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Health & social care workers safeguard well-being, support independence and deal with complex needs. Social Work is significant in this area as it can provide assistance to people, families and communities at risk, living in disadvantage, who are suffering ill-health and/or who have safeguarding issues. It is relationship-based, focused on assessment, advocacy and protection and respects rights and personal choice (British Association of Social Workers, 2021). This report invites you into Social Work as an occupation and outlines what it is and its role and responsibilities. It then explores communication, empathy and professional judgement as key skills, and considers strategies for developing these skills and to support safe and person-centered practice.
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[bookmark: _Toc237874863]2.1 Description of Social Work in Health and Social Care
Social Work is about helping individuals who are experiencing issues that impact on their wellbeing because of health, disability, poverty, family issues, social exclusion or risk of harm. Its importance is not confined to solving current issues but also takes into account the conditions that impact a person's quality of life. Social Work England (2023) highlights the importance of respect for rights, effective relationships, accountability and action which promotes wellbeing and protects people from harm. Social Work is therefore an important role in health and social care in ensuring that there is coordinated support between personal needs and services provided, and that the service user's voice is heard in decision-making.
Common tasks involve carrying out an assessment process, identifying and managing risk, planning interventions and representing individuals and liaising with health, education, housing and other professionals. For instance, if the adult is suspected of being a victim of neglect, Social Work includes taking information, risk assessment, taking account of the person's wishes and providing appropriate support. Trust is relevant when individuals are distressed or uncertain, as this can impact engagement and information available to assess (Bingley Miller and Barrie, 2022).
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Communication and active listening are key components, as without an accurate understanding of a person's circumstances, concerns and preferences, Social Work would be impossible. Social Work England (2023) identifies a number of considerations when adapting communication, which include age, disability, language, culture and individual communication needs, as well as the need for professional records to be clear and accurate. Active listening helps to enhance this process as it captures what is being said as well as hesitation, emotion and non-verbal signals. Careful questioning, for example, during a safeguarding assessment, may enable an individual to articulate concerns without pressure. Good communication can facilitate assessment and participation, while poor communication or inadequate listening can lead to missing critical information and potentially taking inappropriate action (Turney and Ruch, 2022).
Empathy and relationship building are also important, as often the people in Social Work's care are dealing with trauma, uncertainty, loss, discrimination or fear. Empathy is to understand someone else's point of view and emotions without becoming intimate. If people feel heard and valued, they may be more open about sensitive experiences and in planning. Relationship-based practice thus allows for trust to be fostered, yet practitioners are still held accountable and objective (Bingley Miller and Barrie, 2022). 
The third key skill is professional judgement and decision-making, as Social Work is frequently uncertain and has competing rights. It is important that good judgement is applied and practitioners are able to consider evidence and legislation, professional knowledge, information from service users and multi-agency information before making a judgement about what is proportionate. Practice must be guided by evidence, reflect and be supervised to ensure it is informed by Social Work England (2023). For instance, in adult safeguarding, the practitioner needs to take into account mental capacity, the level of risk, an individual's wishes and support available, before recommending an intervention. Professional judgement is not merely a personal opinion, but an informed and rational decision-making process which should be defensible, ethical and appropriate to the individual situation.
These three skills can have a negative impact on the quality and safety of Social Work practice if they are not present. Poor communication can result in the missing information needed to share, lack of empathy can diminish trust and engagement, and poor professional judgement can lead to unnecessary restrictions or inadequate protections. 
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[bookmark: _Toc237874866]3.1 Three Strategies to Improve the Skills for Social Work
Structured communication training is an appropriate strategy for developing communication and active listening skills if it is used in conjunction with feedback. Role-play and observed practice and feedback can highlight the following good practices and bad behavior to inform practitioners: interrupting others, asking questions that don't make sense, not tailoring explanations to individual needs. Communication-skills training is associated with the acquisition of practical interpersonal skills in social work as part of the learning process, which provides opportunities to practice and receive feedback (Kelly et al., 2023). For instance, a simulated safeguarding interview may ask the practitioner to explain confidentiality, to use open questions and respond to signs of distress. Feedback following the exercise can pinpoint what worked and what needs to be improved. Doing so improves the process of improvement, and it creates a connection between learning and situations which are likely to happen in practice. 
Reflective supervision may be a good technique to reinforce empathy and relationship building. Provides a formal space to reflect on emotional responses, boundaries of practitioners and the impact of practitioners' behavior on service users. Reflective supervision has been identified as relevant to social work professional learning and support by Ravalier et al. (2022) in a rapid review. For instance, following a challenging meeting with an upset family, supervision can consider whether the practitioner was able to listen to the family, make assumptions, or respond defensively. The discussion can then focus on other ways of contacting the family in the future. This is especially important as empathy is not exclusively created by reading instructions; it is also essential to be aware of the impact that emotions can have on interactions. Reflective supervision is therefore a good way of ensuring that relational practice is enhanced and that professional accountability and boundaries are maintained. 
Ongoing professional learning and consulting with colleagues on cases can enhance professional learning and decision-making. Social Work England (2023) requires practitioners to keep their learning, evidence and reflection up to date. Safeguarding updates, legal training and workshops on assessment, and peer consultation are examples of opportunities for CPD, and are all opportunities for considering complex cases from more than one perspective. For instance, in making a challenging safeguarding decision, a practitioner may consult with a knowledgeable colleague, challenge their assumptions and reflect on the proportionate nature of the proposed action. This does not shift the focus of responsibility; rather, it helps with reasoning by revealing gaps or other interpretations. Linkages between formal learning and real cases enable practitioners to transfer new knowledge into practice and to make decisions that can be adequately justified. Having the learning from these discussions recorded can offer evidence of learning as well as the next steps for further training or supervision. This facilitates responsible, evidence-based practice.


[bookmark: _Toc237874867]4 Conclusion
The role of Social Work in health and social care is crucial as it can help people with complex needs and enables a focus on rights, safety, wellbeing and participation. Communication and active listening, empathy and relationship-building, and professional judgement are all key to effective practice. A lack of strength in any of these areas may impact the ability to establish trust and quality of assessment, as well as the appropriateness of interventions. These skills can be enhanced through structured communication training, reflective supervision and continuing professional development (CPD) and peer consultation. 
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