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Abstract
Currently, in England there is limited literature providing information about
children, young people and families’ social workers use of social media. It could
be argued that social workers have always been faced with this dilemma of
balancing their caring responsibilities and the control responsibilities, which have
now been made more complex by the social worker’s use of social media. The
use of social media has the potential as a vehicle to facilitate communication both
between professionals and between the social workers and clients. In addition;
the law in England provides a framework for the protection of children and
ensuring that their welfare remains of paramount importance. This is stipulated
under Children Act (1989 and 2004). In the same vein, the Human Rights Act
(1998) also highlights that children and young people have a right to family life
and a right to privacy. Therefore, it can be argued that there is an underlying
potential tension in relation to the uptake of social media by social workers within
social services with growing anxiety among both professionals and organisations
in regards to the ethical considerations and also the risks surrounding social media
use in practice. Social workers were also faced with potential complex challenges
that exist, as they navigate between their legal responsibilities as stipulated by
legislation and the use of social media in the execution of those responsibilities.
This qualitative study used semi-structured interview as the main method to
investigate the practice and perception of 47 children, young people and
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families’ social workers. The study highlights the experiences of social workers
in relation to the use of social media in their practice and explores how social
workers are using it ethically /unethically or legitimately/illegitimately in
practice.
Given the uniqueness of this study, evidence indicates that there was a lack of
clear policies and guidelines on social media usage by social work practitioners,
which further complicates their use of social media in practice. A key observation
in this study illuminate that social workers were overriding ethical concerns with
a need to protect children and young people in their care, who were at risk of
suffering or likely to suffer significant harm.
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH AND
JUSTIFICATION
It can be argued that there exist many untapped opportunities for the use of social
media in children, young people and families social work practice. This is in
terms of increasing, improving, interaction and communication between clients
and social workers with the aim of improving outcomes. Social media platforms
such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Google, Tumblr, Instagram, Snapchat,
Pinterest, YouTube, Periscope, Facebook live, TikTok and many more are now
frequently being used by both children, young people and adults. The extent to
which these platforms are used as part and parcel of social work practice requires
further investigation; a key focus that this research study fulfill.
According to the International Federation of Social Workers IFSW (2014), the
current definition of social work is given as follows:
Social work is a practice-based profession and an academic discipline that
promotes social change and development, social cohesion, and the
empowerment and liberation of people. Principles of social justice, human
rights, collective responsibility and respect for diversities are central to
social work. Underpinned by theories of social work, social sciences,
humanities and indigenous knowledge, social work engages people and
structures to address life challenges and enhance wellbeing.
The above definition may be amplified at national and or regional levels.
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While according to the Cambridge Dictionary
Social media is defined as websites and computer programs that allow
people to communicate and share information on the Internet using a
computer or a mobile phone.
In the same way, Manning (2014) outlines that.
Social media is the term often used to refer to new forms of media that
involve interactive participation (pp 1158).
As society changes and new dimensions to societal interactions continue to
emerge, it is important that social work practice reflects the sort of the current
societal dynamics; one being the incorporation of social media and how this can
have an impact on practice.
It is worth noting that the scope of this study is limited to children, young people
and families' social workers in England whose principal responsibility is to help
improve outcomes in children and young people's lives, within the context of the
legislation and good practice. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of
the Child (UNCRC) and the Children Act (1989) both define a child as someone
under the age of 18 (Brammer, 2010). It is worth mentioning that in England, any
individual who has not attained their 18th birthday is still regarded as a child. In
addition, child protection guidance clearly highlights that even in cases when an
individual has attained 16 years of age and the individual is:
 in further education
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 in a hospital
 he/she is a member of the armed forces
 living independently; or
 in custody in secure unit or estate
As a result, they should be accorded the same protection and entitlements the
same as any other child (Department of Education, 2018). Despite the above
arguments, the legal age of engaging in sex in England remains at 16 years, and
this can influence social workers’ decision when undertaking their duties.
It can be argued that children, young people and families' social workers have
always been faced with the dilemma that they have to balance the two concepts
of care and control together with their caring responsibilities and while also
engaging with their clients. While trying to juggle the two concepts have always
been challenging; this has been complicated further by social workers use of
social media in their practice.
Dickens (2006) is of the view that social workers should also be prepared to
enforce what has been identified as an appropriate control. Importantly, this is
when individuals and clients present risks to themselves or others and to also
work for change. This is both in the individual and in the surrounding political,
social, economic and professional system (British Association of Social Workers
2002; International Federation of Social Workers, 2004). Nevertheless, it has
been reported that at times there can be profound dilemmas in trying to attain and
strike an acceptable balance between the two demands of care and
17

control in social work practice. As this study will try to explore, one can suggest
that this has now been further complicated by the use of social media in children,
young people and families practice.
The care element is concerned with how social work professionals can improve
their communication with children and young people, create and facilitate a better
way of understanding and engaging with them, and how they can build a
relationship with them with the aim of improving children and young people
outcome. While this is then viewed as the legitimate and also ethical use of social
media in social work practice, a cautious approach needs to be adopted by social
workers to ensure that they are not exercising poor practice where care becomes
over-involvement. On the other hand, the element of control presents itself in
cases where social workers are exercising the intention of trying to keep children,
young people and adults safe. It is in such cases that social workers may attempt
to use social media for both legitimate and ethical purposes. However, this
contested use of social media in the duty of control can tip the balance about in
the light of the misuse of power, surveillance and online monitoring.
These two elements of care and control will be explored in-depth in this
study.

