Use of key focus questions, together with an informal process which enabled
participants to shape the interview to some degree, added to the information
gathered through the structured questionnaire. I took basic notes during the
interviews and these were shown or read to participants to ensure comments
were recorded accurately and to clarify meaning where necessary. Although I
was not able to record as much material as would have been possible by audiotaping, this approach did help to clarify the participants’ subjective meanings of
events.
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Direct observation during the interview enabled me to consider the participants’
non-verbal communication and how it modified the content of the verbal
communication. For example, participants used laughter to diffuse anxiety about
some aspects of their descriptions of work experiences, and some became
emotionally upset when describing particular events. These emotions may not
have been evident simply in a transcription of the verbal content. Sometimes
their emotional affect belied their words, and this was important to clarify. It
became apparent that some of the participants used the interview as an outlet
to debrief regarding events that had significantly affected them.

Visiting participants’ workplaces also provided me with a picture of the
workplace, its structure and position and the practicalities of offering a service in
that particular location and organisation. Using observation is consistent with
the case study approach in social work research (Monette, Sullivan & Dejong,
1994). By using multiple forms of data collection, that is the questionnaire, the
in-depth interview and direct observation, triangulation of information to
corroborate

interpretations

was

possible.

Triangulation

improves

the

trustworthiness of interpretations and analysis (Rubin & Babbie, 2001; Yin,
1994).

Acknowledgement of the researcher’s background is particularly emphasised in
ethnographic, action and case study research (Denscombe, 1998). By reporting
their background as part of the research process, researchers are encouraged
to develop appropriate strategies to minimise the way their assumptions and
bias may impact on the research findings. I have provided detailed comments
with regard to relevant aspects of my background in section one of my
professional doctorate portfolio.

In qualitative research, particular when an ‘insider-researcher’, the question of
bias must be addressed. It is possible, when investigating an area with which
the researcher is familiar, and has a particular interest, that the rigor of the
research might be compromised (Anderson & Jones, 2000; Bonner& Tolhurst,
2002; Delyser, 2001; Kanuha, 2000). Strategies to reduce bias include critical
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self-awareness, using supervision and critical friends, extensive study of the
literature, and taking care in recording and analysing the material so that all
information is considered, not just information that ‘fits’ with the researchers’
theories.

Sometimes, the very strength of the research is dependent on the trust
established, and this relates to the credibility of the researcher. I believe my
experience in rural welfare practice enabled me to quickly establish trust with
participants and to supportively, but rigorously investigate the issues arising
from the case studies. To minimise the effects of bias, notes were read back to
the case study participants as we proceeding during the interview, and
discussions with my supervisor and other colleagues were important in
checking the validity and scope of my enquiries. The analysis of the themes
included use of all the material available.

These case narratives are constructed using information gathered from the
questionnaires, the interviews, and my observations. The individual cases were
then considered using cross-case analysis and ‘emerging themes’ identified.

Emerging themes were identified by carefully reviewing and analysing the
material arising from the case studies and the questionnaires. Patterns were
examined by looking at the frequency of comments about a topic and its
magnitude or importance to participants (Rubin & Babbie, 2001). While there
were several different ways of collating this material, given the small number of
cases it was possible to draw out significant themes by using both the written
and oral statements of the participants. The magnitude or importance of a topic
was assessed both by the level of frequency of reports, and the emotive
aspects evident at interview. The topics that had strong emotional content were
obviously of key interest.

These key themes are reported later in this case study research report.
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The Case Studies
Six participants, five women and one man, were chosen from across the
Grampians region of western Victoria. To protect their privacy only a brief
summary of their background, suitably disguised, is provided. The participants’
ages ranged from 24 to 55. For ease of discussion, I called them: Grace,
Brenda, Betty, George, Gina and Susan. All of the participants worked in
townships of less than 55,000 residents, two worked in towns of approximately
10,000 people and two in towns of 3,500 or less.

The participants were drawn from a variety of service sectors. One was in the
justice system, one in family welfare, two in health related organisations and
one in a program for support for women experiencing family violence. Two
worked for State government departments in statutory roles that held mandated
authority, which is defined as a social welfare role or duties with authority
derived from laws or regulations and their clients are involuntary. Of the six
people interviewed, all had held positions for 18 months or more, with the
longest being in the position for over ten years.
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Figure 1. Summary of participants’ background at time of interview

Position

Type

of Family

agency
Betty

Brenda

Qualifications
and experience.

has partner, no

experienced, not

time, government

children now at

formally qualified

agency

home

permanent, full

permanent part

statutory

family welfare

has partner,

experienced, relevant

time

school age

qualifications

multi-service

children

welfare agency

George

Gina

permanent full time

health related

no partner,

Some experience,

multi-service health

adolescent

relevant qualifications

agency

children

permanent full time

family

no partner, no

experienced, has other

multi-service

violence

children now at

qualification

welfare agency

Grace

permanent part

home

health related

has partner,

new graduate with

time, multi-service

children late

relevant qualifications

agency

teens early 20’s
still at home

Susan

permanent, full time

statutory

partner, no

new graduate with

government agency

agency

children but

relevant qualifications

extended family
nearby

Note: ‘relevant’ means approved or accredited social work or welfare qualifications.
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Grace
At the time of interview, Grace was middle aged, and described herself as a
farmer’s wife. After leaving school, Grace worked briefly in Melbourne before
returning home to her family’s farm. She had then married a local farmer, had
children and participated extensively in community life as a local citizen. She
had lived in the area for about 45 years. As her children grew older, she
decided to complete welfare qualifications as she felt welfare services were
needed in her community and it would provide her with a worthwhile job. She
spoke of seeing herself as a role model for other mature-age women seeking a
return to study and employment. At the time of interview, she was employed on
a part time basis as the sole welfare worker in a multi-service agency whose
prime focus was health.

Grace described her work role as being ‘a pioneer’, by which she meant she
was the first welfare worker employed by her organisation. She had been in the
job about 18 months. Grace described her manager as “somewhat supportive”
of her, and talked of how they were both struggling to make sense of the nature
of the position, its direction and what its main focus should be. Initially, the
position was only temporarily funded, but other funding had been secured to
ensure its continuance.

At the workplace, I observed she was poorly resourced. Her office was at the far
end of the building along a series of long, narrow corridors. Grace’s office had
little equipment except for a fairly old desk. The walls were bare: no pictures or
posters. When I asked her about organisational support she told me she had no
access to computer facilities at work, although other members of staff had
access. Although Grace travelled extensively to fulfill her work obligations, her
employer had not provided a mobile phone and she had little access to
administrative support. She worked across more than one workspace as she
provided an outreach service.
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She laughingly called her car her mobile office. She said that she carried her file
notes locked in the boot of her car as there was no lockable filing cabinet or
lockable portable file available for her use. Grace expressed concern about
carrying information of a confidential nature in her car.

Grace was supervised by her manager, but believed this created some ethical
dilemmas for her as the supervision was more related to meeting targets and
was “accountancy-based” rather than adhering to welfare philosophy. She did
not feel it was appropriate to report on individual cases to her manager, so she
had developed a way to report using aggregated client statistics.

Earlier in her employment, Grace had some access to some professional
supervision on a monthly basis in a large town in a related agency. However,
due to a staff resignation at the related agency, she had not had professional
supervision for several months. She had not found the supervision particularly
worthwhile, and made the comment

Driving to a regional centre for formal supervision is exhausting and lacks
value… you spend most of the day getting there and back…supervision
should be appropriate, informal and accessible.

Grace was seeking private professional supervision that she would pay for
herself and that would, most likely, be by telephone. She expressed the need to
discuss her developing role and, more particularly, the ethical dilemmas arising
from her work. She commented that networking, debriefing and supervision by
phone is better when you have met the person and know their strengths and
weaknesses.

Grace highlighted problems that she had experienced with confidentiality in her
small multi-service organisation. She was concerned that other professional
groups, for example the nursing staff and the administrative staff, had different
ideals and expectations related to client confidentiality.

201

Grace questioned the level of training these staff had received about
confidentiality.

…I am concerned about administrative and other staff hearing the stories
and making judgements before they refer…. and that for country people,
confidentiality is often compromised. For many people…this [lack of
confidentiality and privacy] is almost expected as part of the deal…

I find some rural people don’t understand their right to confidentiality [and
that] …people have often told others their problems before they get to
me, such as nursing staff, doctors, home help people.

Grace said that for many rural people lack of confidentiality is not a surprise and
is “almost expected as part of the deal”. She reported experiencing ethical
issues around the maintenance and protection of client confidentiality as a daily
occurrence.

Grace was also concerned about the judgemental attitudes of some country
people including other staff in the human services field.

I work with a man who has been labelled [by the community as] ‘a nut’.
Awful

rumours

have

worked

against

his

social

connectedness…unfortunately, if someone receives a label in a rural
area [I believe] it is best to leave and start afresh somewhere else.

Grace talked about trying to maintain personal and professional boundaries,
and felt she had to put some limits to her availability to clients and colleagues to
avoid burnout. She worked part time, but was frequently phoned about client
matters even when she was not at work. In her opinion, often these matters
were relatively trivial.

I try to make it clear I am not on call. I am not in this position to be a
rescuer…however I am not strong at maintaining this because there is
no-one else up here.
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Grace said that she did not mind if there was a crisis but there was a problem
with nursing staff not respecting that she had a private life and only worked 24
hours a week. Grace spoke of developing protocols for referral and a resource
folder for other staff so they could refer clients to other services on the days she
was not at work.

Grace’s goal was to be respected as a clinical welfare worker, and be
recognised for “her profession”. She indicated that she thought that many
members of the community, or indeed in her own workplace, would not see her
as a professional, but more as a helpful community member.

Grace appeared to me to be struggling in determining her role. According to
Grace, the agency was unfamiliar with welfare service provision and had not
developed policies or protocols to support her position, or an effective position
description. Grace talked about her uncertainty in shaping her role and whether
direct case work or community work would be of more value to the residents.
She spoke of being a member of the wider community as well as being the
welfare worker.

Grace said that she had not taken any steps to protect her privacy since
becoming a rural welfare worker. She thought that using a silent number would
be futile. She felt that as she lived and worked in quite a small community,
people knew who she was and where she lived, or could quickly find out this
information.

On discussing the likelihood of violence arising from lack of anonymity, Grace
said that

the region is quite isolated but I don’t think I am at risk of violence…I live
on a farm and my husband and two sons are large men [laughter] …it
could be different if I lived in town.
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She added that she takes some care in advising staff at the organisation where
she works of her expected travel times and where she was going, and was very
careful while on home visits.

I let them [agency staff] know where I am, how long I will be…[on home
visits or

when I meet a client]… I always think of how to exit a

situation easily..

She commented that as her office was “down the back” she felt a bit isolated
and potentially at risk, but added that there was usually another staff member
around or down the corridor. There was no emergency alarm system in her
room. She reported that it was wise

to maintain a level of paranoia and suspicion of people bringing large
bags into sessions …[you] need to keep aware of potential for risk… [and
that]…I don’t have family photos around, I don’t talk about my family or
my situation to clients and I never allow my fifteen year old daughter to
be alone in public… I always know her whereabouts.

Grace said that she did not tell her family of the nature of some of the work in
which she is involved, for example addiction counselling and family violence, as
it would alarm them. She said that she had not had major issues around her
work-role interfering with her family or curtailing her private life. She stated as
her children are in their late teens or are adults they were less at risk (although
this belies her comment above about her daughter’s whereabouts) and that she
has not had any “really serious” disputes with clients. After saying that there
was little risk, Grace related a situation in which she had been very unsafe and
was frightened.

Grace discussed a dilemma that had arisen for her regarding privileged
knowledge. She knew that a convicted paedophile had moved into the area and
felt uncomfortable at being unable to warn the community about his presence
because of his rights to confidentiality and privacy. According to Grace, she felt
that if people knew she had not divulged this information, and a child was
204

attacked by him, she would be ostracised. She said that she would feel very
guilty “if something happened and I had not acted”. For Grace there was a
strong sense of conflict about what the right path was in these circumstances.
Grace’s strategy to manage this conflict had been to organise a general
education/awareness program with the aim to alert children and parents to
potential dangers of child sexual abuse within a broader child safety program.
She remained highly anxious and agitated about this matter during the interview
and it obviously worried her considerably.

Grace reported seeing seven or eight clients per day with issues ranging from
physical and mental health issues, housing and financial issues, to family
welfare and individual problems as well as group work and community
development. She said that she was a generalist practitioner. While Grace
worked directly with most clients, she routinely referred people who had
experienced sexual assault, abuse, or had protective issues to other agencies
in regional centres. She believed these clients would benefit from more
specialised services and that these issues were difficult to address in a small
community. Confidentiality was mentioned again here. She also commented

…there is immense power of rumours and labels, that operate in this
small town such as “he is a nut” “she is a slut” he has a “past”.

Grace was concerned about newcomers moving into the small towns as
housing is cheap and then being labelled as troublemakers or as problems.

Newcomers are more aware and have expectations [that a welfare
person is available], but if only newcomers are ‘seen’ coming to me for
help then I fear – it will be seen as newcomers have the problems…[the
dilemma is that] ...they have problems because they can’t socially
connect with long-standing rural families. Some bring problems with
them, some are trying to escape old problems… my first step is to hold
an open social support group.
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Labels and the stigma arising from them have the capacity to work against
social connectedness and in recognition of this aspect of practice.
One of Grace’s goals was to create a more tolerant community through
education and attitudinal change. Grace had begun some support and
discussion groups particularly for women.
She spoke of this very positively, and talked of how this would be an avenue for
the future. Grace was keen to take on more community development practice.

Grace saw herself as strongly belonging within her community. She spoke of
how difficult the transition from community member to professional welfare
worker had been for her. People had known her as a parent, a member of the
school council, a volunteer in the sports club, and a member of various
committees, and now she is “the professional…the welfare worker”. She said
that her friends and other community members often did not know how to treat
her or what to expect as her role had changed. She spoke of the advantages of
being a past resident and that her networks and knowledge of the community
were invaluable.

Being a rural person and a member of this community gives me an
“edge” in some respects. I don’t have to waste time building rapport, I am
already known, and people trust me, particularly the elderly, as I
understand the history and culture of the area. My conservative family
background probably helps too.

Grace sought confirmation from me for many of her activities throughout the
interview and seemed to lack confidence in her professional capability. In some
respects, she used our interview to seek advice and support about a range of
initiatives including asking my opinion about leaflets she had prepared
regarding her work role and the approach she was taking in creating a women’s
group.

