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This guide is based on a research project at 
The University of Edinburgh which involved: 
•	 Reviews	of	research	on	user	engagement	
 in social work.
•		Seminars	with	around	70	professionals	
from	six	Scottish	local	authority	social	work	
departments.

•		Practitioner-led	research	projects	in	each	
 of these local authorities. 



The project found that:

l	 Worker-client	relationships	are	central	to	engagement	with	
involuntary service users.1, 2 Face to face work, collaborating 
with	service	users	to	solve	their	problems,	is	essential.3

l		 Trust	and	respect,	developed	over	the	long	term,	can	help	to	
improve	engagement.4, 5

l		 Clear	and	honest	communication	is	also	vital.6

l		 Involuntary	service	users	may	need	active	support	to	engage	
in	social	work	decision	making,	e.g.	independent	advocacy	in	
case conferences.7,	8



Involuntary service users of social 
work are diverse

l		 They	range	from	those	who	won’t	respond	to	any	contact,	to	
those	who	co-operate	because	they	feel	they	have	no	other	
choice.

l		 We	use	the	term	‘involuntary	clients’	for	people	whose	
involvement	with	social	workers	is	mandated	by	law,	including	
families	in	the	child	protection	system,	users	of	mental	health	
services, people with disabilities, older people such as those 
with	dementia,	and	people	in	the	criminal	justice	system.

l		 Engaging with involuntary clients can be challenging. 
Successes	may	be	small	and	hard-won.
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The social work relationship is vital 
for working with involuntary clients. 
Some things which can help to 
build positive working relationships 
include...



l		 Maintaining continuity by avoiding frequent changes of worker.9,	10

l		 Striking	a	balance	between	exercising	social	work	authority,	and	
empowering	the	client	to	control	the	process	where	possible.11

l		 Giving	practical	assistance,	e.g.	advocacy,	helping	clients	to	fight	
for their rights.12

l		 Paying	attention	to	what	is	positive	in	the	client’s	behaviour	and	
celebrating	all	achievements.3

l		 Showing	the	client	your	humanity,	e.g.	by	finding	a	common	
interest,	revealing	something	about	yourself,	showing	empathy	
or	‘going	the	extra	mile’	in	working	with	them.

l		 Where	the	relationship	has	broken	down	completely,	
independent	mediation	services	may	be	worth	exploring.13



Building trust is essential 
in engaging with involuntary clients.4,5

l		 Involuntary	service	users	are	often	mistrustful	of	social	services.
l		 Building	trust,	even	on	the	smallest	scale,	can	start	to	overcome	

their fears.
l		 Trust	can	be	built	by	simple	things:	consistency;	sticking	to	your	

word;	being	honest	and	upfront	about	the	situation	and	why	
social	work	is	involved;	apologising	if	you	or	your	organisation	
makes	a	mistake.14

l		 This	does	not	mean	that	clients	should	feel	that	they	can	trust	
you	with	their	secrets,	or	to	always	be	on	their	side.	It	means	
that	they	can	trust	you	to	be	honest	with	them,	maintain	
appropriate	boundaries	and	make	these	explicit.



Working with involuntary clients takes 
time and persistence.15 
Progress is often slow.

l		 Clients often begin with negative attitudes towards social 
workers.	However,	they	may	revise	these	opinions	over	the	
long	term.

l		 It	is	important	to	understand	what	the	initial	resistance	is	about	
and	get	beyond	that.	Many	families	have	had	bad	experiences	
which	leave	them	struggling	to	trust	professionals.

l		 Clients’	timescales	might	not	fit	with	statutory	or	performance	
management	requirements.	It	may	help	if	you	can	be	flexible	
and	move	at	the	client’s	pace.8,	14



Clear communication is crucial 
for engagement with involuntary 
clients.16,17,18

l		 Many involuntary clients struggle to understand what is 
happening	to	them.	This	makes	engagement	difficult.

l		 Engagement	can	be	improved	by	making	clear	at	every	
contact what the purpose of the intervention is, what the 
client has control over and what they do not, what is going 
to	happen	next	and	what	the	likely	consequences	will	be.19



l	 	It	may	help	to	stick	to	a	simple,	clear	message,	and	repeat	
this	consistently,	e.g.	“I’m	here	because	we	are	worried	about	
your	safety.	We	need	to	make	sure	you	are	safe.”	Check	with	
the client that this is understood and agreed upon.