It

is,

however,

crucial

to

define

what

the

terms

legitimate/illegitimate and ethical/unethical mean as the two terms will be
used interchangeably throughout the study. According to the Oxford
Dictionary of English legitimate means that an action is admissible,
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acceptable of justified, whereas illegitimate entails that an action can be
termed as unlawful, criminal or against the law. On the other hand, ethical
means that an action is moral, while unethical points out that the action is
immoral or unprincipled.
The current law provides a framework in terms of children in need of
safeguarding and protection. Specifically, section 8 of the Human Rights Act
(1998) stipulates that children and young people have a right to private and family
life, and by extension; this right protects them from harm and neglect.
Furthermore, under Children Act (1989 and 2004) section 1, the welfare of the
child is always paramount, and under section 17, social workers have a duty to
safeguard and promote the welfare of children in need. Section 47 of the Act
highlights that where there is concern that a child or a young person is likely to
suffer significant harm, the local authority through their social workers is required
to undertake inquiries (Brammer, 2010). This, therefore, suggests that social
workers have the responsibility of intervening in their client's lives where there is
suspicion that the client is suffering or is likely to suffer significant harm
(Brammer, 2010). In addition, the likelihood of harm to children and young
people in most cases has been attributed to what has been termed as a lack of
adequate care or control from the parent or primary caregiver (Brammer,2010).
Lenhart et al. (2010) suggest that the use of social media by children and young
people is on the increase, which can also increase the risk of harm. Therefore,
Lenhart et al. (2010) argue that it is imperative that social
19

workers are adequately equipped within the context of the law to utilise social
media in interventions to protect the rights and safety of children and young
people.
There is an expectation that using social media as a tool for intervention in such
situation where the client is suffering or likely to suffer significant harm can
arguably be viewed as legitimate, based on social worker duty to protect clients
under their care. In addition, this could also be seen as ethical, where social
workers used social media for good practice. However, it could also be argued
that where social workers have used social media to access clients’ information
for reasons which are not work-related, for example in satisfying their own
curiosity could be seen as a bad practice and therefore unethical too.
According to Voshel and Wesala (2015), the rapid invasion of social media use
in social work practice demands that social work practitioners should consider
exercising a serious rethink about client privacy, confidentiality and professional
boundaries. Based on this discussion one can argue that in order to facilitate the
advancement of the professional standards underpinning social work practice
there is the need to engage in a dialogue with social workers about best practices
to employ when canvassing for the application of social media in social work.
This is even more crucial in the light of the challenges of straddling the duty of
care to safeguard, protect and ensure the best outcome for the children, young
people and their families in an ever-changing technologically driven society.
This is also in a digitalised society in which
20

social media interactions between children young people and their families have
been markedly changed by social media (Sen, 2016; Abi-Jaoude,2020).
As the use of social media in social work practice continues to advance and
becomes more widespread, it is imperative that social work as a profession begins
considers the implications of its use. At the same time, social workers will also
need to consider the emerging ethical dilemmas inherent in the use of social
media use as a tool in social work practice.
Boddy and Dominelli (2017), argue that the widespread use of social media in
social work practice has also positively contributed and rapidly transformed
communication between social workers and their clients who are children young
people and their families. As a result, many practitioners are now engaging and
working with clients through social media platforms, for example, Facebook,
Twitter, Instagram, YouTube, Snapchat, Skype and many more. However, while
the use of social media and other social networking sites seem to be rapidly
increasing in social work practice its use with children, young people and families
practice presents a few challenges. One such challenge is that social workers have
struggled to identify robust ways of addressing and managing the numerous
ethical and dilemmas issues associated with online practice related to social
media use (Mishna et al., 2012; Boddy and Dominelli, 2017). In addition, social
workers also seem to lack a nuanced understanding of some of the complex
ethical issues and ethical behaviours around the use of social media in practice.
This perhaps might be due to a lack of clarity among
21

the majority of social workers and their organisations about how best to address
such issues, for example in relation to client’s privacy and confidentiality,
boundary crossings, dual relationship and many more (Mishna et al., 2013;
Mishna et al., 2014; Reamer, 2013).
Boddy and Dominelli (2017) argue that various means can be adopted in
helping practitioners to address this; firstly, social workers must observe and
exercise their commitment to the existing ethical values while also exercising
critical reflective practice. Another way of achieving this is through applying
their knowledge in relation to the complex interplay between discourses that
underpin their daily engagement and interactions with clients while in practice.
Citing an example Boddy and Dominelli (2017) suggest that these include
permanency, audience, and acknowledging of the power imbalance between the
professional and the client. It also entails that social workers need to exercise a
level of professionalism when engaging with clients using social media created
spaces. In addition, social workers should be aware of the possibility of power
imbalances between them and their clients and where there is unequal access to
resources that could be detrimental to the safety of the children and young
people (Boddy and Dominelli, 2017).
However, it is evident that very little is known about how social work
practitioners who work with children and young people use social media
professionally in their practice. This professional work could be reflected in
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how they exercise both elements of care and control with a means to increase
communication while at the same time, aiming to improve the client's outcome.
As a result, this study is out to specifically explore how children and young
people social workers
 use social media in their practice
 whether

this

could

be

termed

as

ethical/legitimate

or

unethical/illegitimate and
 understand the impact or consequences of the use of social media in the
practice of working with children, young people and their families
This focus is timely, mainly because not only has the practice been further
complicated by practitioner’s use of social media; but they also have to manage
and navigate the care and control dilemma in their practice.
There is also evidence to suggest that social work professional’s use of social
media in social work settings has continued to generate much tension. For
example, some authors have suggested that there are issues concerning the risk
around crossing or violating professional boundaries and a lack of clarity in terms
of public and private engagement with clients through social media (Sage and
Sage 2016; Boddy and Dominelli,2017). However, the literature does not identify
the issue of tensions between the legitimate or illegitimate and ethical or unethical
use of social media in exercising care and control in their role as
social workers. McDonald and Thompson (2016) suggest that social workers,
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line managers and supervisors can also search out social media profiles. They
also argue that off duty, or work-related behaviour on social media sites may also
have an impact on the social workers' perception of the client after conducting the
searches. Although the emerging tension can be a risk in itself, it is believed that
child welfare social workers have also reverted to the use of social media to
conduct some of their duties within a professional context. These duties have
included family finding, client finding, improving communication and
assessments (Sage and Sage, 2016). Consequently, they have also included the
use of social media technology to deliver services and in maintain of relationship
with clients, the continuity of care provision, emotional support and a
communication (Boahen, 2020; Farkas and Romaniuk, 2020; Galea et al. 2020).
Additionally, it is becoming evident that social media is rapidly becoming an
established mainstay of communication and interaction for many children and
young people and citizens at large. Therefore, its use is likely to grow as new
platforms continue to be created (Perrin, 2015). As a result, there is a need for
social workers to become familiar with these tools as part of their professional
education. This will help to enhance practice, as well as provide the child welfare
practitioners, with a better understanding of how to use social media in social
work practice (Kilpelainen et al., 2011).
Research on children’s safety has continued to be an active and growing area of
research, which has continued to attract both commercial and academic interest.
24