Grace, in answer to a question about her pre-service education, said that rural
welfare workers should be “generically trained to deal with anything that arises”.
While she thought her welfare training was good in this regard, in her opinion it
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had contained little relevance to rural practice or context in its content. She
remembered some teachers had used rural examples in their discussion. Her
fieldwork placements had been in other rural areas away from her community
and she talked of really enjoying these experiences.

Grace described herself as being “burnt and burnt out” in her first year at work,
but said that she was managing better. Reflecting on her first year, she said that
she had tried too hard to get the service established quickly and had made
several mistakes. These included poor communication with the community
through a brochure that had damaged the perception of her role and her
professional status. She was distressed about this and looked to me for
reassurance. In observing her talk about this experience, I felt that as a new
graduate without effective professional supervision, any errors of judgement or
approach were partly a responsibility of her employing organisation and her preservice education. Her organisation had placed a relatively inexperienced
person in a pioneering role without much professional support or thought for the
development of her work role.
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Brenda
At the time of interview, Brenda was a young woman who lived with her partner
and school age children. She had lived in the general area in which she now
worked, and then went to Melbourne for social work training. She had worked in
the city (Melbourne) and then another rural region before returning to her
hometown to “marry a local”. Brenda and her young family lived on a small
property outside of a town of about 10,000 people. Brenda said that

I believe that I have become more visible in my community since my
appointment, and it has brought many challenges, [that she had] not
experienced in previous positions, when working in inner Melbourne
suburbs…It was certainly a period of adjustment for me. However, I
believe that the benefits to me professionally and personally have been
great!

Brenda said that she liked the casual atmosphere and lifestyle of her rural town,
and spoke positively of her workplace.

[This organisation is] really great, the other welfare workers are
supportive and while the work can be stressful, there is less stress here
than when I worked in the city.

Her workplace was a multi-service welfare agency with a focus on child and
family welfare. She had worked there for about six years on a part-time basis.
She explained how referrals were regularly made to more specialist services for
particular clients when needed, but that the agency worked with a very wide
range of personal and family issues. Direct casework service to clients,
community education and community development strategies were used by the
agency welfare workers. I observed that her workplace was in a backstreet
behind the main shopping area of the small town. It had a large open-spaced
reception area and the interview rooms were in close proximity to the reception
area. It had lots of posters and a friendly, though cluttered, atmosphere. Brenda
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told me that it was a good place to work as it was lively and the staff were really
supportive of each other. There were three other welfare workers and a
receptionist on-site with Brenda. She said that debriefing with fellow welfare
workers in her organisation was a regular part of the day. Brenda said that she
loved her job, and that she saw it as a generalist position. It contains aspects of
individual and family counselling and some community development. In my
observation, she seemed very secure in her professional role. She appeared
relaxed and confident about her professional practice. She said that her broad
approach was built upon concern for individuals within a professional
framework.

Brenda’s workplace in this small town was an outreach office of a larger welfare
agency based in a regional centre. Her workplace had good resources
(computers, mobile phones, administrative assistance a secure interview room)
and she had regular professional development and supervision through her
head office, however, she said that

our head office is in a much larger town and I often feel they don’t
understand the needs/culture of the local community. Also head office
insists we use their local services and suppliers… we want to support our
local businesses…[to show how we belong here].

Brenda indicated she thought that it was vital for rural welfare workers to
understand the local culture, community strengths, local needs and to be locally
based and thought providing a “visiting service” was not a useful strategy for
welfare organisations. Brenda spoke of never having had any major difficulty
with clients trying to phone her at home, or approach her unnecessarily,
although some have occasionally done so.

I try to be very clear about explaining my role to clients both at the
beginning and later on… I think this has helped to avoid unnecessary out
of hours contact. We also have a brochure about the agency. We tell
people ...if you are worried about something here are the after hours
numbers etc…This makes it very clear about boundaries.
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According to Brenda, most clients understand and respect these boundaries,
and she feels more comfortable having quite firm professional boundaries in
place.
Brenda spoke of the need for rural welfare workers to have very highly
developed communication skills, and the ability to juggle the ethical
complexities around issues such as confidentiality, privacy and boundaries. She
talked of rural welfare workers needing an

understanding
excellent

of

the

boundaries,

communication

and

farming/agriculture/environment…[maintaining]
and

[having]

confidentiality…[it
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is
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that

skills

of

workers

understand the culture and needs of the community.

To assist in protecting her privacy, Brenda used her maiden name in her work
role.

it is a bonus to have a work name and a private name. My work name
[maiden name] is fairly distinctive and could be easily recognised. When
my parents moved to town I had to tell them how to deal with enquiries
and phone calls for me in case clients phoned… but this hasn’t been a
problem.

When talking about personal safety, Brenda exhibited some strong emotions
and described having a strong need to protect her privacy and safety, and that
of her family. She had developed protocols for her family: she had a silent
phone number, she had instructed her family, including extended family
members, not to give out her number or whereabouts to people they do not
know as being her close friends, and she deliberately had no pictures of her
children, or drawings by them in the office in which she works. She parked her
car at some distance from the agency and always used a work car on homevisits. She recognised that she could easily be followed and laughed at herself
for taking this precaution. She spoke, though, of needing to be less open with
clients than in her metropolitan based work.
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The ‘use of self’ in counselling as a strategy is more carefully used
here… it is very rare that I would divulge any of my family history for ‘use
of self’ techniques… techniques and approaches must be changed
[when working in small rural communities].

She had instructed her husband and children not to question her if she said they
must quickly leave a public venue.

Very rarely do we spend time at the pub…[I feel I] must keep the
image… I don’t let my hair down in town. It’s important to be seen as
professional, but being part of the community is that the flip side is that
you can be seen as a real person. You just need to think about it and
how you will be seen… for example, I have been to clients’ funerals
when they have suicided, and wondered whether to cry. Is it OK?. and
what to do as you need to keep a certain level of professional
alertness…you can’t just relax.

She then went on to talk about whether the welfare profession makes too much
of their place and status in the community and asked

Is it a fiction? Are we really so important and well known? Are we really
such celebrities? Is this out of proportion?

She spoke of times when clients or partners of clients had threatened “to get us
back” and episodes where “angry males visit the office and are abusive”.
Sometimes this aggression is directed at Brenda and sometimes at other
members of staff. The agency had developed protocols that Brenda thought
helped the staff to deal with the occurrences of abuse. As they worked with a
client group associated with protective issues and family violence Brenda spoke
of this threatening behaviour as being just part of the job and that it was to be
expected from time to time. She seemed quite concerned about her family’s
safety and returned to discuss their safety issues on more than one occasion in
the interview. She told me
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you do lose a certain amount of anonymity, if you shop locally and use
local facilities you are more likely to be seen and targetted… clients can
easily find out where you live.

She told of strategies to prevent out-of-work client-related contact such as
shopping in another town, never going to the local hotel, socialising with friends
at their homes or at her own home and being very careful of her children’s
safety. She said that she lived in some fear for her children being exposed to
victimisation or harassment because of her work and the small networks in the
town, and seemed more worried about them than her own safety. She then
spoke about two serious abusive and dangerous situations that have happened
to her in the past five years. These situations occurred when male ex-partners
of women clients had become abusive to her. She did not appear to be unduly
distressed by these events.

She talked of having a strong network with fellow welfare workers and had
established many links of use, not only to herself, but also for clients. As she
knew the welfare workers personally, she felt could assess whether they would
relate well to her client and then choose whether to make a referral. According
to Brenda, confidentiality is very important in her professional work and she
reported that the agency was also very concerned to protect clients’ privacy and
to prevent labelling and offered a wide range of services, not just those
associated with child protection and family violence. Brenda said

…this only goes so far. The community knows the kind of issues we are
most likely to deal with here and that child protection and family violence
are core issues for us.

She related a story about extra security put in place to protect the privacy of a
well-known local identity using the service. She commented that the lack of
privacy in attending the service was a dilemma for all locals and queried why
this person had deserved extra measures to protect his anonymity. She felt all
locals should be entitled to this level of protection of their privacy. Despite
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possible labelling, however, the service was well used and home visits could be
arranged.

As part of Brenda’s work role, she was involved in community development
strategies associated with prevention of child abuse and strengthening families.
She said that it was the balance between counselling and preventative work
that made her job worthwhile. She said she felt valued by the community for her
work and that of the agency.
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Betty
At the time of interview, Betty had worked for more than 10 years in a large,
statutory agency that did not have welfare as its primary role. At her request,
Betty’s interview was not conducted at her workplace. Although the lone welfare
worker in the regional workplace, this agency employed welfare workers across
Victoria and Betty regularly talked with her counterparts by phone or at
meetings. Supervision was provided through the agency. Betty said that this
supervision was related to accountability and was conducted by her direct
manager, who was not welfare trained. She felt this supervision was not
sufficient and wanted to have supervision that helped her develop as a
professional and that also assisted her work through difficult ethical issues.

Betty said that she had to work hard to adapt to her welfare role to this agency.
She acknowledges the group of clients she works with can be violent and many
had severe mental health problems.

My work mostly relates to a client group where violence and harassment
is pretty much part of the work… mostly emotional and mental abuse and
verbal harassment. While there is a threat of physical violence, this is far
less threatening to me than these other forms of violence which I face on
a daily basis.

As involuntary clients, she felt that they

…dislike my role within the system...[they ask]… why do I have to see
her?… and are often very angry at me and their circumstances.

Betty reported that her clients often had committed serious crimes against
women which, as a woman, made her job difficult. Clients or their family or
friends had threatened to take “revenge against me or my family for actions…
[real or imagined]…I have taken in my work role”. Betty gave examples of exclients moving next door to her house, her needing to withdraw from social and
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sporting groups because of the attendance of clients or ex-clients in such
groups and regular verbal harassment when she went shopping. Strict protocols
were enforced by Betty’s agency that required no out-of-hours or community
contact with clients or ex-clients, or their associates, under any circumstances.
Prior to her relocation, these expectations had a major impact on Betty as she
had to withdraw from a creative arts class and a fitness class when ex-clients,
or their wives, joined these community groups. Betty had recently moved from
the small town in which she worked to a larger town 40 minutes drive from her
agency in an attempt to decrease the stress of living and working in the same
town because of this particularly difficult job.

Seeing people on a regular basis in such places as supermarkets offers
the opportunity for harassment and violence…I have recently moved
from the local community where I work… the stress of living and working
in the same place has become too much.

Betty also commented on the lack of privacy for clients and ex-clients.

The clients and their families live and work in the community in which I
lived. I am sure it is just as uncomfortable for them when we find
ourselves in the same group or club or church… they must wonder about
what I will say and how to react.

Betty said it was difficult for her to make friends or socialise outside the narrow,
professional network in her small town. She called this an “incestuous” social
grouping. Work matters tended to dominate conversations at social gatherings
and related to clients, agencies, other staff and management. Confidentiality,
she felt, was often compromised by people in this group and made her very
angry. She had decided not to socialise with this group, but as a result she was
fairly isolated.

Betty had deliberately chosen not to become too involved in community
activities. Her work role has not encouraged social activities because of the high
risk of contact with abusive people in public places or when socialising in small
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communities. According to Betty, the personal/professional overlap has
impacted on her slowly over a number of years and she has gradually become
more socially isolated herself. As we talked, I observed that she seemed quite
negative about her work role and she continually referred to the “personal
damage” she had experienced and the problems in getting support for herself in
the agency. Some of the “damage” she said is caused by the actual work role
and the client group with whom she worked. “These are very difficult, dangerous
people”. Some of the damage was caused by a feeling of isolation in the
workplace, including a lack of regular professional supervision and debriefing
opportunities.

Betty was anxious about duty of care issues arising from her role. She gave an
example in which she knew of a repeat sex offender moving into the community
and talked of the rights of the community, versus that person’s right to privacy
and confidentiality. She said that she believes rural people are often too naive
and trusting and she feared for them and their children when known sex
offenders or violent criminals were released.

when I know of a sex offender released into the community it creates a
feeling of apprehension and a dilemma for me. They often attempt to
involve themselves in school and sporting activities. This presents a
huge dilemma for someone with information regarding that person’s high
risk behaviours.

At interview, she appeared to be very negative about her work role. In response
to questions about professional and personal benefits of rural practice she
replied there were none. According to Betty, the work she did with her clients
was necessary and was “valued within the system” by many fellow workers.
She thought her work was not perceived as important by others in the
community. Betty said she had needed to develop a “very thick skin” and that
her work required her to “be really sure of what you are doing and be somewhat
cynical about people”.
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At the end of the interview, Betty told me that overall she had enjoyed her work
in this agency and it had given her many opportunities. However, she said that
she had “had enough” and she was seeking work in an “easier area”. She said
that her work role had damaged her in that she no longer “has much faith in the
goodness of people”.
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Gina
At the time of interview, Gina had worked in the welfare field for about five
years, although she lacked specific welfare training. She had lived in the area
for 10 years and was successful when she applied for a lone family violence
position within a multi-service agency focussed on services for women and
children in a population of about 13,000.

On my visit to the agency, which is located near the main street and had a
house frontage, I noticed an ugly, and very obvious, security door. Once inside,
there was small reception/waiting area and an open area with books, brochures
and posters. Gina shared cramped office space with several other workers.

Gina said she did not spend much time at her desk. She was involved in
community development activities, and often participated in education forums
and public events. She thought this was “a good thing as the thing I dislike most
is the office politics”.

Gina believed that the agency “hadn’t really thought through how my role would
work” when it received short-term funding for the position. Gina saw her position
as the first of its kind in the district and that it was a pioneer role. Longer-term
funding has now been gained and her position is permanent.

She had developed the position to encompass individual casework with women
escaping violence and community development aimed at prevention and
changing attitudes about family violence.

She thought that rural welfare workers had to be very innovative to reach out to
the people who really need services as they do not always approach welfare
agencies.

Gina had used many different ways to provide information at field days, stock
and station agents, CFA groups, and through schools and other organisations
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that linked directly to families. As a preventative approach, she had established
preventative, developmental programs in partnership with schools and others,
such as anger management and confrontation of stereotypical and gendered
attitudes.

Gina said that she was proud that she was modelling different behaviour to the
traditional role of women in her community by taking on a profession, being
independent and living alone. She was excited to be completing several
community development projects around gender issues and attitudes. However,
her personal life had been compromised by work-related threats and abuse.

I work in family violence… an area that can be seen as meddling with
people’s lives and destroying relationships …[some community members
don’t support the service] as [they believe] it splits up families.

She said that her manager and administrative staff are worried by her work, as
men sometimes create disturbances, especially if their partner has sought
refuge. Such violence is usually by

Clients’ ex-partners ringing or coming to the service... discontented expartners or clients fronting the service... angry people...