l		 Empathy	is	crucial	for	maintaining	engagement	even	where	
difficult	issues	are	being	discussed.20

l		 Avoid	professional	and	management	jargon	and	acronyms.
l		 Too	much	information	(e.g.	long,	complex	reports)	can	be	as	

unhelpful as too little.21



Involuntary clients may be 
experiencing intense emotions

l		 A	parent	facing	the	removal	of	their	child,	for	example,	may	
	 be	feeling	intense	anger,	regret,	sadness	and	guilt.	They	may	

be	looking	for	someone	else	to	blame	for	what	is	happening.
l		 Clients	may	also	be	playing	out	scripts	learned	in	earlier	life.	

It can help to ask why people are behaving as they are, rather 
than taking behaviour at face value.

l		 It	may	help	to	consider	what	aspects	of	hostility	are	personal	
(responses	to	your	own	actions	as	a	worker),	and	what	aspects	
are	not	(e.g.	anger	at	social	services	in	general,	or	at	previous	
workers).





It may also help to think about yourself 
and how you are feeling

l		 If you feel a strong sense of dread prior to contact with a client, 
or	of	relief	if	a	client	does	not	answer	the	door,	this	may	suggest	
that	you	need	more	support.

l	 It’s	OK	to	ask	for	support.
l		 Supervision	ought	to	be	there	for	you	to	use	if	you	are	finding	

things	difficult.	It	ought	to	allow	you	the	opportunity	to	discuss	
how	working	with	particular	clients	makes	you	feel.

l		 You	might	want	to	ask	a	colleague	to	accompany	you	to	visit	
a	client	you	are	having	trouble	engaging.	A	third	party	may	be	
able to help diffuse the situation.



What else might help clients?

l		 Acknowledging	their	circumstances	and	understanding	their	
histories.

l		 Listening	to	clients’	experiences;	trying	to	understand	how	they	
feel about intervention.

l		 Giving	clients	access	to	a	complaints	procedure	which	they	
could realistically use.9





What else might help social workers?

l		 Empowering	them	to	have	more	confidence	in	themselves;	
	 re-asserting	social	work	professionalism.
l		 Getting	peer	support	e.g.	through	practitioners	forums,	from	

colleagues.
l		 Reflecting	critically	and	honestly	on	social	work	practice.
l		 Avoiding	falling	into	the	routine,	box-ticking	mode.



References:
1	 Barry,	M.	(2007)	Listening	and	learning:	The	reciprocal	relationship	between	worker	and	client,	

Journal	of	Community	and	Criminal	Justice,	54(4),	407-422
2	 Tregeagle,	S.	and	Mason,	J.	(2008)	Service	user	experience	of	participation	in	child	welfare	case	

management,	Child	and	Family	Social	Work,	13,	391-401
3	 Trotter,	C.	(1999)	Working	with	involuntary	clients:	a	guide	to	practice,	Sage	:	London,	Thousand	

Oaks	and	New	Delhi
4	 Schofield,	G.	and	Thoburn,	J.	(1996)	Child	Protection:	the	Voice	of	the	Child	in	Decision	Making,	

Institute	for	Public	Policy	Research	:	London
5	 Tee,	S.,	Lathleen,	J.,	Herbert,	L.,	Coldham,	T.,	East,	B.	and	Johnson,	T-J.	(2007)	User	participation	

in	mental	health	nurse	decision-making:	a	co-operative	enquiry,	Journal	of	Advanced	Nursing,	
60(2),	135-145

6	 Healy,	K.	and	Darlington,	Y.	(2009)	Service	user	participation	in	diverse	child	protection	contexts:	
principles	for	practice,	Child	and	Family	Social	Work,	14,	420-430

7	 Elsley,	S.	 (2010)	 ‘Advocacy	makes	you	 feel	brave’:	Advocacy	support	 for	children	and	young	
people	in	Scotland,	The	Scottish	Government	:	Edinburgh

8	 Hernandez,	L.,	Robson,	P.	and	Sampson,	A.	(2010)	Towards	Integrated	Participation:	Involving	
Seldom	Heard	Users	of	Social	Care	Services,	British	Journal	of	Social	Work,	40,	714-736