According to a survey conducted by UNICEF analysed by Matilla (2011) on
trending mobile technology for child protection purposes, findings suggested that
mobile and digital technologies could be used and harnessed in multiple
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ways to protect children and young people (Mattilla,2011).
She further suggests that this could be achieved through creating online helplines,
technology-driven campaigns aimed at safeguarding and protecting vulnerable
children, and the creation of online information-sharing platforms or sites. Matilla
(2011) argued that the most significant application (apps) in the conducted survey
were linked to data collection, violence reporting, society, family tracing and
reunification and registration. This was an indication that it would be an error to
assume that human beings do retain a desire to share their information. However,
while the uses of the created applications (apps) were proving to be an essential
tool in addressing child protection cases, they did also limit the disclosure of
personal information. This may result in a situation where children and young
people want to reduce the potential for their information to be made public,
avoiding possible conflicts, protect their self-interest or even enhance their
images (Matilla,2011).
Therefore, as children and young people, social workers grapple with the rapid
expansion of social media, it is important to understand why and how
practitioners informally use these forms of new advanced technology in their
daily practice. This is while intending to address the ethical, systemic, legal and
professional benefits of using social media in order to identify challenges and
clarify ambiguities that arise in using social media information to inform practice
and policy (Mishna et al., 2017).
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It is worth highlighting the fact that a few systematic reviews are discussing the
use of information and communication technology (ICT) in social work practice
(Ramsey and Montgomery, 2014; Chan and Holosko, 2016). However, none of
the studies explores the use of social media in exercising care and control in
children and young people social work professional practice. Additionally,
Conradie (2014) has explored how the application of social media and other forms
of information technology systems is applied when engaging with clients in youth
work practice. In her qualitative study conducted in England, Conradie (2014)
looked at the unsanctioned connection of young people and youth work
practitioners using social networking sites. However, there has been no study
conducted in England concerning child welfare practitioner’s engagement with
client information using social media and the existing dilemma of care and
control.
Importantly, the current debate defines that the field of social work has for a long
time retained a history in the form of studying innovations from other human
service provision fields and adapting practice to fit this in child welfare practice.
For example, research by Eichenberg and Herzberg (2016) identified the practice
of searching for client’s information online. This has now become a widespread
practice that has now adapted in the social work profession. Moreover, there is
presently a lot of debate within the profession about the potential benefits, ethical
dilemmas, policy and legal framework around the use
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of social media within a professional context (Breyette and Hill,2015; Sage and
Sage, 2016). There is also an acknowledgement of the tensions between the
benefit of social media interaction and the potential ‘cost’ that can be associated
with the digital traces and digital footprint left behind by individuals within the
profession and the implications therewith (Mishna et al., 2012).
Despite these tensions, there is a gradual recognition that social media has a place
within the field of social work and its reliability and availability has continued to
rapidly increase, thus creating new levels of ethical complexities and practice
challenges for child welfare (Parton, 2008; Ayre and Preston- Shoot, 2010; Fitch,
2012; Granholm, 2016; Simpson, 2016). Child welfare practitioners continue to
work to integrate the use of social media into practice fully. Many now use social
media not only to carry out routine tasks such as communicating and networking
with clients but also a more comprehensive set of practices. For example, findings
from a variety of studies show that adoption processes and other forms of
inclusive family practices have been trying to integrate the use of social media in
practice fully. This has been ongoing despite the limited available knowledge
concerning its use in other areas of child welfare practice (Mc Roy, 2010;
Breyette and Hill, 2015). Studies conducted by Mc Roy (2010) and Breyette and
Hill (2015) have highlighted that for most child welfare practitioners, their use of
social media is mostly for personal and professional reasons. However, Simpson
(2013; 2017) and Mc Roy (2010) all
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suggest that it would be beneficial if social work as a professional practice could
adopt a more prevalent use for example in cases around permanency planning,
adoption and in the placement of children in foster care. In the same vein, Breyette
and Hill (2015) suggest that social workers should consider the use of social
media as a child protection tool in the monitoring and surveillance of their client's
social media online activities (Mc Donald and Thompson, 2016; Cooner et al.,
2019).
While it is evident that empirical studies conducted by Breyette and Hill (2015);
and Mc Roy and Mc Roy (2010) have contributed to the available knowledge in
regards to social media use in practice by social workers, questions remain
unanswered about how well social work as a profession is equipped to respond to
its clients need for services in a rapidly changing digitalized society where social
media use has also ‘crept’ into practice (Mishna et al., 2012). In addition, while
social workers’ digital skills have continued to remain vital to current and future
social work practice, they no longer remain an optional add–on in current social
work practice, but a fundamental part relevant in the sector that is useful for
responding to client’s lives. At present, there remains a gap in understanding what
abilities and capabilities that social workers already possess and or need to build
on to be better poised to adequately practice effectively and confidently in an
emerging digitalized society (Haynes, 2019).
It will also be important to explore in this study if social worker’s engagement
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with client information on social media helps improve social worker's
intervention with children, young people and their families. Additionally, the
study will also try to explore, if this helps to bring the focus on potential emerging
problems as a consequence of such tools. Perhaps, this might be the reason why
the profession is also concerned with the mandatory implementation of social
work obligation and enforcement of rules and laws of the land. Again, this is
while social work continues to operate in a contested terrain of social work value
and what is labelled as swampy lowlands (Banks, 2008; Schon, 2017). Therefore,
one can argue that it is in this context that social work will most likely be at a
crossroads between the dilemma of paternalism/protection or care and control.
This is while at the same time, social work professionals try to ensure that they
have established and maintained a cordial and trusting working relationship from
a client-professional axis. In order to observe these social workers will then need
to ensure that they are respecting and observing client’s confidentiality, privacy,
professional client boundary, trust and consent (Garland,1985; British
Association of Social Workers, BASW, 2013; Mishna et al., 2014; Simpson,
2017; Sage and Sage,2016).
Another element to existing research related to child welfare and social media
application in social work practice is related to the practical outcomes of the use
of social media to engage users, keep in touch with young people, conduct needs
assessment, pilot interventions and evaluates programs. This is without
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fully explicating the role of social media in the actual process of producing these
outcomes. Therefore, it is evident that there seems to be a lack of specificity in
describing this process. As a consequence, Chan and Holosko (2016) suggest that
this can be defined as a 'black box'’ within the current professional discourse,
which is what this study intends to address.
Consequently, the conceptualization of social media use in social work practice
presents as ambivalent while the majority of social worker struggles to identify
ways of fully adopting it in their practice (Mishna et al., 2014; Granholm, 2016;
Boddy and Dominelli, 2017). It is against this landscape that this study has set
out to explore and conceptualize the application of social media use in social work
practice; specifically concerning children and young people who remain a
vulnerable group. This is while the current form of children and young people
social work practice has continued to be pictured as a troubled profession, not
only in England but also across the world. This has been as a result of the everincreasing numerous challenges imposed by policymakers, practitioners,
taxpayers, social work educators and the service users concerning the quality of
care and services being provided by social workers (Dominelli,2004). For
example, social workers working with children and young people are still
expected to provide more services despite working with fewer resources; given
the ongoing public service cuts and reduction of public expenditure. In the
meantime, the client's demand and welfare expectation have continued to
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escalate. This leaves social workers in an awkward position as they work in
difficult circumstances, while at the same time pursuing their work commitments
creatively. Social workers faced difficult challenges of trying to address
conflicting agendas and demands from other stakeholders; for example, taxpayers
and the government (Dominelli, 2004).
The study also attempts to explore and expand on the available knowledge in