After an episode where administrative workers complained of feeling unsafe,
the agency provided the security door. According to Gina, few incidents had
occurred, although Gina acknowledges that when they did occur they were
“very scary, particularly for the administrative staff”. She said that she felt she
could deal with threats and overall felt safe.

[The harassment and abuse] … is of the angry, verbal kind, and can be
dealt with by talking through the situation. I also know that other staff will
call the police if they think the situation will escalate…so I basically feel
OK most of the time.
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Most incidents had occurred at the workplace and many had been by
telephone. However, one incident Gina related belied her confidence in her own
safety.

I live in the middle of wheat crops on my own. A perpetrator lived down
the end of my road and I had supported his wife to leave him. He rang
me at night at home and I had an underlying sense of concern. I didn’t
sleep well that night and worried about what could happen. I live on my
own and I guess I just got scared… nothing happened except the phone
call, but I was scared.

Though Gina said she felt relatively safe, this quote highlights some of the
anxiety she experienced in this job. She thought that strategies to protect the
anonymity of workers were unlikely to make a difference as

…high visibility and lack of anonymity is a fact of rural life, and though
you can use strategies, people will still know who you are and the type of
work you do. This has both positive and negative sides.

Later in the interview Gina spoke of how she had taken steps to protect her
safety and privacy. Recently, she had moved out of town to avoid unwanted
client contact, but at interview she spoke of doubting her wisdom in moving to a
small rural area where she bought a large property and lives alone.

Gina had curtailed her social life, and chooses the time for shopping when
clients are least likely to be “up and about”. She had regularly been “shouted at”
by clients’ male partners and ex-partners while shopping and had one serious
incident of stalking, which continued over several months. She would not
consider going out to a hotel in town at night, or even for a lunchtime meal, as
she could be approached and “there might be a scene”.

Gina felt the nature of her work provoked abusive situations and people got
angry, particularly
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when clients have gone to a refuge and the partner/ex-partner demands
to know their whereabouts [and I won’t tell them where].
She had silent phone numbers, security alarms fitted at home, was conscious of
her whereabouts at all times, parked her personal car away from the agency,
rarely went out with her grandchildren in public when they came to visit, and
reported being very vigilant in protecting her own safety. She discussed
changing jobs in the near future, not because she is fearful (she said that she
has learned to live with this and was secure with her strategies), but because it
was time for a new worker to bring “new ideas and new blood” into the agency.

Underlying Gina’s discussion was a strong feeling that her agency had been
unsupportive both of her and the position. The lack of support for the position
she thought had “something to do with this being the nasty side of life… and
avoidance... we don’t want to know about it.” She talked of the problems of
recognising and acting on family violence in a small town and that her agency
would prefer the role to have been established at another agency.

On a personal level, she felt she challenged the ‘status quo’ in the office. Gina
said that “agency politics” had added to her stress in this job. She believed her
co-workers were critical and unsupportive. As we met at her agency, she
seemed reticent to explore this issue in any depth, but was quite tearful when
she mentioned the lack of emotional support offered to her at work. In our
discussion, she became quite critical and angry towards her manager.

Gina does not receive regular supervision, although she does attend a small
group with other welfare workers on a bi-monthly basis where issues can be
discussed and she finds this is quite valuable. According to Gina, supervision
and debriefing to colleagues was really important to maintain sanity when
working in fields which challenge and confront stereotypical attitudes and she
had sought out informal supervision outside her agency. Gina said that having a
wide network helps with support, referrals and with seeking resources and she
had established a broad network to support her work.
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Gina believes that maintaining appropriate professional boundaries was
important.

I don’t acknowledge clients unless they do [when down the street] and if
they want to talk ‘work issues’ in the street or supermarket I ask them to
make an appointment… you have to be careful and treat people with
respect.

For effective rural welfare work, Gina said that well-developed boundaries were
essential, as was having a balance in life, an ability to “think on your feet”, and
supportive professional and friendship networks. She felt that a sense of
humour was a great asset, as was being able to step back and see the situation
from the client’s (or their partner’s) point of view.

Despite her discomfort with the level of support offered at her agency, she felt
her work was very important. She spoke of how she felt she had made an
enormous difference in the lives of some women and children and hopes her
“preventative work will pay off”, but said she won’t see results for another 10
years and wonders if what she has done with the community is

just a small drop in a big ocean.. How can our work be effective when
transportation and distance is such a big factor? Sometimes as a worker
this can leave a sense of inadequacy – when looking at the size of our
outreach area and considering our resources [little can really be
achieved].
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George
At the time of interview, George was a mature-aged, single parent with teenage
children. He took up his position as a sole, generalist welfare worker about five
years ago in a community health facility in the community in which he had lived
for many years, following his completion of welfare qualifications as a mature
age student.

The community had a population of about 4,000 people, although George also
provided services to a small number of other small towns within the shire. While
I did not meet George at his agency, I have visited it often. The community
health centre operated from a new, purpose-built facility which has a central,
quite public, reception area adjacent to rooms used by various community
groups, a dentist and other allied health professionals. Health-related posters
are discreetly placed on the walls among paintings donated by community
residents, but the reception area is very formal and quite public.

Although George was well-known in the community, having a high profile in the
district did not overly concern him. He laughed when he said he was often
“cornered by people in the local supermarket”, or when working in his garden,
and he had not found such contact invasive. Often he had used such
opportunities to promote ideas and get people engaged in community projects.
Occasionally, however, clients approached him out-of-hours with regard to his
counselling role. Then, he said

I make a judgement call: if urgent or life threatening I act… if not I bring
in the protocols… I say…come to the office or make a time to see me
through the office.

Mostly out-of-hours contacts were by phone. He laughingly described an elderly
client who would often walk up and down his street in the weekend, hoping to
find George in his garden and talk with him. Most people though, he said,
respected his privacy and recognised professional boundaries.
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George believed that informal and formal networks offer many opportunities and
that he achieved a great deal by seizing opportunities as they arise, for
example, at the supermarket or at a sports-meet. Rather than contriving
situations.

…a lot is achieved by seizing opportunities as they arise, rather than
contriving situations, and that if you turn your back on these opportunities
it is detrimental overall to your initiatives…

I often do my best work at the supermarket in terms of community
development. I get people involved. I ask them have they heard about ...
whatever group I’m helping to organise or whatever project is
happening... and ask them to come along.

He acknowledged that this was opportunistic, but said that if rural welfare
workers turn their backs on these kinds of opportunities it is detrimental overall
to community initiatives. He also thought creditability was an important
characteristic.

People

need

to

know

you

genuinely

believe

in

these

developments…[and that]… they are more than a job for you.

People had sometimes approached George for information about clients,
particularly if they saw him visiting someone or identified the car outside
someone’s home, and he interpreted their interest as genuine concern. He
managed such requests with a ready phrase about confidentiality which he
used so that he could remain on friendly terms with people and still ensure the
client’s confidentiality. He spoke of how he had been “tested out” by local
professionals when he first started in the role, and that he had gained their trust
and established a high level of personal and professional credibility in the
district.
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In five years George, who is a physically large man, had only felt personally
threatened on two or three occasions, but had experienced several episodes of
verbal abuse. Physical threats were acted upon by reporting them to his agency
and the police. George thought the police were “off hand” about safety of
welfare personnel. The police had made a referral to him and then added …
“don’t be surprised if this man pulls a gun”. George declined to visit this client
until the police offered to attend with him. He believed that the lack of initial
concern for his safety expressed by the police was because he was male, large
and therefore expected to cope with potential personal danger.

George said he has “heightened awareness after the few incidents which have
occurred” and he thinks all rural welfare workers need to be careful of their
safety.

I guess there is a perception that female worker might be more
vulnerable… but male workers need to act sensibly as well.

According to George, his children got “fed up” with being identified as the
welfare worker’s children. They were often recognised and approached by
clients or others, who George said would want to be friendly and make
conversation, but the children resented this behaviour. He was not fearful for
them, but had given them some ideas of how to deal with “nosey people”.

I’ve shared some awareness of safety issues with my older son, but I try
to just maintain his ignorance of my involvement with local clients where
possible, save the obvious need to inform him of any potential flack he
might receive and advising him to feign ignorance if challenged.. it is
unlikely he [would be physically challenged] due to his nature and size.

Overall, George found his work was immensely satisfying. He expressed
gratification from “seeing people move on” in their lives. He spoke positively of
observing the results from casework he did years earlier because he was still in
the community. People often would give him feedback, well after events, in an
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informal way. George found this feedback very useful and he felt his work was
“making a difference”.

He said that with community development you could see outcomes and
experience them for yourself.

Your own family can be beneficiaries of some community initiatives, for
example more recreational activities for young people.

He had observed gradual, small changes come to fruition with larger changes to
community attitudes, or service provision.

According to George, he provides an essential service to individuals and the
community and felt very valued in his community. He was often asked to
participate in groups and activities.

I sometimes have to say no [to being involved]… I am already
overloaded and can’t do everything …there has to be some limits to
avoid becoming burnt out.

George spoke of his belief that professional supervision was important, but that
it had limitations. He felt that sometimes it was difficult or inappropriate to share
some information, even in supervision. He noted that rural welfare workers have
to be careful

who they are debriefing to, and what connections they [the supervisor]
have in the community and in similar organisations.

George mentioned that prior to his position being established, community
nurses had done some counselling and it was important to be sensitive to them
when first creating his welfare role. He spoke of how the community nurses
could add value and extend the resources available, but that they also needed
to know their limitations. Role-blurring had certainly occurred, he thought, but
was managed. He felt it better for him and the agency to be supportive of this
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extension of the community nurse role into client support, rather than being
critical of this extension into “his domain.”

He had provided some support, education and debriefing to the nurses.

As a worker you need to be fairly consistent as you’re there ‘for the long
haul’ … as networks and key players don’t change very much it is
important to establish professional relationships properly.

George felt the culture of his organisation was very important to understand.
While staff in the organisation appeared to support his role, there were some
indications that management had not taken his role as seriously as other health
roles, for example, when nurses went on leave they were automatically
replaced, but when the welfare worker went on leave, clients had to wait until
his return. There had been no locum or replacement service even when he went
on leave for several months. George also made a comment that pay scales did
not reflect the importance of the role, or the competence needed for rural
welfare work. George commented that rural welfare workers needed a broad
understanding and knowledge of community dynamics, key players, and
resources to work effectively in rural communities.

Essential characteristics are maturity of outlook, non-judgemental
attitude, ability to respond to issues and separate facts from local
knowledge…the grapevine… respect for individuals’ beliefs and values,
and ability to explore and educate people about options, opportunities
and

change,

and

respect

for

clients’

choices

…

though

not

unconditionally.

Training and education to prepare welfare workers for rural welfare practice was
important. He regarded his welfare training as helpful as it had taken a rural
welfare approach and used case studies that reflected rural welfare practice
issues.
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Susan
Susan was a young woman, in her first job after completing social work
qualifications when I interviewed her. Susan had moved to the local town to
work in a government agency and her work was with involuntary clients. Her
partner had also obtained local work and she had extended family members
nearby. I visited her workplace and we spoke in the interview room immediately
adjacent to reception.

When talking about welfare work in small communities, Susan said that

Networking is easier because of the smaller scale…following on from
networking is the ability to make friendships through this process, which
often means greater informal and personal support.

She spoke of the benefits of close networking to clients in terms of referrals. As
a young person, relatively new to the area, she felt that work networks could
lead to good opportunities for socialising and making friends.

Susan thought that the key agency factors necessary for rural welfare practice
were high quality, experienced management and that the welfare worker must
make a commitment to the underpinning principles of the organisation. Being
able to confidentially debrief and have support, as well as effective supervision
from people she could trust, were important factors for Susan, as was access to
ongoing training and education “at the same level as other professionals in
metro areas”.

Her role, as it involved statutory responsibilities, had impacted on her
relationships within the community.

I work in a statutory body responsible for child welfare. Therefore, I am
seen as someone with the power to remove children and never give
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them back. This role is particularly threatening to many people in the
community.
Susan talked about the high risk of work-related violence in her position. She
had needed to physically protect herself. Her personal belongings had been
stolen, and she had experienced having her hair pulled by a client. She had
regularly experienced verbal insults and threats. She said that she experienced
verbal abuse every couple of weeks. According to Susan, the rural context
increased the threat of work-related violence and harassment as welfare
workers were more visible and accessible to clients and others.

If you’re located in a small town, there is an increased chance of contact
outside of work and this is why I think that this is a problem for rural
workers in statutory positions.

Susan had been concerned for her safety and that of her sister and parents who
live about 40 minutes from her workplace. The strategies she used for selfprotection included being very vigilant and aware of people around, avoidance
of face-to-face contact with clients out-of-hours, and being careful to avoid
possible confrontations by taking care when planning social and other activities.
She has taken steps to warn her partner, parents and sister. She has been
particularly concerned about her sister, as

threatening families [clients] know my sister and have contact with her
through her employment… I hate it when clients make comments about
seeing my sister… and one client threatened me, and then went on to
talk about knowing my sister… its awful… [and I try to] …avoid places
where clients are likely to be, avoid making my relationships to family
and friends known to clients, advise family not to give out phone
numbers or acknowledge me in front of someone they don’t know. I have
asked them just to act if I say ‘follow me’ rather than discuss the matter,
as it will be because I need to avoid someone”.

Confidentiality was also an issue for Susan and she related this to managing a
client load in a small population where people “talk”. Susan raised the issue of
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getting “confidential debriefing and support when everyone knows each other”.
She talked about the problems arising from dual roles, and the personal and
professional overlap in rural areas. She gave examples of when she had
worked with a family on a professional basis, but also had social contacts with
them at local sports clubs. She was aware this related to the code of practice for
social work and expressed concern about how best to manage such dual roles.
She talked of an ethical dilemma being

[I have] knowledge of a convicted sex-offender living in a family known
through

work…

should

I

warn

‘my’ family?

It’s

an

issue

of

appropriateness of discussion… confidentiality versus safety of ‘my’
family.

Because of the nature of her work, Susan did not feel very valued by the
community. Susan said that she believed this lack of value is experienced by
many welfare workers who work in fields such as the justice system, child
protection, family violence and family welfare services. She spoke positively
about the rural nature of her work and that it had allowed her to develop a range
of skills. Susan felt her social work qualifications had not properly prepared her
for work in small communities, though she did not know how this could be
improved. She had completed her fieldwork placements in the city (Melbourne).