9	 Munro,	E.	(2001)	Empowering	looked-after	children,	Child	and	Family	Social	Work,	6,	129-137
10	 Franklin,	A.	and	Sloper	P.	(2009)	Supporting	the	Participation	of	Disabled	Children	and	Young	

People	in	Decision-making,	Children	and	Society,	23,	3-15
11	 Doel,	M.	and	Best,	L.	(2008)	Experiencing	Social	Work:	Learning	from	Service	Users,	Sage	:	Los	

Angeles,	London,	New	Delhi	and	Singapore



12	 Postle,	 K.	 and	 Beresford,	 P.	 (2007)	 Capacity	 Building	 and	 the	 Reconception	 of	 Political	
Participation:	A	Role	for	Social	Care	Workers?	British	Journal	of	Social	Work,	37,	143-158

13	Cooper,	A.,	Hetherington,	R.	and	Katz,	I.	(2003)	The	Risk	Factor:	Making	the	child	protection	
system	work	for	children,	DEMOS	:	London

14	Wosu,	H.	and	Stewart,	J.	(2010)	Engaging	with	Involuntary	Service	Users:	A	Literature	Review	
and	Case	Study,	report	available	at	www.socialwork.ed.ac.uk/esla

15	MacLeod,	A.	(2007)	Whose	agenda?	Issues	of	power	and	relationship	when	listening	to	looked-
after	young	people,	Child	and	Family	Social	Work,	12,	278-286

16	Cashmore,	J.	 (2002)	Promoting	 the	participation	of	children	and	young	people	 in	care,	Child	
Abuse	and	Neglect,	26,	837-847

17	McGhee,	J.	(2004)	Young	people’s	views	of	the	Scottish	children’s	hearings	system	in	McGhee,	
J.,	Mellon,	M.	and	Whyte,	B.	 (2004)	 (eds.)	Meeting	needs,	addressing	deeds	–	working	with	
young	people	who	offend,	NCH	Scotland	:	Glasgow

18	Creegan,	C.,	Henderson,	G.	and	King,	C.	(2006)	Big	Words	and	Big	Tables:	Children	and	young	
people’s	experiences	of	advocacy	support	and	participation	in	the	Children’s	Hearings	System,	
Scottish	Executive	:	Edinburgh

19	MacLaughlin,	H.,	Brown,	D.	and	Young,	A.M.	(2004)	Consultation,	Community	and	Empowerment:	
Lessons	from	the	Deaf	Community,	Journal	of	Social	Work,	4(2),	153-165

20	Forrester,	 D.,	 Kershaw,	 S.	 Moss,	 H.	 and	 Hughes,	 L.	 (2008)	 Communication	 skills	 in	 child	
protection:	how	do	social	workers	talk	to	parents?	Child	and	Family	Social	Work,	13,	41-51

21	Whitehead,	 I.,	Henderson,	G.,	Hanson,	 L.,	McNiven,	G.,	 Lamb,	D.	 and	Duru,	E.	 (2009)	 The	
views	and	experiences	of	children	and		families	involved	in	the	Children’s	Hearings		System	in	
Scotland,	Scottish	Children’s	Reporter	Administration	:	Stirling



This	guide	was	produced	by	Dr	Heather	Wilkinson,	Mark	Smith	
Dr	Michael	Gallagher	and	the	Knowledge	Exchange	Team	at	CRFR,	
The University of Edinburgh.
The	research	was	funded	by	the	Economic	and	Social	Research	Council	
(ESRC),	Scottish	Funding	Council	and	the	Local	Authorities	&	Research	
Councils’	Initiative	(LARCI).	
Thanks	to	the	attendees	at	our	seminars	who	contributed	suggestions	
for this guide.

Further	information:			www.socialwork.ed.ac.uk/esla
We	would	welcome	comments	and	feedback	to	Mark.Smith@ed.ac.uk

Pictures	courtesy	of	IRISS	(Institute	for	Research	and	Innovation	in	Social	Services).
The	University	of	Edinburgh	is	a	charitable	body,	registered	in	Scotland,	with	registration	number	SC005336.

crfr

centre for research on
families and relationshipsCRFR ten years