regards to child young people and family social workers use of social media in
the workplace while uncovering the existing tensions and dilemma of care and
control in child welfare practice. This is while also attempting to highlight how
individual professional and organizational practices might influence or impact
child practitioner’s or child welfare workers' professional use of social media.
Importantly, as a professionally qualified social worker, the importance of
exploring new spaces and practices within a professional context is appreciated
as this will lead to the development of new responses and practices to engage with
children young people and their families adequately.
1.1 Motivation for undertaking the Research
What I witnessed and experienced while undertaking my placement and also
during my practice as a Newly Qualified Social Worker (NQSW) is that there is
no ‘significant’ or ‘useful’ guidance given to social work professionals engaging
with children and young people in terms of working practices related to social
media concerns. As a result, majority of social workers struggled in
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identifying what was and what was not acceptable in their use of social media for
work purposes. Consequently, this added a level of complexity and urgency as
social workers are required by law to ensure and safeguard the children welfare
as stated in Children Act (1989) Act1(1) (Brammer,2012). In addition, social
workers are always faced with the complex and difficult dilemma of balancing
the care and control axis while working in an already sophisticated environment
(Seden,2016). In citing an example of this;
While working as a social worker one young Unaccompanied Asylum-Seeking
Child (UASC) who was on my case load had been reported to have gone missing
from his foster carer’s home for the last 2 days, this was despite having only been
in the country for less than a week. In trying to trace his whereabouts with serious
concerns now being raised about his welfare my line managers had asked me
with help from a few colleagues to try monitor and access his Facebook account
as a way of trying to gather and collate information about his last movement. As
instructed we conducted numerous searches and closely monitored his movement
using Facebook which luckily brought about some positive proceedings as we
were able to trace his last movement being linked to an address in East Midlands.
We passed the information obtained to my line manager who also being shared
this information with the police. While, I am fully aware that as social workers
we have a duty to safeguard and protect children and young people under our
care, I was not sure of my actions and this
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left me at a crossroad and in a totally grey area in terms of what was allowed
and what was not in terms of social workers use of social media for work
purposes. Our actions also left my colleagues in a state of anxiety as we were not
sure if that could be termed as good practice or not.
Therefore, what this case study highlighted was that while as social workers we
also have a role of protecting and safeguarding vulnerable children and young
people the use of social media had also forcefully ‘crept’ into social work
practice. However, based on that case scenario what I witnessed and heard was
social workers in children and young people services having difficulties trying to
justify their decisions in terms of what was acceptable or not acceptable, and what
was ethical or unethical in their use of social media in trying to trace and get in
touch with the missing UASC.
This gave me the realisation about the serious ambiguity and complexities that
exists in the use of social media in social work practice in trying to keep children
safe while also trying to protect their right to privacy. This is as evidenced in the
case scenario provided above.
As a social worker working closely with a limited number of experienced
colleagues in this case, I would consider myself to be digitally competent and was
well equipped to address cases linked to social work, service users and digital
technology. However, this being my first instance to experience such a complex
case where I was directly involved as the young UASC was one of my
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clients in my caseload left me with more questions than answers. The experience
itself did not provide me or my colleagues with a direct answer, neither did I try
to address it with a particular fixed mind and opinions, as by doing this I stood
the risk of demonstrating unintentional biases. Therefore, this required the need
to exercise significant critical thinking, reflection and reflexivity around my use
of social media for work purposes. Having mentioned the need for reflexivity in
social work practice, it is also important that in social work practice this is viewed
as a multifaceted concept normally linked to cognate terms for example critical
reflection, reflectivity and critical reflection. Now a universally stated goals
professionals are encouraged to utilise reflection to assist them learn about and
identify ways of developing their practice (Ferguson,2018).
D ’Cruz et al. (2007) highlight that there is a necessity to exercise an additional
understanding of reflexivity in social work practice, where the role of cognition,
self and emotion are subjected to thorough analysis. They further argue that
social workers need to recognise and also reflect on their own individual and
collective fears, anxiety, ambivalence, and most importantly in situations where
a care and control function must be exercised where a statutory remit is imposed.
My engagement with the client information using social media was a thoughtprovoking experience which made me want to investigate more about children
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and young people social workers uses of social media for work purpose. This
being in terms of what could be viewed as ethical or unethical and at the same
time what could be seen as legitimate or illegitimate in relation to social workers
uses of social media for work purposes in a complex social work field and in an
increasingly digitalised society. Drawing from that experience what I realised was
that it made me want to find out more in regards to social workers use of social
media for work purposes and also in cases where consent had not been granted
by the services users to practitioners to access their information using social
media. However, it was highly apparent that from an early onset that there were
serious queries and there existed a lack of clear guidance’s and guidelines in terms
of what social workers were allowed to or not in relation to their use of social
media in practice presented as clouded and intangible.
According to Jackson (2019) and Kirwan (2019) while social media presents
social workers with opportunities to enable them build and strengthen therapeutic
social worker and client relationships, improve practice, support integration and
collaboration, it is evident that research which systematically review and
evaluates the application of social media intervention in social work practice has
been limited.
Interestingly, it was important to note that despite the profession being at a
crossroad in terms of social worker uses of social media for work purposes, in the
current challenges and ambiguities there was an increased appetite from
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social workers for greater and better uses of social media in their daily work. This
is based on evidence that for a majority of social workers argued that having a
better understanding of social media in social work practice would not only
enhance and improve their ability to work with more flexibility, but they felt that
when used effectively, this could be utilised as a tool to enhance and forge better
relationships with service users.
It was also evident that the use of social media has not only transformed how
social worker communicate but also have significantly impacted how and
what data can and should be collected from clients for the purposes of
safeguarding and child protection.
While oral narratives and anecdotal stories highlighted the extensive social
worker use of social media as a way to improve and enhance practice, what I
experienced first-hand was the limited research available which discussed the
wider implications for the social work profession workforce.
As a child welfare practitioner, I felt that that I wanted to have more complete
and an in-depth understanding of the confusion or the difficulties I was
confronting around the complexities of this decision that is to access the client’s
information using social media. For the purposes of enhancing a good practice, I
needed to understand if this was a personal confusion or whether or not it was
being shared by the rest of the professionals, hence my desire to undertake this
ground-breaking research was based on that big question. It was also driven by
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the strong motivation in trying to find out recommendations on how practice
methods could be improved in social work and their use of social media given
these complexities. In trying to look for answers to the complex queries in relation
to social workers use of social media for work purposes these answers were not
forthcoming and through the network developed locally for example by working
closely with colleagues from The British Association of Social Workers (BASW)
and also utilising other International networks developed as a speaker in several
major International Conferences discussing social work practice development
and improvement, those networks over time have also influenced my data
collection and analysis.
1.1 Research question
The study is based on children, young people and families’ social workers use of
social media to engage with client information in England.
1.2 Research aims.
The research’s main aim is to critically and specifically explore how social
workers in children young people and families use or misuse social media and the
effect this has on their practice. This is while social work as practice always tries
to manage and navigate the care and control dilemmas.
Provide a better understanding concerning how children, young people and
family social workers engage with social media in their practice, while making
sense of the complex ethical issues created as a result.
38