She talked about the desire to create change, but “you have to accept that
change is slow and you can’t change the world”. At the end of our discussion,
Susan commented that, although she was only young and a new graduate, she
already felt “totally burned out”. She felt that this was related to the statutory
nature of her work. Although she had created a supportive professional and
friendship network for herself, she was not enjoying her work role and thought
she would look for another position probably in another town.
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Key themes and issues
Following compilation of the case studies, common themes were identified
using a cross-case analysis (Yin, 1994). Common themes (and variations to the
themes) can be clustered into the following major categories. It is important to
note that the participants work in difficult fields of practice where public values
affect personal lives in an intimate and significant way. For example, there are
differing views held in the community about the need for intervention in families
by the State in areas such as child protection or family violence work (Mendes,
2001). Drawing participants from such difficult and contentious fields of practice
may have influenced the findings, particularly in terms of the extent of the
violence and harassment experienced by the welfare workers. Work-related
violence and harassment may be more pronounced because of the type of
services in which these rural welfare workers worked, however, these findings
are important as a large proportion of the welfare sector works in these types of
services.

Personal and professional satisfaction
Residing in a rural community

The six participants were asked to agree or disagree to the following statement:
‘I believe that, in general, residing in a rural community has far more
advantages than disadvantages for my life style at present’ and to offer some
comments. While Betty and Gina disagreed with this statement, the remainder
of the participants strongly agreed. Betty and Gina had recently moved
residences in response to the problems they had experienced with unwanted
and unwelcome contact with clients and their families.

Residence in the area was important for most of the participants as they felt
they belonged to the community. This was not important to Betty, but was
clearly important to Gina even though she had moved residence away from the
major regional town in which she worked.
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These findings about importance of residence, commitment to rural welfare and job and
lifestyle satisfaction are supported by Lonne and Cheers (1999, 2000) in their large
scale, longitudinal study of rural social workers in Australia. Their reported findings
disputed the myth that it is mostly new graduates who work in rural practice, and that
they take these positions as a result of inability to get work in urban areas. Lonne and
Cheers (1999, 2000) found that most of the participants in their study had deliberately
chosen to work in rural areas, and the key reasons given for the choice included
preference of working in the particular fields of practice available in rural areas and
enjoyment of a rural lifestyle. The participants in Lonne & Cheers (1999) study were
enthusiastic about the opportunities available in their rural welfare work.

Rural social workers are, indeed, driven by passionate commitment to their clients and to social
justice ideals as these are applied to their chosen fields of practice (Lonne & Cheers, 1999, p.
20).

Similarly, case study participants commented on their commitment to their
clients and to providing highly responsive, relevant and ethical services in their
rural communities, and more than one thought that they were “making a
difference” to their communities.

Advantages and disadvantages of working in a rural area

The case study participants’ motivating factors for living and working in a rural
community included a strong desire to work in the particular field of practice,
preferring a rural life style, potential career advancement, the nature of the job
as one that suited their skills, and because of partner/family commitments.

Betty and Gina, who had recently moved residences because of unwanted and
unwelcome contact with clients and their families, were somewhat negative
about rural welfare practice and how it had impacted on their lives. The
remaining four participants, while indicating there were difficulties, were
enthusiastic about living and working in rural areas. They made statements that
indicated they felt valued by their communities, saw themselves as providing a
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vital and helpful service, and that they were able to make a real and positive
difference in their communities. They also commented that they could see
gradual, small changes come to fruition with larger changes to community
attitudes and service provision.

In summary, the benefits of rural welfare practice identified by the case study
participants included:
•

having a casual atmosphere at work, lots of space, fresh air and pleasant
rural views;

•

a reduction in stress levels compared to urban practice because of a
supportive environment;

•

knowing the community, and understanding the needs and issues of the
community and its members;

•

belonging to a network of practitioners,

•

taking on many roles (generalist practice) and having opportunities to
develop new skills;

•

being recognised as important to the community and being “a
professional”; and,

•

flexibility and lifestyle advantages. For example, participants talked about
having flexibility with work hours that enabled them to see the children at
sports day, to go home at lunchtime, to take up ‘rural’ pursuits, and mix
work and home in a positive way.

The disadvantages identified by the case study participants included:
•

lack of anonymity and personal privacy;

•

safety issues, for themselves and their family members;

•

lack of debriefing opportunities;

•

lack of professional supervision;

•

lack of organisational support;

•

lack of training/educational opportunities; and,

•

their work role not being valued by the community.
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Problems with accessing professional supervision had been raised by some
participants. However, only one of the participants identified professional
isolation as an issue. For Betty, this had been a critical issue, and her work role
had led to her being personally, socially and professionally isolated. Isolation
from professional development and supervision is highlighted as a major
concern in some rural social work and welfare publications (Lofthouse & Mason,
1997; Martinez-Brawley, 2000; Sturmey, 1992; Sturmey & Edwards, 1991).
Distance and travel was seen by some as a benefit and by others as a
disadvantage.

Level of community involvement in non-work activities

Many of the case study participants had integrated into community recreational
and leisure groups, and/or became members of other community groups. It was
evident in the interviews that most participants had a real commitment to their
community beyond their work role.

Some of the participants discussed problems that arose for them when joining
leisure or recreational groups. For Betty, this had been particularly problematic
because of the nature of her clients and the agency in which she worked.
Betty had discussed several instances where she felt obliged to withdraw from
groups, such as a sewing group and yoga/meditation group because of a client,
ex-client or a client’s family member had joined the group.

The adoption of dual and multiple roles has been noted as potentially
problematic by several authors (Dollard, Winefield & Winefield,1999; Green &
Mason, 2002; Reamer,1996, 2002; Wilson-Barrett & Dollard, 2000). Some
authors have countered the negative assumptions related to dual and multiple
roles by arguing that there is potential benefit to clients and communities when
the welfare worker becomes recognised as a citizen who contributes particular
skills through their professional and personal roles within small communities
(Cheers, 1998). The need to carefully manage dual and multiple roles had been
discussed by many of the participants. Some had indicated it was not
particularly problematic for them, while others had felt strict boundaries had to
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be maintained and reinforced in their professional role. These participants felt
that it was problematic for clients and others to meet or work with them in their
other personal citizen-type roles.

Impact of the rural context on professional practice
Public profile/lack of anonymity

Participants had varying degrees of comfort with the public profile/lack of
anonymity in their personal life due to their work roles.

Gina and Grace spoke about changing attitudes by modelling different
behaviour to the traditional female role, and developing community projects
around gender issues and attitudes through their work as public figures.
However, Gina’s personal life had been compromised by threats and abuse
because of her challenge to attitudes about traditional roles for women. She had
experienced being stalked for several months by an ex-partner of a client. She
had also experienced a number of abusive and potentially dangerous incidents
arising from her work role.

George said that, generally, he finds out-of-hours contacts not to be invasive of
his personal life. Often these contacts concerned community issues and he
used opportunities to promote ideas and to engage residents in projects.
Occasionally, clients approached him out-of-hours about personal matters and
he spoke of using professional judgement regarding the appropriate level of his
involvement. Most people, in his opinion, respected his privacy and recognised
professional boundaries.

Some participants talked about the need for rigorous maintenance of clear
professional boundaries. For example, Brenda’s organisation had brochures for
clients that set the parameters for out-of hours contact, and Brenda regularly
discussed her role and its boundaries with clients. Betty’s agency was rigorous
in enforcing the maintenance of professional boundaries, as according to Betty,
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there was an employment regulation which prevented clients and staff meeting
in other than work situations.

Effective networks were seen as important and were assisted by having a public
profile according to participants. George noted that informal and formal
networks offered many opportunities to support clients, facilitated community
development initiatives, and enabled consultation and de-briefing to improve
practice. Susan thought that professional networks provided resources for
clients, opportunities for referral, and that they were personally useful in
providing friendships and opportunities for debriefing. In the literature, rural
welfare practice is often characterised by its strong networking (Krieg Mayer,
2001; Lynn, 1990b, 1993; Puckett & Frederico, 1992).

George said that it was necessary to establish relationships with other providers
which will be sustainable over a long period of time. George also commented
that you need a broad understanding and knowledge of community dynamics,
key players and resources to work effectively in rural welfare practice.

For some participants, having a public profile with the resultant lack of
anonymity, was not seen as a major problem. Others felt their personal life was
invaded by unwelcome client or community contact. This variability has been
noted in other literature about rural welfare practice (Ginsberg 1998; Lonne,
1990). Being comfortable with the personal level of professional boundary
established (some flexible, others less flexible) seemed to be a key factor. In
the literature, the maintenance of professional boundaries is a contested area,
with some authors suggesting very strict boundaries and others suggesting that
more flexible approaches, that reduce professional distance, enhance client
outcomes (Bailey & Brake, 1975; Cheers, 1998; Fook, 1993; Kagle &
Geibelhausen, 1994; Reamer, 2001, 2002; Rojek, Peacock & Collins, 1998;
Weeks, 1988). Some authors report that adherence to strict professional
separation of the personal and the professional in the rural context is often not
practicable or helpful (Brownlee, 1996; Cheers, 1998; Miller, 2000; WilsonBarrett & Dollard, 2000).
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Personal and Family Safety

The case study participants were asked about their experience of work-related
violence. Participants were provided with a definition of work-related violence as
being any incident in which an employee is threatened or assaulted by a
member of the public in circumstances arising out of the course of their work,
whether or not they are on duty. The definition of work-related violence included
behaviour which produces damaging or hurtful effects, physically or emotionally,
on employees.

The participants who held a statutory work role in the justice system, child protection
services or the field of family violence rated the risk of work-related violence to be very
high. Four of the case study participants reported high frequency of episodes of violence
and harassment (occurring more than once a month). For example, one participant had
been stalked for some time by a disgruntled ex-partner of a client and another had been
physically assaulted. Four had experienced frequent verbal insults and threats. The
frequency of work-related violence for two participants was very high, with them
talking about episodes occurring every week or so.

Examples such as clients and/or related family members threatening staff, or
making derogatory and threatening verbal assaults were common. Mostly these
events occurred at the workplace, or when welfare workers were out socialising
or shopping, but some events occurred on home visits and on the telephone.
While some agencies had protocols for managing these events, and some
incidents were reported to the police, many of the participants saw it as an
expected part of the job. Bibby (1994), Gair & Thorpe (1996), Puckett & Cleak
(1994) and others have reported that work-related violence in the helping
services is generally quite high, though only a few studies have particularly
examined work-related violence in the rural context (Hodgkin, 2002; Horejsi &
Garthwait, 1994).

Participants reported being concerned about the safety of their family members
as a direct result of their work role. Concern was expressed with regard to
participants’ young children, in particular, though some participants referred to
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their concern for other family members as well (grandchildren, sisters, partners,
parents). Some participants’ family members had experienced client-related
abusive phone calls. Findings in an American study of rural child protection
workers indicated harassment and violence was a frequent occurrence and that
family members of workers also experienced abuse from clients or those related
to clients (Horejsi, & Garthwait, 1994).

Participants reported using a number of strategies to avoid unwelcome client
contact or identification of family members. For example, several participants
reported not keeping family photos in their offices or using self-disclosure in
casework. Some participants parked their own cars some distance from their
workplace and used agency cars for any work business to help maintain a level
of anonymity.

In the interviews, two participants expanded the discussion of work-related
violence and harassment to include workplace bullying and lack of support from
fellow workers or managers. These two participants intimated they felt isolated
at work and had a distrust of senior management. They also reported distrust of
their organisation’s practices in managing reported workplace violence or
harassment when it had occurred between staff.

Such a lack of confidence in the organisation adds to workplace stress and,
combined with lack of effective supervision and support, leads to poor retention
of staff (Dollard, Winefield & Winefield, 1999, Lonne & Cheers, 1999, 2000).

Avoidance strategies aimed at minimising out-of-hours contact between the
welfare worker and clients or clients’ relatives and friends, were reported by
most participants. Participants had curtailed their personal practices, such as
shopping, recreation and leisure, in order to minimise opportunities for clients,
ex-clients or aggrieved others to approach them. Participants mentioned
avoiding public spaces such as shopping centres, hotels and restaurants and
socialising more at home or at their friend’s homes in order to avoid unpleasant
scenes that might occur with clients or clients’ relatives or friends.
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Participants were cautious and used strategies such as taking care where cars
are parked, shopping at another town, avoiding social events in the town where
work was conducted, using other surnames and unlisted personal phone
numbers, and referring any clients who lived nearby to another welfare worker
or service. Two participants had moved from their work community as the stress
of living and working in the same locality had become too great.

To protect families, participants had instructed relatives to never divulge
personal details to unknown callers and to be cautious even with known callers.
Participants spoke of not divulging their own personal circumstances or family
connections. Alerting family members or key others to safety concerns, but not
breaking confidentiality, was a real issue for the participants. Participants had
provided advice to their relatives in dealing with unwelcome contacts arising
from their work role in order to ensure their family members’ safety.

According to some participants, their employing organisations did not provide
support and discussion about work-related violence or harassment, safety
issues or work-related stress and they reported their organisations seemed
unaware of the effects of both direct and vicarious trauma. The effects of
vicarious trauma in the helping professions is well documented (Sexton (1999)
though its effect in rural areas are less well known (Coholic & Blackford, 1999;
Kelly, 2002a). Two agencies, however, had strong protocols to protect welfare
workers and their families. Participants in these agencies also reported having a
strong allegiance to the workplace and enjoying their work role.
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Managing Confidentiality

According to the participants, the rural context of practice could compromise
client confidentiality. Privacy for clients seeking help was also cited as a
problem by participants.

Socialising with people from work-related networks was discussed as a problem
for two participants. Work related conversations about clients, agencies, other
staff and management dominated at these social gatherings. According to Betty
and Susan, such conversations constitute breaches in confidentiality. However,
it was recognised as a difficult area to address in these social groupings, and at
least one participant had become socially isolated as she had withdrawn from
her social networks in response to repeated breaches of confidentiality by
colleagues.

To protect clients’ confidentiality, participants said that they did generally did not
publicly address clients until clients spoke to them, except for a smile or a nod.
Participants indicated redirecting people to the agency rather than providing
counselling in inappropriate public places to protect the client’s confidentiality
and privacy.

Participants spoke of the problems of balancing their ethical responsibility of
guarding confidentiality with what they spoke of as a duty to protect vulnerable
members of their communities. Several participants used examples of having
privileged knowledge about violent individuals such as child sex-offenders
residing in, or relocating to, their communities.
Participants appeared highly anxious about managing conflicting duty of care
responsibilities between the rights of an individual to personal privacy and
broader community rights to safety and information. Participants reported using
community development strategies to warn members of the community about
potentially dangerous situations without breaching confidentiality, but still
exhibited high levels of anxiety about their actions.
This ethical dilemma was one issue most participants discussed without
prompting and seemed to be one of the most stressful issues reported.
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Managing dual and multiple roles, and maintaining confidentiality, are significant
ethical issues in social work and welfare practice. Confidentiality has been
considered a central defining principle of social work practice though there are
different views about its operation in practice (Collingridge, Miller & Bowles,
2001). Ethical practice is an important aspect of professional standards (AASW,
2003; AIWCW, 2002; Reamer, 1996; 2001, 2002).

Some participants

expressed anxiety about whether their practice met professional standards as
they had needed to modify their approach as a result of the rural context.

Practice methods

Most participants referred to the generalist nature of their role, although the two
participants in statutory roles were less involved in community development
work. All participants felt that understanding the community and working in its
frameworks was essential, and some commented on using holistic approaches.
It was widely accepted by participants that a range of general knowledge was
needed, for example agriculture, economics, politics and history. Service
provision was also effected by the lack of specialists, and some agencies had
taken special care to make the environment welcoming and unthreatening.
Waiting areas in agencies varied as to their privacy for clients. The generalist
approach, together with an emphasis on community development, is confirmed
in the literature as one that is the most relevant and appropriate for rural welfare
practice (Cheers, 1998; Lynn, 1990b; Martinez-Brawley, 2000).

Workplace resources

The organisational climate in participants’ employing agencies varied. In several
of the employing organisations, there were indications that the welfare role was
not taken as seriously as other roles. For example, when nurses went on leave
they were automatically replaced; however, when the welfare staff went on
leave, they were not replaced even when leave was taken for several months.
Some participants commented that pay scales did not reflect the importance of
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the role or the required level of competence. Two participants commented that
they felt their agencies were unsupportive, lacked good management and
protocols and that agency politics added to stress in their job.

Access to appropriate, relevant and accessible professional supervision was
seen by participants as valuable, particularly for less experienced professionals.
The role of supervision in addressing ethical issues arising from rural welfare
practice was particularly highlighted by participants. The participants’ access to
professional supervision varied widely.

Several participants commented that their supervision was related to agency
accountability rather than professional development. It is well accepted that
professional supervision must address several purposes including management
accountability and administration, professional development, maintenance and
support and mediation of issues and tensions arising from workload and
organisational issues (Clare, 2001; Hodgkin, 2002).

Clare (2001) argues that supervision needs to be developmental and carefully
constructed and managed. To provide quality developmental supervision
requires significant resources. Professional supervision in rural areas is often
difficult to obtain and frequently is not a high priority for agencies (Freedman
1993; Lofthouse & Mason, 1997; Lonne & Cheers, 1999, 2000).

The provision of equipment and administrative support to participants varied
greatly, from almost none to quite good facilities. Lack of good organisational
support and professional supervision has been shown to effect retention and job
satisfaction of rural welfare practitioners (Hodgkin, 2002; Krieg-Mayer, 2001;
Lonne & Cheers, 1999, 2000).
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Preparation for rural welfare practice

Five of the participants had post-secondary qualifications, although one had a
qualification with little relevance to their work (that is a degree in fine arts). One
had no post-secondary qualifications and intimated that she was struggling with
her work role. While most of the relevantly qualified participants in this study
had received little preparation for rural welfare practice in their pre-service
education, one participant had completed a course that focussed on rural
welfare practice issues. Surprisingly, one had completed a welfare qualification
from a course based in a rural town, but in her view the lecturers had not
adapted the standard curriculum to include issues pertaining to rural welfare
practice.

Participants who had worked in both urban and rural settings discussed the
differences in practice in these settings. They reported feeling unprepared for
the intensity of rural welfare practice, even though one had come from a rural
area originally.

One of the newer graduates interviewed spoke of being burnt out and was not
coping well with the intensity of the rural environment and the statutory nature of
her field of practice. Preparation for rural welfare practice in the pre-service
courses has been recognised as a critical factor in the literature about rural
social work and welfare practice (Cheers, 1998; Lonne & Cheers, 1999;
Sturmey, 1992), although there is little evidence that rural issues are included in
the Australian social work or welfare curriculum (Cheers, 1998; Green, 2003;
Sturmey, 1992).

243

Reflections on the research process
This research has provided some interesting and meaningful data about the
experience of rural welfare workers in the Western region of Victoria. This study
was necessarily small scale and a larger study that investigates the similarities
and differences of rural experience would further add to our knowledge in this
area. The participants welcomed the chance to discuss their experiences, and I
am truly impressed by their dedication to providing professional practice to
people in rural communities.

In future case study interviews, I would certainly audio-tape the conversations.
This would enable more accurate representation of the comments made by the
participant. In similar light, there are some problems evident in the wording of a
few of the questions in the questionnaire. These problems occurred despite the
questionnaire being trialled and reviewed by a reference group in the
collaborative rural practice study and were only evident in the analysis phase.

Overall, I am pleased with the resultant project report. I am concerned that so
many of the case study participants had rarely discussed the personal aspects
of their practice, and that this led to some highly-charged emotional responses.

There appears to be little acknowledgement of the personal impacts of working
in welfare practice in a rural area by management, colleagues or the welfare
profession. Little has been published in this area of research, and I would
encourage further research as a means to providing holistic support and staff
development for rural welfare workers.
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Conclusion
This research project endeavoured to bring to life the personal and professional
experiences of these six participants. Although only a small number of
participants were interviewed, the experiences of these six welfare workers
illustrate many of the issues raised in the literature related to rural social work
and welfare practice.

Particular issues to note are:


the high level of commitment and job satisfaction of rural welfare workers
(Lonne & Cheers, 1999, 2000);



the emphasis on networking and community development (Krieg Mayer,
2001; Lynn, 1990b; Puckett & Frederico, 1992);



the adoption of a generalist approach (Campbell and Shepard, 1990;
Cheers, 1998); and,



complex ethical issues that arise in professional practice and service
delivery in rural areas.

However, the case studies also illustrate some important issues that have been
minimised or overlooked in previous research. Even though the participants
were drawn from what may be called contentious fields of practice, these
services comprise much of the employment of social work and welfare workers
and the findings are relevant to many professionals working in family and child
welfare services. Many of the participant rural welfare workers appeared to be
highly stressed. This stress appeared to relate to management of ethical
practice in highly complex situations, lack of organisational support and
personal and family safety issues. These factors and concerns have not been
highly profiled in the social work and welfare literature to date. With a few
exceptions (for example, Horejsi & Garthwait, 1994), those that have published
in the area have generally been concerned with safety issues in urban contexts
(see, for example, Bibby, 1994; Gair & Thorpe, 1996; Sexton, 1999). In addition,
in the literature, the adoption of dual and multiple roles, and the dangers of
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overlap between personal and professional roles has been discussed with the
view of protecting clients from possible exploitation (Reamer, 1996, 2002). Few
studies have examined the effects of personal and professional role overlap in
the rural context from the experience of the rural welfare workers and their
families. The lack of anonymity and having a high public profile was
experienced by participants in several ways and while some found it difficult,
others reported it being of no real concern to them.

Organisational support appeared problematic in several of the workplaces.
Factors such as not providing appropriate supervision, not replacing staff on
recreation or other leave, and lack of adequate equipment were cited by
participants as evidence of lack of organisational support. Additionally, some of
the participants had no position descriptions and appeared to be developing
their work role as they went along. Some were in pioneer positions as the first
welfare worker in the organisation and the organisation seemed unsure of their
role, experience or capabilities. Organisational support has been identified as a
key factor in recruitment and retention in findings from other studies (Hodgkin,
2002; Krieg Mayer, 2001; Lonne & Cheers, 1999, 2000).

The diversity of the experience is also reflected in the stories of these six rural
welfare workers. Much seems dependent on an individual’s flexibility,
confidence in their work role and organisational support. Those with good
organisational support seemed to be in a better position to manage the stresses
and strains more easily than those without appropriate supervision and
perceived poor agency support. Supervision which was supportive and
developmental, rather than related to accountability and administrative
responsibilities, seemed to be an important factor and this is being supported by
the literature (Clare, 2002; Krieg Mayer, 2001).

From the analysis of the case studies and the associated literature it may be
argued that there are several interlocking factors that impinge on rural welfare
practitioners.

These

can

be

conceptualised

as

societal,

community,

organisational, professional, individual and family dimensions. There are
tensions between these factors. Some welfare workers appear to integrate
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easily into their work, family and community roles and balance the pressures
and tensions of living and working in their rural community very effectively.
Others do not. Provision of an appropriate level of organisational resources, the
availability of developmental and relevant supervision and effective preparation
in the training and education of welfare workers for rural areas appears to be
key factors in participants’ work satisfaction and capacity to manage the work
role. Less understood seems to be an element of professional “maturity” of
approach with which some participants appeared as confident and able to cope
with intrusions into their personal life quite philosophically and easily.

The case studies bring to life the interconnections, and the difficulties of
managing confidentiality, personal and family safety, workplace issues and lack
of anonymity. Rural welfare practice is vibrant, but messy, and rigid boundaries
are impossible to maintain. For this group of welfare workers, life was not
divided evenly into work or non-work activities, casework or community work,
individual practice or social planning, but rather all activity was interconnected
and interrelated. Effectively managing these inter-relationships is the challenge
of rural practice. Many of the case study participants felt they were not strictly
meeting the ethical guidelines of their profession and were highly anxious about
their practice in this regard. However, participants also felt that their practice
was appropriate to the rural context.

The rural welfare workers in this study appeared generally to be quite isolated
and, with one exception, to have little support in managing these complex and
stressful tensions arising from their work role. It is not for them alone to grapple
with these issues. Professional educators need to consider their responsibilities
in preparing students for these workplace stressors, and provide some
directions as to how best to manage complex ethical and other issues apparent
in rural practice. In addition, employing organisations have responsibilities to
their staff, and should carefully consider how they can best resource and
support welfare workers to rise to these various challenges.
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Appendix A.

Collaborative rural practice research project
Please complete the following details so that we can keep a record of
participants, agencies and contact details and to arrange follow-up interviews
with interested participants. This information is confidential and no
identifying details will be included in the final report. This cover sheet will be
removed and kept separately from the questionnaire responses. If you have
any questions about the study, or the questions raise particular issues for you
that you wish to discuss further, please do not hesitate to contact the principal
researcher: Rosemary Green at the University of Ballarat tel: 5327 9755.
Name: .....................................................................................
Position:...................................................................................
Agency: ...................................................................................
Mailing Address:.....................................................................
.............................................................................
Telephone: ................................
Fax:

................................

Email:

................................

I am willing to participate in an individual interview at a later date to further
explore the issues, experiences and strategies addressed in this questionnaire.
 Yes
 No
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Please use the space provided to answer each question. If you
need more space, please attach a separate sheet with the
question number beside your response. If you would prefer an
email version of this questionnaire, please request at
i.keating@ballarat.edu.au
PERSONAL CHARACTERISTICS
1.

Please indicate your gender

Male

Female

2.

What was your age at your last birthday?..........................

QUALIFICATIONS
3.

Please indicate your academic tertiary qualifications (tick one only)





4.

Bachelor of Social Work
Bachelor of Arts (Rural Social Welfare)
Diploma of Welfare Studies
Other (please specify) ......................................................................................

In which year did you graduate?.................................

WORK ROLE CHARACTERISTICS
5.

Are you completing this questionnaire on the basis of your current position?
 Yes
 No

6.

If you are discussing a previous position, in which year did you leave that
position?
Year ___________

7.

What type of organization do you work for? (tick one only).








Non-government charitable or voluntary agency
Federal Government department or instrumentality
State Government department or instrumentality
Local Government
Tertiary educational institution
Other (specify) .................................................................................................
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8.

When did you commence duties in your present position?…………. .Month/year

9.
What is the tenure of your employment within the organisation in your current
position? (tick one only)
 Permanent
 Temporary
 Annual contract
 Contract for duration of funding
 Other (specify) .................................................................................................
10.

How many hours do you get paid for in your present position? (Hours per week)

11.

What is the primary function of your present position in terms of how you spend
your time?
(tick one only).












Generic case worker
Consultant
Community worker
Specialist practitioner
Teacher/tutor
Researcher
Supervisor/team leader
Manager/administrator
Other (specify) .................................................................................................
Combination (specify)......................................................................................

Mandated authority is defined as a social welfare work role or duties with
authority derived from laws or regulations which require the worker to undertake
certain responsibilities or obligations. Their clients are often involuntary. Most
agencies do not have this type of mandatory authority.
12.

Does your current position carry mandated authority? (tick one only)





No (go to Question 14)
Yes
Unsure
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13.

If yes, what type of mandated authority do you carry? (You may indicate more
than one answer or type).
 Statutory child welfare
 Statutory child protection
 Statutory supervision of young offenders
 Statutory supervision of adult offenders
 Statutory role with the mentally ill
 Other (specify) .................................................................................................
 Combination (specify)......................................................................................

A field of practice is defined as a distinct client group or area of social welfare
work activity provided with a service by you in your current position.
14.

Consider each of the fields of practice listed below and indicate the one field
which is the main or major recipient of a service from you.
 Australian indigenous people
 Aged persons
 People with disabilities
 Homeless people
 Migrants
 Armed Forces
 Veterans
 Women
 Men
 Youth
 Juvenile corrections
 Adult corrections
 Child care
 Child management or welfare
 Family welfare/counselling
 Couple counselling
 Individual counseling
 Health related welfare
 Mental health
 Community development
 Community/Agency/Program funding
 Community education or information
 Financial, material or accommodation assistance
 Teaching or training
 Other (specify) .................................................................................................
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COMMUNITY CHARACTERISTICS
For the purposes of this research, a rural community is defined as a nonmetropolitan settlement. In Victoria, this will include all communities outside
Melbourne and Geelong.
A community is defined as a settlement of people residing in the same bounded
locality and having a shared identity and a sense of membership to that
community. For most respondents this will be a town or a city.
15.

What is the approximate population of the community where your position is
located?
..............................................

16.

Which community do you currently reside in?

17.

What is the approximate population of the community you reside in? (if different
to the community you work in)

18.

How long have you resided in that community?

19.

Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statement by marking
the appropriate box below. (tick one only)

years

"I believe that, in general, residing in a rural community has far more advantages
than disadvantages for my lifestyle at present."







Strongly disagree
Disagree
Neither agree nor disagree
Agree
Strongly agree

QUESTIONS ABOUT RURAL PRACTICE
20.

What would you say are the professional benefits of rural practice?

21.

What

would

you

say

are

the

personal
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benefits

of

rural

practice?