 Critically aim to expand knowledge and examine social workers
experiences, thoughts and views around their use of social media for work
purposes.
1.3 Research Objectives
The research objectives will be;
To explore children and young people, social workers use of social media in
exercising what could be termed as the legitimate/illegitimate element of care and
control.
To explore children and young people, social workers’ use of social media in
exercising what could be termed as the ethical or unethical element of care and
control.
To examine the existing tension in terms of policy and legal framework and social
work practice use of social media for work purposes and specifically about
vulnerable children and young people and their families.
Having undertaken the aims and objectives of the research, as a good practice, it
will be necessary to critically analyse the resulting implications for all of these
processes and how this might impact social work practice. This will be in the
provision of timely and effective services to children, young people and their
families (Sage and Sage, 2016).

39

1.4 Theoretical Framework adopted
The theoretical framework used in this study has been derived from Foucault
concept on power. Foucault views suggest that the Panopticon penitentiary
system of governing has become widespread in majority of the western society.
There is a suggestion that Western societies can now be defined by what can be
viewed as a new form of power. This form of power has been termed as a capillary
that has immersed itself into individual’s actions, attitudes, discourses and daily
lives (Galic et al.,2017).
Foucault views, which are as a result of analysis of different institution for
example, school, hospital, military and the factory, suggest that daily processes
and action seem to have adopted the Panoptical ideas of watching and being
watched. In addition, Foucault’s analysis in terms of methodical and objective
observer, suggest that the watcher cannot be seen and there is a possibility of a
constant gaze being adopted. This indicates that similar to the watcher who is
situated in the watchtower, he/she might be in a position to observe everything.
The ability also to store the footage collected by the watcher allows them to
exercise an aspect of ‘omnipresent’, which can be both in space and in time
(Galic et al., 2017). In looking at this from a social work practice perspective,
one can argue that social worker use of social media without the client’s
awareness can be related to watcher who is located in the watchtower. What this
might suggest is that when social worker uses social media for example to
search for client, this is normally undertaken without the knowledge and the
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consent of the client. It is also undertaken in an undisclosed manner. This
allows the watcher who in this case is the social worker to gather and collate
their client information, without their knowledge. The information collected
could then be used in ethical or unethical ways or in legitimate or illegitimate
ways by the social worker. There is also a chance that the social worker can
store the information collected which can also be used later to make decision
related to the welfare of their client.

In addition, Galic et al (2017) suggest that the emergence of social media has
further contributed to the roles of the watcher, the watched and power
relationship in the society to continue being widespread. There is an argument
that individuals are allowing themselves to be watched in a collective and
voluntary manner. This has resulted in Alberchtslund (2008) to come up with
the term ‘participatory surveillance’ At the same time, individuals are also
believed to be watching each other. As a result, one can then argue that
Panopticon as a metaphor has been used in explaining how surveillance has
been applied and what it does. This has led Lyon (2006) to argue that it remains
difficult to ignore some interaction with the Panopticon either in a historically
format or based on present analyses of surveillance. Lyon (2006) points that the
reason behind this is being due to the ever-growing presence of watching and
being watched, which can now be exercised using a variety of new
technologies. Boyd and Ellison (2007) are of the view that social networking
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sites have continued to dominate online activities and as a result creating new
arenas for surveillance. While the high level of surveillance exercised in these
platforms constitute watching and being watched, sharing and being shared,
tracking and being tracked there remains a view that these actions are not entirely
negative.

Therefore, drawing on this feature of a dominant actor, this study views the role
and position of social workers in social work practice as the dominating actors in
the context of the execution of the legal framework guidance and policies.
However, while the law remains unclear in regards to social workers uses of
social media in their practice they are state agents who work on behalf of the
government to implement some of their policy and means of governance. In the
same vein, Smith (2012) is of the views that social workers must be conversant
with these concepts since at times social work practitioners do also find
themselves playing a role in these exclusionary and dominating network forms.
Therefore, it remains vital that social workers need to able to critique these forms
of dominant power not only to minimise their impact but also as a way of
exercising some of its core value in exercising anti-oppressive and antidiscriminatory practice (Dominelli, 2002; Banks, 2008; Smith, 2012). In
discussing the final form of network power ‘network-making power, Smith
(2012) argues that
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this permits the possibility of the exercise of human agency in
constructing, populating and activating new networks in the interests of
specific social groups (p. 5).
What this seems to indicate is the personal dilemma social workers face in
choosing to decide to use social media unethically to get the desired outcome, for
example, the use of social media in child protection cases. Therefore, one can
argue that there is a potential for enabling network making power, with particular
consideration being in terms of how this can inform our ideas concerning ways
social workers might effectively utilise ICT in the network society (Baker et al.,
2014).
Importantly, the key theoretical framework being drawn on this study seems to
also resonate with Foucault’s theory on discourse.
Foucault theory tends to explore the uses and notions of discourse and the regime
surrounding power or knowledge with which then illuminates that power as also
illustrated by Castel acts as a network, which encompasses all individuals
(Feldman, 1997). One can also argue that from a Foucauldian angle power despite
its ability to operate cannot be owned, which then has implications in terms of
researching power in an organisation. As a consequence, the focus moves from
who exercises power and through which formal channels to explore. Moreover,
ways and means in which power operates in the daily routines of an organisation
are also explored. This is
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discussed in daily discourses reproduced and also exercised by individuals and
over others (Valikangas and Seeck, 2011)
This will also be drawn upon from time to time when discussing the social
workers' use of social media in their practice. For example, social workers use of
social media to check on young people could be seen as a power play by the social
workers who represent the state. Therefore, one can suggest that this could be one
way of exercising control over young people by social workers who are in a
position of power. However, there also remains a level of uncertainty and a lack
of clarity among the majority of social workers, for example where a level of
control exercised using social media could be seen as a way of keeping or
protecting children and young people from the risk of harm. This could then be
argued that not all control exercised by social workers using social media could
be seen as illegitimate, and neither could it be seen as unethical, where is has been
undertaken with good intention.
A Foucault view around power is that in a contemporary social relationship, this
is usually exercised everywhere continuously. Moreover, the knowledge one
retains about an individual is constructed as a result of the existing discourses of
the practices stemming out of our relationship with them (Foucault, 1979, p. 80,
as cited in Powell & Khan, 2012).
Correspondingly, in social work practice, it is not uncommon for individuals to
be placed in what could be identified as larger group memberships.
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What this indicates is that social work as a profession works with various groups
of individuals in many varying contexts. These group presents with a complexity
of challenges and at the same time opportunities that may arise as they engage
with social workers, as they are being provided with services.

While in these groups, it is believed that the identity and characteristics of
individuals are shaped and normed based on historical and contemporary
variables. In addition, Dolgoff et al. (2012) comment that the existing power may
be termed as legal, moral or economic. Moreover, these authors argue that
professionals, through the various mean of engagements, portray this power,
which may be presented in different ways. This power may be portrayed in
situations of the face to face interaction; in terms of the relationship between the
social worker and an individual; and between an organisation and individual.
Social work practitioners’ as an agent of the state also retain the ability to control
client’s access to services unless they met certain laid out behavioural
expectations and adherence agreed conditions of the case plans. A failure by the
clients to observe the set-out agreements can lead to already defined
consequences. Therefore, the argument mentioned above illustrates some of the
practical examples of power held by a social worker. The position of power
between the social worker and the clients is also evident within a therapeutic
relationship wherein majority of the cases the professionals will be engaging with
vulnerable clients and in need of services (Dolgoff et al., 2012). Therefore,
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in ensuring that social work as a practice continues to exercise good practice,
there is a need for social work practitioners' when using social media to exercise
a high level of critical reflection when undertaking their duty of care, which can
be seen as ethical and at the same time, can also be viewed as legitimate.
Subsequently, there is an expectation that social workers when using social media
as a mean of exercising social control should observe that this is not turning into
unethical practice. They should also ensure that their practice is within the
outlined legal framework, and therefore it is not illegitimate. This being where
social workers have used social media for practices which could be termed as not
reflecting the set out social work values and principles.
1.5 Summary
The discussion in this section highlights that social worker use of social media
continues to be a highly contested debate which has also brought further
complexity into the profession (Sage and Sage, 2016; Boddy and Dominelli,
2017; Cooner and Beddoe, 2018; Cooner et al., 2019). In turn, social workers
have struggled with the concept of care and control, and arguably it is perhaps
timely, given the current era of fast-paced technological advancements, to explore
the extent to which the adoption of social media contributes to or diffuses the
tension that is inherent in this struggle. Such a greater understanding of the
contribution of social media to social work practice can, in turn, lead to
suggestions about implementing best practices about successfully incorporating
it in social work practice. This could be in terms of being more
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specific about how social workers are to use social media legitimately or
illegitimately for work purposes. There is also a need for national and local
regulations to exercise more clarity in regards to ways and means in which social
media use can be successfully adopted in social work practice. There is also a
need for training and education, reflecting clarity on aspiring social workers and
how they can navigate ethical challenges and dilemmas inherent in the use of
social media in social work practice.
Currently, there has been limited guidance and literature in regards to what could
be viewed as the ethical/legitimate use of social media in exercising the aspect of
care and also what could be viewed as the unethical use of social media in
applying the element of control when engaging with their clients.
Furthermore, this new arena of social media use in social work practice has
further complicated the ethical dilemmas, tension, and challenges in practice. It
is also important to mention that as the data collection in this study was collected
from entire aspects of children and young people services, there were different
challenges, dilemmas and tensions with different areas of practice. Citing an
example from this study, social workers use of social media in the child protection
team was different in comparison to its use in looked after child team or in foster
care. Based on that argument, it is vital to outline that these challenges might be
similar or different based on the various reasons social workers were using their
social media for in their respective teams.