22.
Indicate your main and the next two most important motivations for accepting
your current position. Mark your main motivation by placing a (1) in the box next to it,
with a (2) and a (3) for your next two most important reasons in order.
( ) Partner got/had a job in this
community
( ) This job really suited my
professional skills
( ) I prefer rural work and/or lifestyle
( ) Already residing in this
community
( ) Family, relatives and/or friends
live locally
( ) This particular town and/or locale
has ideal attributes

(
(
(
(

) Promotion
) Career advancement
) Higher salary or allowance
) Strong desire to work for this
organization
( ) Strong desire to work in this field
of practice
( ) It was the first serious job offer I
received
( ) It was the only job offer I received
(

) Other (specify)…………………………

23.

What are the key individual/personal factors necessary for effective rural practice?
(eg certain individual characteristics, family background)

24.

What are the key agency factors necessary for effective rural practice? (eg
community based or sub-office of larger organisation; visiting services;
philosophical stance)

25.

What are the key professional factors necessary for effective rural practice? (eg
preparation for rural practice in tertiary education; access to professional
supervision and training)
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Contentious practice roles include those that may challenge community views for
example, promoting a feminist analysis of violence against women and child abuse;
advocating for the rights of offenders; carrying out mandated roles in child
protection including the removal of children at risk.

26.

Do you think there are certain types of practice fields or roles that are more
contentious for practice in rural areas?
 Yes
No

27.

Is your role a contentious one?

28.

If yes, can you say why?

 Yes

 No

QUESTIONS ABOUT PERSONAL & FAMILY SAFETY
Work-related violence is defined as any incident in which an employee is abused,
threatened or assaulted by a member of the public in circumstances arising out of
the course of their work whether or not they are on duty. It includes behaviour
which produces damaging or hurtful effects, physically or emotionally, on
employees.

29.

How would you rate the personal safety risks in your position?
appropriate spot on the line below with an X.

Nil

Mark the

| ______________________________________________ |
Very high

30. How often do you face work-related violence, or the threat of work-related
violence? (tick one only)










Daily
Every couple of days
Weekly
Every couple of weeks
Monthly
Less than once a month
Never
Not applicable – go to Question 33
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31.

If this applies to you, how severe is the work-related violence, or the threat of
work-related violence, in your position? Can you give some examples from your
experience?

32.

Where does this work-related violence mostly occur? (You may tick more than
one answer)









In the workplace
In the client’s home
In the car
In public places in the community
On the telephone
In the mail or electronically
Other (please specify)

Harassment is defined as any form of behaviour that a person does not want and
does not return and that offends, humiliates or intimidates her/him.
33.

How often do you face harassment from clients? (You may tick more than one
answer)









34.

Daily
Every couple of days
Weekly
Every couple of weeks
Monthly
Less than once a month
Never
Not applicable – go to Question 36

Where does the harassment occur? (You may tick more than one answer)









In the workplace
In the client’s home
In the car
In public places in the community
On the telephone
In the mail or electronically
Other (please specify)
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35.

What is the nature of the harassment you face from clients?
examples from your experience?

Can you give

Workers in areas such as juvenile justice, corrections, sexual assault, mental
health or child protection will have interaction with or knowledge about
community members suspected, charged and/or convicted of offences.
36.

37.

Have you known someone in the local community who was suspected of, charged
with or convicted of an offence who was also known to you socially?
Yes
No
If yes, were there any safety issues for you here?
Yes
No

38.

If yes, can you explain why?

39.

Were there any safety issues for your family or other important people in your
life?
Yes
No

40.

If yes, can you explain why?

41.

Do you think the rural context increases or decreases the possibility of workrelated violence for workers in your field?
Yes

No

42.

Please explain your answer
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43.

What are some strategies you use to deal with issues of personal safety in your
current rural role?

44.

How would you rate your concern for the safety of your family because of your
current work position? Indicate the frequency of your concern by placing an X at
the appropriate spot on the line below.
| ______________________________________________ |
Never Concerned
Concerned all the time

45.

What are some strategies you use to deal with family safety issues in your current
rural
role?

QUESTIONS ABOUT CONFIDENTIALITY
Issues of client confidentiality may arise for rural workers when they know and
are known in other contexts by prospective and current clients from the local
community. (For example, a woman requesting service from you may also be
your daughter’s primary grade teacher).
46.

How often would you face issues of client confidentiality in your current role?
(tick one only)









47.

Daily
Every couple of days
Weekly
Every couple of weeks
Monthly
Less than once a month
Never
Not applicable

Would you say that in rural situations the worker/client confidentiality
relationship may be compromised?
 Yes
 No
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48.

If yes, in what ways do you think the worker/client confidentiality relationship
may be compromised?

49.

Have you experienced a situation where you were concerned for your family or
other community members because of confidential information you had about
clients?

Yes
 No

50.

If yes, can you give some examples from your experience?

51.

Can you list some instances where, because of your rural location, you have faced
an ethical dilemma about confidentiality?

52.

Can you list some instances where, because of your rural location, you have faced
an ethical dilemma because of mandatory reporting requirements or other
legislation?

53.

Rural workers may have knowledge about local community members that they
may feel pressured to reveal in the interests of community safety. Can you give
some examples like this from your experience?

54.

What are some of the strategies you use to deal with issues of confidentiality in
your current rural role?
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QUESTIONS ABOUT ISSUES FOR WORKERS
55.

To what extent does the local community accept and value you in your social
welfare role? Please indicate by marking the answer which best represents your
estimate.






56.

Not at all
A little
A moderate amount
A good deal
A lot

Indicate how much you currently feel you 'belong' to the community where your
job is based by marking the appropriate spot on the line below with an X.
| ______________________________________________ |
I do not belong at all
I fully belong

57.

Indicate your level of involvement in non-work community activities by marking
the appropriate spot on the line below with an X.
| ______________________________________________ |
Not involved
Very involved

58.

Does your non-work involvement in the local community impact on your work?

Yes
59.

No

Please explain your answer.

Because of their job or work role, some rural social welfare workers are visible in
the general community they reside and work in. This visibility is evident by an
increased public profile and frequent public recognition of the worker by
community members.
60.

Indicate how visible you are in your community because of your work role by
marking the appropriate spot on the line below with an X.
| ______________________________________________ |
Not Visible
Totally Visible
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Research about rural social welfare work suggests that rural workers often feel
professionally isolated, that is, they do not have ready access to professional
development or training, or may not have peers in their profession to relate to.
61.

Indicate your level of professional isolation by marking the appropriate spot on
the line below with an X.
| ______________________________________________ |
Not professionally isolated
Very professionally isolated

Burnout at work has been described as feeling emotionally exhausted, extended,
tired and drained as a result of the pressures and stress experienced at work.
62.

Indicate the degree to which you feel burned out from your current position by
placing an X at the appropriate spot on the line below.
| ______________________________________________ |
Not at all
Totally burned out

63.

Can you identify any work practices you have adopted in order to be a more
effective rural worker?

64.

OTHER COMMENTS

Please add any other comments you wish to make about any aspect of rural practice

THANK YOU FOR TAKING THE TIME TO COMPLETE THIS
QUESTIONNAIRE
The results will be aggregated, and we will be holding a forum to discuss the
research soon. We will be sure to invite you to attend.
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Appendix B.
Participants were asked to comment on any aspect of rural practice that they
wished to discuss. As a prompt they were asked about
• delivery of service;
•

the management of dual and multiple roles, confidentiality and ethical
dilemmas;

• access to support and supervision, and preparation for rural welfare practice;
• integration into the community; and,
• the personal privacy and safety of the welfare worker and their family
members.
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Introduction
The importance of rural social welfare practice is highlighted by the publication
of a range of specific texts in Western countries over the past decade or so (for
example Briskman & Lynn, 1999; Cheers, 1992, 1998, 1999; Collier, 1993;
Francis & Henderson, 1992; Ginsberg, 1998; Martinez-Brawley, 2000; Munn &
Farrin, 2000). Rural welfare practice, according to this literature, requires a
sophisticated appreciation of how the context impacts not only on the clients
and community, but also on service delivery, the welfare or social worker and
their professional practice.

The goal of my Doctor of Education program is to improve the pre-service
preparation of social work and welfare students for rural practice in Australia.
This research project is one of four projects, which together with associated
projects and the exegesis completes the program of doctoral studies.

A

summary of the coursework units, the research projects, the associated projects
and an introduction to the exegesis is provided in section one of this
professional doctorate portfolio.

This particular project, conducted in 2002, analysed the description of approved
and accredited social work and welfare courses on web-sites in regard to their
inclusion of material about rural issues and practice in the curriculum. It then
compared the findings with an audit of rural content in courses conducted by
Sturmey (1992) published in her book ‘Educating social, welfare and community
development workers for rural/remote areas’. Surprisingly, despite the fact that
close to a third of Australians live and work in rural areas, and that there has
been increased rural/regional emphasis by governments over the past decade,
material about rural welfare practice is still minimally represented in social work
and welfare courses. Some aspects of this research project were published as a
peer-refereed article ‘Only in exceptional circumstances! Education in Australia
for rural social work and welfare practice’ (Green, 2003a). A copy of the article
is included in section six.
It is important to briefly explain the terminology used in this research report. I
have used the term ‘unit’ to refer to subjects or courses which comprise the
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social work or welfare curricula. The word course refers to the entire course for
which the student receives an award. The term ‘rural’ is used generally to
include rural and remote geographical areas. Further definitions of terminology
are provided in section one of the professional doctorate portfolio.

Rural social welfare practice: A summary of
practice issues
While Australia is highly urbanised, and economic and political power is
centralised in major urban centres, there is a significant number of people,
(about 30%), who live and work in rural and remote areas (Commonwealth
Department of Health and Aged Care, 2000). Providing services to these rural
and remote areas is difficult, and inequalities related to the distribution of
resources and services exist (Cheers & Taylor, 2001; Commonwealth
Department of Health and Aged Care, 2000; Human Rights and Equal
Opportunity Commission, 1999; Munn & Farrin, 2000). Social work and welfare
professionals are employed by government and non-government agencies to
provide a broad range of community health and welfare services.

Funding decisions about provision and level of services are often based on the
existence of a critical mass: that is a certain population base in a geographical
area must exist before some services are funded. Rural and remote areas are
disadvantaged when decisions are based on such criteria. For example
specialist services are often lacking in many rural and remote locations. Rural
welfare and social workers are generalists and often work in unfamiliar fields of
practice because of this lack of specialist services (Campbell & Shepard, 1990;
Cheers, 1992; Cheers, 1998; Gibbs & Locke, 1990; Ginsberg, 1998; Lynn,
1993b; Martinez-Brawley, 2000).
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Rural social welfare workers experience a range of complex demands arising
from their work role. They practice in small, highly interactive communities, in
which they are members of the community, as well as professional service
providers. They are part of the community, not apart from it (Cheers, 1998,
1999; Martinez-Brawley, 2000).

They are often sole welfare workers in a

community and often lack opportunities for supervision, debriefing and
professional development.

Many studies have identified particular attributes as necessary for effective
practice as a rural welfare practitioner. Such attributes include the ability for
critical self-reflection, innovation and creativity, effective participation in multidisciplinary teams, and the capability to work independently and without
supervision. Other attributes mentioned in the literature include the ability to
work across a range of fields of practice, provide services across vast
distances, effectively utilise generalist and community based approaches, and
translate client issues to relevant public policy initiatives (Brand & Kesting,
1999; Briskman & Lynn, 1999; Cheers, 1998; Collier, 1993; Ginsberg, 1998;
Krieg-Mayer, 2001; Lonne & Cheers, 1999, 2000; Sturmey, 1992; Sturmey &
Edwards, 1991; Trinidad, 2001).

Some personal attributes are often mentioned, such as humour, independence
and capacity for self-reflection and self-monitoring. The effective management
of a range of complex and difficult ethical issues has been identified as critical
for effective rural practice (Coholic & Blackford, 1999; Green & Mason, 2002;
Kagle & Geibelhausen, 1994; Wilson-Barrett & Dollard, 2000).

Rural welfare practitioners are also expected to understand the community’s
horizontal and vertical ties, social structure, history, economics and culture
(Cheers, 1998; Martinez-Brawley, 2000). Cross-cultural work is often required.
There is an emphasis on community development models of practice and
networking in rural social work literature (Cheers, 1998; Francis & Henderson,
1992; Lynn, 1993b; Martinez-Brawley, 2000; Puckett & Frederico, 1992). The
lack of anonymity, personal privacy and safety issues have been identified as of
concern to rural welfare practitioners, their families and their employing
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agencies (Green & Mason, 2002; Horejsi & Garthwait, 1994; Wilson-Barrett &
Dollard, 2000).

Offering welfare services in smaller communities requires sophisticated skills
and knowledge. Because of the lack of anonymity in small rural communities,
there are problems in providing services which protect the confidentiality and
privacy of clients. There is also potential stigma and labelling of those who seek
or require welfare services (Green & Mason, 2002; Macklin, 1995). While such
labelling can occur in metropolitan centres, in the highly visible rural context the
lack of anonymity creates an environment where individuals can be easily
labelled and the effects of stigma can be wide-spread.

Many studies have commented on the need for rural services to be accessible
and relevant the community (Cheers, 1998; Collier, 1993; Francis & Henderson,
1992; Ginsberg, 1998). To be accessible, the service needs to take into account
the social and psychological factors within the community that will enhance or
reduce the service’s usage and effectiveness. Services must be offered in a
way that minimises stigma and labelling. Service delivery models must be
relevant for rural practice, not simply transferred from urban practice (Archer,
2000; Cheers, 1998; Templeman & Mitchell, 2002). Social workers and welfare
workers relocating to rural areas often find their education and training has not
adequately equipped them for the complexity of practice (Zapf, 1993).

Lonne (1990) likens the adaptation process undertaken by social workers and
welfare workers who have moved to rural practice as a grieving process. Zapf
(1993) describes it as culture shock. Lonne (1990) argued that social welfare
practitioners are often not prepared for the intensity and complexity of living and
working in the same community. Often, they are away from their family and
social support systems. New rural social workers and welfare workers have
reported being overwhelmed by the complexity of practice and associated
ethical dilemmas, and often initially feel de-skilled by their lack of knowledge
and understanding of the rural context (Lonne, 1990; Sturmey, 1992; Sturmey &
Edwards, 1991). Lonne & Cheer’s (1999) large longitudinal Australian study of
rural social workers identified significant problems in recruitment and retention
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of qualified social work staff to rural and remote areas. Among other
recommendations, Lonne & Cheers (1999) argued that relevant education
about rural social work practice must be included in social work courses.

Social work and welfare education for rural practice:
A brief overview
The Australian Association of Social Workers (AASW) accredits social work
courses. Pre-service social work courses are at bachelor-degree level and
taught at university. Pre-service social work degrees are of a minimum of four
years duration (AASW, 2000). The AASW also has policies regarding
articulation and recognition of prior learning, and a comprehensive process for
review of courses (AASW, 2000). The AASW has set practice standards for
social workers (AASW, 2003).

The Australian Institute of Welfare and Community Work (AIWCW) approves
community work and welfare courses. AIWCW-approved bachelor degrees are
a minimum of three years duration and usually have a liberal arts component.
Diploma or Advanced Diploma level courses in welfare or community work are
of two years minimum duration and are predominantly taught at Technical and
Further Education (TAFE) level (AIWCW, 2001). AIWCW has policies and
procedures about membership eligibility, course content, the role and scope of
fieldwork, core competencies and course review processes (AIWCW, 2001;
AIWCW, 2002).

These two professional bodies have set course requirements including
expectations about content, the role and scope of field education, and the type
and length of the program can be offered. There are compulsory and specific
fieldwork components, through which students integrate theory and practice
under professional supervision for a minimum set number of days or hours.
Within these requirements courses can develop their own curriculum
frameworks. Courses must comprise a range of psychology, social science and
professional practice units to become accredited by the professional bodies
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(AASW, 2000; AIWCW, 2001). Students enter social work and welfare courses
from a variety of backgrounds.

Rural social work and welfare scholars argue that most social work and welfare
programs are offered in urban institutions and use urban models of social work
and welfare knowledge, and urban practice and ideologies in their teaching of
students. Such urbo-centric approaches do not adequately prepare students for
rural practice (Campbell & Shepard, 1990; Cheers, 1992; Cheers, 1998;
O’Sullivan, Ross & Young, 1997; Sturmey, 1992; Sturmey & Edwards, 1991).
Sturmey, (1992) summarises the general concerns as follows:

Education of social, welfare and community development workers needs
to emphasise the development of certain personal qualities and skills
such as allow the appropriate relating of theory to more highly interactive
small societies, the initiating and maintaining of personal and
professional support systems (and work programs) with minimum
support, better resource accessing over distance, and better personal
cross-cultural adaptation. There is also some specific content which
would familiarise them with rural/remote area social and physical
conditions and desirable work practice in such contexts (Sturmey, 1992,
p.124).

In addition to working in particular and specialised contexts, one of the
challenges for social work and welfare education is to educate students for a
changing world (Camilleri, 2001; Crawford, 2001). As Crawford (2001, p.14)
explains:
Many of the structural verities of the modernist twentieth century have dissolved. While
educators may reproduce students’ practice knowledge they found effective, students
must also be able to learn to practice in transformed settings. Students are going to act
in settings not yet imagined. How are they going to do that? (Crawford, 2001, p.14).
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Graduates must be able to act in unfamiliar settings and yet current models use
urban-derived theories, knowledge and practice orientations not necessarily
suited to different contexts such as rural practice (Cheers, 1992, 1998). High
(2001, p.8) tells us that many major employers regard social work graduates as
“presently being seriously under-prepared for the jobs they will be offered”.

In the early nineties, to address shortages of qualified staff in rural areas, some
efforts were made by social work courses in urban settings to support rural
fieldwork placements, and provide ‘extended’ social work programs. These
programs were taught in some major rural cities, used mostly the same course
material as in the urban-based university, and were mostly taught by existing
urban-based social work staff (Condliffe, 1991; Frederico & Freedman, 1992;
Freedman, 1992). They were, in the main, short-lived initiatives, although a few
social work courses continue to offer distance courses to a limited number of
students. Additionally, a few urban-based universities have rural campuses
where they provide social work courses, although usually with the same
curriculum as in their urban-based course.

Sturmey (1992) surveyed existing social work and welfare courses in the early
1990s regarding the provision of rural content in their curricula. Sturmey (1992)
found that course content which prepares social work and welfare graduates to
work in rural and remote areas was considered highly important by the rural
social work and welfare work participants. However, Sturmey (1992) found little
evidence of any systematic inclusion of rural content in social work and welfare
courses across Australia.

In a large scale Australian study, rural social workers and welfare workers
reported that their pre-service education in social work or welfare courses “did
not help them directly to understand the context in which they had to practice”
(Sturmey & Edwards, 1991, p.37).
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Participants in Sturmey and Edwards’ (1991) study also reported that linkages
that would have prepared them for work in rural areas were not made during
their pre-service education, and that, at the time of completing their studies,
they had not intended to work in rural areas so would not have taken ‘rural
electives’ even had they been offered.

Educators surveyed in the same study by Sturmey & Edwards (1991) reportedly
argued that part of ‘professional formation’ was that graduates would be
supervised for some years after training, and that employers should not expect
formal education to have adequately prepared graduates for rural practice.
However, an extended period of supervision is not realistic in rural areas, where
professional supervision and development is problematic and often not
available. Difficulties in providing professional supervision in rural areas include
lack of appropriate personnel to provide supervision, supervision being
considered by employing organisations as a low priority and that it is sometimes
regarded as being too difficult to obtain because of distance or other factors
(Lofthouse & Mason, 1997; Sturmey, 1992; Sturmey & Edwards, 1991).

Sturmey’s

(1992)

recommendations

were

wide-ranging

and

included

improvement to pre-service education and training through provision of relevant
course content, better location of courses and provision of distance courses to
enable exposure to rural issues and improved recruitment of rural students.
Other initiatives proposed included improved workforce planning; improved
commitment to staff training, supervision and support by employing agencies;
and strengthening the role and commitment of educational institutions to rural
welfare practice. Sturmey’s (1992) recommendations also included addressing
the undervaluing of rural practice and rural professionals in the social work and
welfare professions.
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Sturmey (1992, pp.124 -126) made specific observations and recommendations
relevant to the provision of rural content in social work and welfare courses that
are summarised as follows:
•

that few courses address rural practice issues and that courses should
“teach specific content which would familiarise students with rural and
remote social and physical conditions and desirable work practices in
such contexts” (Sturmey, 1992, p.124);

•

that “the present ‘generic’ approach to the teaching of social and welfare
work is not sufficient to enable workers who come from urban areas to
operate with a level of skill and stability in rural/remote appointments
which require a higher level of informal independent working” (Sturmey,
1992, p.125);

•

that “there is little evidence of courses presenting specific theories and
methodologies about rural/remote practice in their courses. Most
teaching in rural and remote area work is by illustration and application”
(Sturmey, 1992, p.125); and,

•

that there is a strong perception held by rural and remote welfare and
social workers that “they are undervalued and ignored. Therefore it may
be necessary to provide specialist education and develop an
understanding of rural and remote area practice which deliberately sets it
apart from urban work in order that such workers can establish their own
identity and value in a culture which is so heavily urban-centred”
(Sturmey, 1992, p.126).
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Sturmey (1992) recommends that social work and welfare courses should be
structured to:
•

emphasise the development of personal qualities, attributes and skills
required for effective work in rural/remote settings;

•

allow the appropriate relating of theory to small communities;

•

develop confidence and competence to work with minimal support;

•

develop skills, ability and competencies to enable graduates to effectively
work in, and adapt to, small communities and particularly cross cultural
settings;

•

develop (or choose) people who can capably deal with a wide range of
complex problems; and,

•

develop an understanding of the distinctiveness of rural and remote area
practice and recognises its difference from urban-centred culture and
practice.

While these recommendations were made more than a decade ago, employers,
rural communities, and rural and remote social welfare professionals are still
contending with many of the same difficulties. Many Australian authors have
continued to argue there is minimal attention paid to rural social issues and
practice in the curriculum of social work and welfare courses. There have been
calls for specific content about rural practice issues to be available and
increased support and development of rural fieldwork placements (Cheers,
1998; Lonne & Cheers, 1999; O’Sullivan, Ross & Young, 1997).
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Aims and methodology
The aim of this project was to identify the existence of content about rural
issues and practice in web-published curriculum of approved and accredited
pre-service social work and welfare courses in Australia in 2002.

AASW and AIWCW provided a list of all approved and accredited pre-service
courses early in 2002.

A survey of course web-sites was chosen for the methodology. Course websites provided published course material that was reasonably current and
publicly available and could be easily accessed. Course web-sites provide a
‘public face’, provide information about the course, and are used to attract
students and promote the academic unit.

The courses’ web-sites reviewed generally provided an overview of the course,
including any specialities, together with descriptions of content within subjects
or units. It is reasonable to assume that if rural and/or remote practice was
considered an important part of the course, and its preparation of students, it
would appear in the material advertising the course. While this approach may
exclude content included on an ‘informal’ basis by individual lecturers, or in
units where rural content is presumed because the course is located in a rural
area, this survey of content provides a clear picture of the course’s formal and
public commitment to rural issues or rural welfare practice.

Twenty AIWCW-approved courses from Victoria were chosen including courses
located in rural and urban settings. Seventeen diploma/advanced diploma level
courses taught at TAFE level and three degree programs at university level
were reviewed (Appendix A). Although the sample of AIWCW approved courses
was drawn from Victoria, diploma/advanced diploma level courses are
predominantly taught at TAFE where the curriculum is nationally accredited.
This range of courses provided a good picture of the overall inclusion of rural
content in the curriculum of welfare courses.
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Twenty of the 22 AASW accredited undergraduate social work courses were
included in the study (Appendix B). Two courses had insufficient information on
their web-sites to enable analysis, so were excluded from the study. The study
examined only pre-service undergraduate courses. Postgraduate programs
were excluded.

Analysis of the institutional web-sites of these 40 courses occurred in May and
June 2002. Some web-sites identified the material as current while others
identified it as being correct for the 2001 academic year.

The research project used a simple content analysis of written material
published on the course web-sites. Content analysis can be used to analyse
recorded activities and to quantify what is basically qualitative data by
developing a coding scheme to analyse documents. Coding and tabulating the
occurrence of particular content in written or verbal communication is often used
in researching human services practice.

Rubin and Babbie (2001) use an example that has very similar aims to my
research project to explain the usage of content analysis.

For example, we might analyze social work course syllabi to see if
certain types of faculty members or schools have more content on ethnic
minorities than do others.
(Rubin & Babbie, 2001, p.439)

The content analysis used in investigating the 40 web-sites in the sample
included examination of the manifest content (visible surface content that would
indicate an emphasis or interest in rural issues and/or rural social work or
welfare practice) and latent content (content that had underlying meaning for
rural issues or rural social work or welfare practice).

For example, visible

surface content was evident in units titled ‘Rural Australia’ or ‘Rural Health’ and
it could be presumed from these titles that these units would cover rural issues.
However, units titled more generally, such as ‘Social Work Theory and Practice’
or ‘Social Work Skills and Methods’ were read carefully to determine if any of
274

their content referred to rural issues or rural practice. Where the term ‘regional’
was used, care was taken to identify whether this related to ‘rural’, ‘metropolitan’
or ‘remote’ regions. Where phrases such as ‘includes an analysis of regional
issues’ was included in unit descriptions, it was inferred that this probably meant
‘rural’. In this way latent content, that is underlying meaning of the use of words
such as regional, was included.

Mention of a rural speciality in a course description was recorded and then
checked to verify if rural content also appeared in one or more units. To
ascertain the importance of units within courses, units were classified as
compulsory core units, compulsory integrated units, elective units or fieldwork
program. Only units mentioning rural content either manifestly or latently were
included in the analysis.

The units with rural content were assigned to one of four possible categories.
•

Compulsory Core units were determined as those units with manifest
rural content that were compulsory within a course and core to the
program. For example, a compulsory unit which all students would
complete entitled ‘Rural Social Work’ would automatically be classified as
a compulsory core unit.

•

Compulsory Integrated units were those units which were compulsory,
and integrated a range of special contexts or theories of practice within
general social work or welfare theory and practice units. These unit
descriptions generally included a reference to rural issues within the
elaboration of the general focus. They contained latent rural content.
Usually rural content was included in a list which mentioned other special
fields of practice or contexts. For example, the unit may be called ‘Social
Work Theory and Practice’ and have a phrase such as ‘includes an
analysis of rural policies’ within a comprehensive list of topics. Rural
material is integrated within a broader unit, and the unit is compulsory.
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•

Elective units were considered to be non-compulsory units within the
social work or welfare course. The elective units included in the analysis
had either manifest or latent rural content. Electives were not always
taught every year, and many had titles such as ‘Rural Suicide’ or ‘Rural
Health’.

•

Fieldwork programs are compulsory in both AIWCW and AASW
approved courses. These units were included as a separate category,
(distinct from the compulsory core or compulsory integrated units) as
they have specific purposes and require the student to complete
supervised professional practice in agency settings. Within the
description of the fieldwork program, the possibility of a rural placement
or mention of rural practice issues was noted and included in the
analysis.

This information allowed a compilation of the extent to which rural content
appeared in social work and welfare course web-sites.

Once the data from the 2002 web-site audit was collated and classified, a
comparison with Sturmey’s (1992) data from the 43 social work and welfare
courses she had reviewed was conducted. To allow comparison, Sturmey’s
(1992) data had to be re-configured and summarised and the data about postgraduate courses was removed. The remaining data (Sturmey, 1992, pp 96105) were placed into the same categories as in the web-site audit. However,
because of the differences between some definitions and descriptors in
Sturmey’s (1992) reported data and the 2002 web-site data, the categories for
the 2002 data for compulsory core and compulsory integrated units were
merged to enable the comparison in Table 3.
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It is important to note some variations in the methodologies between the two
studies. Sturmey (1992) used self-administered questionnaires completed by
educational institutions rather than printed or documented course material to
identify rural or regional content in the curriculum. However, the comparison
provided an interesting comment on the nature and extent of support for rural
practice issues in social work and welfare curriculum.

Some educational institutions may have included rural issues in their programs
but not specifically mentioned them in web-site material. Individual lecturers
who have an interest in rural practice may have included discussion of rural and
remote practice within subjects or units. However, such informal inclusions of
rural content, if not published in the material related to the course, indicated that
it was not a formal or systematic part of the program. A dilemma in Sturmey’s
(1992) study was the use of self-report, as she commented that participants
completing the questionnaire on behalf of their course might have exaggerated
the level of ‘informal’ inclusion of rural content. Sturmey (1992) found that only
the relatively new courses (mostly rurally-based) indicated that they were
considering an increase in rural/remote content and that most courses indicated
they were not.

What place for rural issues in the curriculum?