47

This section has provided an insight of children, young people and families’
social workers use of social media in practice and some of the challenges they
have faced as they try to manage and navigate the two concepts of care and control
while being governed by the legal framework. The next section will discuss the
thesis structure.
1.6 Thesis Structure
This section offers the reader a brief overview of what each chapter entails. The
thesis is structured as follows:
Chapter One
This chapter provides the introduction and the justification for the research while
also giving an insight into children young people and families social workers and
their use of social media in practice. It also discusses the main concepts of care
and control in social work practice and briefly explores the theoretical framework
based on the idea Foucault’s views on power.
Chapter Two
This chapter offers a review of the existing literature surrounding concepts such
as care and control. It also presents the current state of the research in the field of
social work and specifically around social work practice with children and young
people. The chapter also discusses closely related areas that the research needed
to consider. Most importantly, the literature review identifies a gap where the
researcher has set out to address and inform on much needed
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evidence. This chapter concludes with an insight into how the identified research
gap has been addressed.
Chapter Three
This chapter provides the contextual background of the study. A key purpose of
this chapter is to provide the reader with a background of the study. The chapter
also ensures that the study has been placed within the large context of the
research. The chapter will also provide the reader with a historical background. It
will also provide a summary of what they already know; before focusing on the
main events of the study.
Chapter Four
This looks at the methodology adopted in the study. It also provides an account
of the research process and journey from the start to the end. It also discusses the
theoretical framework and the research paradigm adopted by the researcher. It
also discusses how the data was collected, the data analysis process, ethical
consideration and some of the overall challenges faced in whole research process.
Chapter Five
This is a significant chapter in this study. It provides an in depth insight into the
findings based on the data collected. A significant aim of this chapter is that it
reports on the findings of the study, which was based upon the selected
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methodology or methodologies applied in the information gathering process. The
findings have been presented in a logical sequence while being observant of any
cases of potential bias or interpretation
Chapter Six
This chapter offers a discussion aimed at demonstrating some of the original
contribution made to the existing knowledge. It also highlights some of the
significant findings or results for future research. It also provides the reader with
a careful examination of the study findings, which fail to support or partially
support the study hypothesis.
Chapter Seven
This chapter provides the conclusion to the study and presents a highlight of the
key findings. It also identifies the scope for future research. Discusses the
limitation of the study, implication for practice and the recommendations.
CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW
This chapter will provide the reader with an overview of current knowledge
concerning social worker’s use of social media for work purposes. It will also
allow the researcher to identify relevant theories, methods and the existing gap in
the literature about what could be termed as the ethical or unethical and legitimate
or illegitimate use of social media by social workers (while also trying to juggle
the concept of care and control). The chapter will also outline and also explore
means utilised in collecting evaluating and in the analysis of
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the current publications, for example, journal articles, books and studies
conducted that discuss or relate to the research question.
2.1 Introduction
According to Ricciardelli et al. (2020), a fundamental mission of the social work
profession has been to support individuals’ wellbeing and in assisting in meeting
their basic human needs. It is believed that social work also aims at empowerment
and meeting the needs of people in society; irrespective of their needs, whether
they are oppressed, vulnerable or living in poverty. Social work’s professional
continued focus on the wellbeing of individuals within a social context has always
been a historical and critical defining feature of practice. At the same time,
fundamental to social work remains its attention to addressing the environmental
forces that contribute to and create individual problems. In many ways, social
work’s overall aim is embroiled within this challenge to address the problems that
arise out of a range of societal forces; including this research’s focus on social
media use. Social work is a helping profession with elements of statutory powers
and control. At the same time, it is a profession that is heavily influenced by the
political nature of social work. Bar-On (2002), suggests that social work as a
practice is viewed as inherently political and a profession with a lot of power.
Therefore, it remains essential that social work practitioners should be able to
understand the effects of power not only within the structures that they work but
also in the society as at large.
One can argue that the public and the political concept are rarely explored in
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their own right. Despite that, the two assumes a significant role based on the fact
that it is on behalf of the two constituencies that the social work profession seems
to operate. Social work profession critical approaches have also outlined and
emphasised that social workers and service users have always remained opposite
each other in terms of experience, interest, and power access (Healy, 2000).
Social media has become an essential part of all our lives, and for social workers,
it offers an opportunity to form better relationships with service users and it also
being used as a tool to protect people vulnerable to exploitation. However, it can
also cause social workers to cross-relationship boundaries and to use social media
as a surveillance tool (Bryne et al., 2019; Cooner et al., 2019). The new era of
digital technology and the use of smartphones has also permeated into social work
services and practice in different ways that allow new kinds of access and
communication with clients through the use of social media (Breyette and Hill,
2010).
While using the concept of care and control as a lens, this review will consider
how social workers are using social media in their practice, how they are
navigating ethical issues and whether their use or misuse of social media can be
perceived as legitimate (ethical) or illegitimate (unethical). The review will also
look at the current discourse around the use of social media within a professional
context, particularly in the social work profession.
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There has been a growth in current literature with regards to how children and
family social worker’s practice might be viewed by existing and potential service
users on social media (British Association of Social Workers, BASW, 2012;
Stanfield and Beddoe, 2016; Ballantyne et al., 2017; Cooner and Beddoe, 2019).
However, there is currently no study that has examined in depth how social work
professionals are using social media in their daily practice as an online
surveillance tool. This is where social workers are using clients’ information
available online to monitor them. Equally, Sage and Sage (2016), while observing
client assessments, pinpoint that there is a dearth of research with regards to how
social media is used to inform social work practice decisions. Social work as a
practice has only recently started to examine the use of social media; with the
belief that this has now "crept'’ into practice and has also played a part in
revolutionising communication between practitioners and their clients (Mishna et
al., 2012; Cooner et al., 2019). According to Reamer (2013) and Garrett (2005),
this transformation of social work practice, which has also led to the widespread
use of social media by social workers has raised several ethical issues. These
include concerns around the client and professional confidentiality, privacy,
professional and personal boundaries, dual relationship, service termination, the
debate around the private and public, safeguarding and protection and research
evidence (Reamer, 2013; Mishna et al., 2014)
In contrast, while practitioners seem to have identified ethical issues surrounding
the use of online media, there is a lack of clarity for example
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surrounding social workers use of social media for work purposes and in