Welfare courses
Of the twenty welfare courses reviewed in 2002, only four courses (20%)
included mention of rural and/or remote issues for practice in web-site material,
and these courses were all taught at institutions located in rural areas. Of these
courses, three (15%) included rural issues in an elective rather than as a
compulsory part of the course, while one had a greater emphasis on rural
issues in its course structure with both a compulsory integrated unit and an
elective with reference to rural issues (see Table 1).
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Table 1. Summary of Victorian AIWCW-approved welfare courses with rural content in units
listed on their web-site in May/June 2002.

AIWCW courses reviewed

N=20

%of
courses

No reference to rural issues in curriculum

16

80%

4

20%

0

0%

reference to some rural content)

1

5%

Elective unit with reference to rural content

4

20%

0

0%

Courses with a reference to rural and/or
remote
Courses with a compulsory core unit
(major focus on rural content)
Compulsory integrated unit (with

(NB not necessarily offered every year)
Fieldwork with reference to some rural
content/opportunity to complete a rural
placement

Most courses (16) had no reference to rural or remote issues in the content of
their course material.

Social work courses
Of the twenty undergraduate social work courses available for review in 2002,
ten courses (50%) made some mention of rural issues in their unit outlines. Of
these 10 courses, five were provided by a university located in a regional
centre, or in cities in the States or Territories with smaller urban populations.
Five courses (25%) included rural content in compulsory integrated units and
four (20%) had compulsory core units that had a rural focus. Five (25%) had
both a compulsory integrated unit and an elective with rural material and one
course had a compulsory core unit, a compulsory integrated unit and an elective
with a rural focus. Five courses (25%) had elective units with rural content,
however these were not offered every year.
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Only one course referred to a fieldwork placement being able to be taken in a
rural area (see Table 2).
Table 2. Summary of AASW accredited undergraduate social work courses with content in units
listed on their web-site in May/June 2002.

Undergraduate AASW courses reviewed

N=20

% of
courses

No reference to rural issues in curriculum

10

50%

Courses with a reference to rural and/or

10

50%

4

20%

5

25%

5

25%

1

5%

remote
Compulsory core unit (major focus on
rural or remote practice)
Compulsory integrated unit (with
reference to some rural content)
Elective unit with reference to rural
content
(NB not necessarily offered every year)
Fieldwork with reference to some rural
content/opportunity to complete a rural
placement

One course claimed an emphasis on rural issues, but there was no mention of
rural and/or remote content in any of the unit outlines. Another university made
no mention of rural issues, except to actively discourage rural fieldwork
placements by including the statement that such placements would be
approved ‘only in exceptional circumstances’. Integrated compulsory units had
names such as ‘Social Work Theory and Practice’, or ‘Social Work Skills and
Methods’ and within their overview of social work theory included a reference to
rural practice, usually in a list of a range of contexts. In these units it was
difficult to ascertain the level of rural content actually taught in the classroom.
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It is also difficult to determine the emphasis placed on the ethical and
personal/professional issues arising from rural practice, or on service delivery
issues in units. For example, although web-sites referred to units such as ‘Rural
Health’, ‘Rural Suicide’, or ‘Rural Society’, the described content indicated that
these units were sociological in nature rather than practice-oriented.

Changes in the last decade
Sturmey (1992) investigated 43 social work and welfare courses and found that
rural and remote area practice tended to be included informally, and mostly
through the interests of particular staff (Sturmey, 1992). She reported that there
was little systematic or formal emphasis on teaching rural practice or content in
most welfare and social work courses. Some differences were noticeable
between the reported findings of the 1992 study by Sturmey and the current
2002 study as indicated in Table 3 in relation to welfare courses.
Table 3. Comparison of Sturmey’s (1992) data with the 2002 web-site survey of
rural content in units in AIWCW approved welfare courses

1992

2002

4

1

3

4

3

0

Core or compulsory integrated unit
(with reference to some rural or
remote practice)
Elective unit (with rural or remote
content)
Fieldwork (reference to rural content or
opportunity to complete a rural
placement)

In particular, a drop in the overall number of courses with compulsory units with
a reference to rural issues was noted, the mention of rural fieldwork options had
almost disappeared and the situation of electives had only marginally increased.
Table 4 indicates that the situation in social work courses is only marginally
better.
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Table 4. Comparison of Sturmey’s (1992) data with the 2002 web-site survey of
rural content in units in AASW accredited undergraduate social work courses

1992

2002

6

8

4

5

2

1

Core or compulsory integrated unit
(with reference to some rural or
remote practice)
Elective unit (with rural or remote
content)
Fieldwork (reference to rural content
or opportunity to complete a rural
placement)

The number of courses with relevant compulsory units had increased slightly,
as had the number of rural elective units available. However, rural fieldwork
opportunities remained small. In 2002, only one course of the twenty surveyed
mentioned rural fieldwork opportunities and one course actually discouraged
rural fieldwork in its published material.
Table 5. Comparison of all welfare and undergraduate social work courses with
rural content in units using Sturmey’s (1992) data (n=43) with the web-site survey
data (n=40)

1992

2002

10

9

7

9

5

1

Core or compulsory integrated unit
(with reference to some rural or
remote practice)
Elective unit (with rural or remote
content)
Fieldwork (reference to rural content
or opportunity to complete a rural
placement)
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The comparative data indicated that the number of institutions teaching elective
units that had a rural focus in social work courses had slightly risen. There was
also a slight drop in the number of compulsory units with rural content offered in
social work courses.

In welfare courses, there was a drop in the number of courses with compulsory
units that had an emphasis on rural content.

Overall, for both welfare and social work courses there appeared to be a
significant drop in rural fieldwork placement opportunities.

The number of core units dedicated to rural social work or welfare practice
remains small. Overall, it was apparent that the emphasis on rural practice in
the curriculum of social work and welfare courses had changed very little in a
decade, and, if anything, had decreased, particularly in relation to fieldwork.

Some social work and welfare courses located in rural areas may not have
referred to rural placements in their literature as these placements are the
‘norm’ and so are simply accepted as components of the course. Therefore, the
number of rural fieldwork placements may, in fact, have been higher.

It is important to note that the inclusion of words such as ‘rural’ or ‘remote’ or
‘regional’ in the unit description did not necessarily indicate a significant
emphasis on preparation of students for rural social work or welfare practice. It
appeared that many of the elective units were sociological in nature and did not
focus on the complexities of rural practice for the welfare worker. Where rural
content was mentioned in core integrated units, rural content was included in a
list with several other topics. The amount of time given to rural content in an
integrated unit over a semester where other practice issues also needed to be
considered was likely to be minimal.

In the unit outlines and course material, there was little or no mention of the
challenges or benefits of living in a rural area for the rural social welfare worker.
The material seemed to focus more on issues of access to services (i.e.
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distance, lack of specialist services, health issues) and an understanding of
‘rural sociology’ rather than what it might mean to live and work as a welfare or
social worker in a rural or remote community. Rural practice models or theories
were rarely mentioned.

These research results would support Cheers’ (1998) general assertion that
rural social work and welfare practice is generally neglected in professional
training.

Rural welfare has only recently been introduced into Australian schools of
social work and social welfare, although mostly in minor ways such as an
elective specialisation or through limited field education experiences
(Cheers, 1998, p.11).

Conclusion
As many graduates work in rural areas, and approximately 30% of Australians
live and work in rural and remote areas, recognition in course structures of rural
practice issues would seem essential. There is a growing recognition of the
importance of effective preparation for rural practice within pre-service courses
for social work and welfare professionals as a means of addressing problems of
workforce recruitment and retention in Australia (Lonne & Cheers, 1999; 2000).
However, this project report has indicated that little has changed in the decade
since

Sturmey

and

Edwards

(1991)

and

Sturmey’s

(1992)

studies

comprehensively identified the need for an increased emphasis on training and
education for rural social welfare practice.

In 2002, according to my research, few welfare courses had any emphasis on
rural issues. Though half of the social work courses made some reference to
rural issues, much of this was in electives that were usually not offered every
year or in integrated units where rural practice issues competed with other
issues for exposure in a crowded curriculum. Very few social work or welfare
courses had core units with a specific emphasis on rural practice issues.
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Sturmey’s (1992) report indicated that many students would not take rural
electives even if offered, as at that stage of their training they did not anticipate
working in rural area. In addition, rural electives compete against other practice
electives which may be more enticing to students.

Opportunities for rural fieldwork placements as reported in course web-sites
were almost totally absent in social work and welfare courses and appeared to
have decreased in the past decade. One school of social work actively
discouraged rural placements.

The reduction of support for rural fieldwork placements may have been due to
the tightening of financial resources in the higher educational sector and the
difficulties inherent in arranging and resourcing fieldwork at a distance.
However, as rural workforce recruitment and retention is a growing concern for
most health and welfare professions, it is important that social work and welfare
educationalists reconsider the place of rural practice in the curriculum.

A number of strategies could be used to enhance the inclusion of rural content
in the curriculum.

Professional accrediting bodies could re-examine the commitment to rural
practice and consider mandatory inclusion of rural practice approaches in
compulsory units within the approved courses.

Systematic and formal inclusion and recognition of rural practice in published
course material would promote the importance of rural welfare practice. Public
acknowledgment that rural practice issues are important to the profession would
enhance recruitment and retention by validating the importance and place of
rural practice.

Core units that include a strong emphasis on rural welfare practice could be
introduced using rural social work practice models that explore the contextual
issues for service delivery and professional practice.
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In addition to core units, rural content can be incorporated in teaching a wide
range of units. For example when using a case study, an extension task could
be devised for students which would consider the impacts if the case study
example was set in a rural area. In this way, integrated units could, every week,
feature an example of rural practice. It is recognised there are continual
demands by various groups to include specific content important to them in the
curriculum, and yet some authors have argued the curriculum is already
overcrowded. A way of including rural content as an everyday part of the
teaching practice may be an effective response, though it relies on staff having
the ability to use rural examples, and to understand rural models of service
delivery. The reliance on urban-derived models of practice should be reviewed,
and replaced or modified to take into account the rural context of practice.
A review of sociologically oriented units, which are often offered as electives to
students from a range of courses, may indicate ways in which the welfare or
social work students, who take such units, could be encouraged to consider
actual rural practice issues in specialist ‘practice based’ tutorials.

Social work and welfare courses should also assist students to be better
prepared for the management of personal and professional boundaries, and the
complex ethical issues which arise in rural practice.

Finally, fieldwork placements in rural areas are useful in providing exposure to
rural practice issues and should be encouraged. With the current emphasis by
governments on rural issues, and their concern about the provision of
adequately trained health personnel in rural areas, it is an opportune time to
review the place of rural content in the curriculum, and seek additional
resources to establish rural fieldwork programs for social work and welfare
courses. While many courses may have established rural fieldwork placement
programs without acknowledging them on their web-sites, without a public ‘face’
for such activities little recognition is given to these endeavours.
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Appendix A
List of Victorian Institutions teaching AIWCW-approved welfare courses
included in study.
Rural

Bendigo Regional Institute of TAFE
University of Ballarat

HE Division*

University of Ballarat

TAFE Division

Goulburn Ovens Institute of TAFE
Monash University: Gippsland Campus*
Sunraysia Institute of TAFE
South West Institute of TAFE
Wodonga Institute of TAFE

Metropolitan
Chisholm Institute of TAFE #
Gordon Institute of TAFE

Holmesglen Institute of TAFE
Kangan Batman Institute of TAFE #
Northern Melbourne Institute of TAFE
Monash University: Caulfield Campus*
Peninsula Institute of TAFE
RMIT: TAFE Division
Swinburne University of Technology TAFE Division
Victoria University of Technology TAFE Division
*degree programs
# two courses examined
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Appendix B.
List of universities offering AASW accredited Social Work courses included in the study.

Australian Catholic University
Central Queensland University
Curtin University of Technology
Deakin University
Edith Cowan University
Flinders University
James Cook University
La Trobe University
Monash University
Northern Territory University
Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology
University of Melbourne
University of Newcastle
University of New South Wales
University of Queensland
University of South Australia
University of Sydney
University of Tasmania
University of Western Australia
University of Western Sydney

NB those excluded through lack of information on the web-site:
Charles Sturt University
Victoria University of Technology
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SUMMARY
In this professional doctorate program, I focus on the appropriateness and
effectiveness of pre-service social work and welfare courses in preparing
graduates for rural practice in Australia. This program set out to answer four
related, sequential questions to enable exploration of this key focus: (1) What
are the distinctive characteristics of rural welfare practice? (2) What
challenges do welfare practitioners experience in providing effective and
ethical services in small rural communities? (3) To what extent do existing
Australian social work and welfare courses prepare graduates for rural
practice? (4) How can pre-service education courses in social work and
welfare better prepare graduates for rural welfare practice in Australia? To
answer these questions, the doctoral program was structured to incorporate
two research projects and two coursework (advanced study) units. Five
associated projects provided additional information. The methods used
included: a critical review of the theoretical approaches and empirical findings
in the relevant literature; case studies, surveys and discussion forums with
rural welfare practitioners; an Australia-wide survey of social work and welfare
courses using their published web-sites; and a formal review of a rural welfare
course. Research reports are presented separately in this portfolio, and the
major findings are synthesised in an accompanying exegesis.
The key findings are, first, that there are distinctive personal and professional
characteristics that constitute rural welfare practice. Second, social workers
and welfare workers in rural areas experience complex ‘extra-ethical’ and
personal issues arising from the nature of their work within the rural context.
Third, workers report that they are not prepared adequately in their preservice courses for the complexities of rural practice. This is corroborated by
the fourth finding: the published curricula of social work and welfare course
throughout Australia include only minimal content about rural issues and rural
practice. Surprisingly, there has been no discernible improvement in the rural
orientation of these courses since 1992, when the last comparable survey
was undertaken. Together, these findings provide new knowledge about rural
welfare practice and the capabilities of graduates. Explanations for these
findings are located in broader structural analyses of the marketisation of
education, the prevailing neo-liberalist ideologies that de-legitimate welfare
provision, and the marginalisation of rural welfare within the social work and
welfare profession.
In the exegesis, I propose a new educational construct, ‘Adjusting the lens’,
which might be usefully incorporated into social work and welfare courses to
better prepare graduates for rural practice. This construct integrates elements
distilled from my critical review of the literature, the findings from the empirical
research projects, and my experiences as a social worker and a rural welfare
educator. The key elements of the construct include: the application of critical
theories within a generalist model of practice; an appreciation of contextual
fluidity – that is, how the multiple and dynamic contexts of practice profoundly
influence rural welfare work; a capacity for integrative thinking; and a
commitment to reflective practice.
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