exercising the aspect of care and control, in what could be termed as both ethical
and unethical ways and also legitimate and illegitimate ways.
2.2(I) Legal Framework informing Practice
Additionally, while offering their services, children, young people and families'
social workers do undertake their practice within a legislative framework, which
is the Children Act (1989) Children Act (2004), Human Rights Act (1998) and
under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (Braye
and Preston Shoot, 2006; Brammer, 2010).
In reviewing the legislative framework, it is worth noting that the UNCRC (1989)
undertakes a vital role in setting out social, economic, political, civil, and cultural
rights of every child and young person regardless of their race or abilities.In
addition, the Human Rights Act (1998) under article 8 provides an individual with
a right to respect for one’s private and family life, which includes an individual’s
home and his or her correspondence. Consequently, it also important to mention
that the Human Rights Act (1998) under Article 3, which is an absolute right state
that no person should be subject to inhumane and degrading treatment. While
Article 8, as already mentioned, provides an individual with the right to private
and family life, it is important to mention that this is a qualified right. This entails
that a public authority can in some cases interfere with an individual right to
private and public life, where this is in the best interest of the wider society
(Brammer,2010) For example interference
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with a parent's right to private life and family life may be permissible to (protect
children and young people from abuse or neglect). Again, such action should also
be seen as ‘proportionate’ what this means is that it should be appropriate and no
more than necessary with the intention to address the problem in question.
The effect of The Act will be considered while discussing the use of social media
by social workers’ and its overall implications to social work practice. In addition,
the relationship between a client’s human rights, anti-oppressive practice and
anti-discriminatory practice will also be explored from a client’s professional
relationship context.
It is also important to mention the existence of the Investigatory Power Act (IPA,
2016), which is a legal framework enacted in 2000 to govern the interception and
use of electronic communications. The IPA 2016 replaces the Regulation of
Investigatory Powers Act (RIPA 2000). RIPA 2000 was explicitly designed to
take into account the growing significance around the use of the Internet and the
application of secure encryption in electronic communication. RIPA also
governed the use of covert surveillance by public bodies, which in this case might
include the monitoring and interception of private communication between
individuals. Examples of this communications include the use of phone calls,
emails and most recently, the use of social media.
Another point worthy of note is that under guidance on the RIPA 2000, social
workers were only allowed to view client’s social media account only once.
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Thereafter, social workers are required to seek permission for any repeat viewing
or where there is a need for further continued surveillance (Cooner et al., 2019).
In addition, The Data Protection Act (DPA 2018) plays a significant role in terms
of social workers’ use of client information accessed via social media, as this
legislation controls how one’s personal information is used. It also discusses the
client's right to ask for access to the information an organisation holds about them.
The DPA. (2018) acts as the UK’s implementation of the General Data
Regulation (GDPR) 2018, and it is on this basis that most social workers now
operate.
In practice, social work organisations have prepared online ethical guidelines for
social media use. For example, in England, The British Association of Social
Work social media policy (2012), suggest that social workers should encourage
and exercise positive use of social media in practice. This is while observing the
set values and principles of the Code of Ethics policy (BASW, 2012).
In comparison, other countries for example in Australia, the Australian
Association of Social Workers (AASW) updated its practice standards to suggest
that social work practitioners must observe and identify ethical considerations
concerning the use of online communication and social media (AASW, 2013a
p.15). In the United States, the National Association of Social Work (NASW) and
the Association of Social Work (ASWB) have recently
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updated their use of technology standards. These standards have centred on
cultural and technical competence, confidentiality and privacy and the need to
exercise clear documentation and risk management to deal with changes in online
management (NASW, 2018). However, a significant problem experienced in
British social work practice is that the practice standards have continued to lag
behind despite the rapid acceleration and growth of online social media, which
has left digital gaps that need filling (Voshel and Wesala, 2015).
It is evident, therefore, that the use of social media by social workers to engage
with their clients with a view to improving outcomes has further heightened and
complicated the care and control dilemma. The next section will explore the two
concepts of care and control as presented in social work practice and also in
relation to how social workers while using social media tries to juggle the two
concepts.
2.2 Debate surrounding the care and control dilemma in social work
practice
Social workers in England have always been faced with the challenge of
balancing the rights of the clients they represent so as they can fulfil their wishes.
They also undertake the State’s responsibility in terms of offering protection to
vulnerable individuals. In undertaking this role, the social worker does, at a time,
restrict the rights and liberty of other individuals (Horner 2003).
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In addition, Simpson (2017), suggests that a significant element of social
workers’ role is to balance the needs, rights, responsibilities and resources of
people with those of the broader community. This is while they continue to
provide their clients with appropriate levels of support, advocacy, care protection
and control.
According to Siden (2016), balancing of care and control in social work practice
can also be related to balancing the needs and risk of a client. As a consequence
of this, social work as a practice is viewed as a robust process-based profession
on the views that needs and risks and the social ideas around the two tend to
rapidly evolve over a certain period of time.
As a result, Siden (2016) points out that care has to be exercised to help address
any emerging assumption and also to grant practitioners a chance to seek
supervision and support in their daily practice. Social workers and social services
agencies have always worked in what is identified as the risk business. Their roles
in this risk business entail managing, negotiating, assessing and working with
risk-related cases in their daily practice. In addition, they also have a
responsibility and a duty in their decision-making process about the lives of
vulnerable children and adults; with a cautious approach being exercised on the
decisions being made as they can have an impact on their clients and their family
life and human rights (Stanley, 2013; Warner, 2013). Social workers have been
known to act on behalf of the State with a duty to reinforce and implement the
set rules and policies; where the rights of vulnerable adults and
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children to be free from harm and abuse are enshrined in convention and law
(UNCRC; Human Rights Act (1989); Children Act (1989).
2.2 (I) Risk vs Control vs Care
In exploring risk in this context can be interpreted as a measure to control and
mitigate future uncertainties (Stanley, 2018). Moreover, this might also seem to
indicate that state intervention by social workers is being accepted as a legitimised
through what has been termed as reified concerns about risk (Stanley, 2013). It is
also evident that social workers have found themselves caught in a situation
where they are torn between professional obligations versus promoting
individuals’ human rights and social justice. The dilemma inherent in this dual
relationship is the question of whether social workers can be agents of a
surveillance state. In looking at this argument from a Foucault idea of panopticon
Stein (2016) argues that while Foucault views have been that panoptic
surveillance remains present in physical institutions for example schools,
factories, prisons, hospital and the military, there is a suggestion that panopticism
is now being used as a framework for analysing the use of social networking sites.
Stein (2016) further argues that the panopticon exercises asymmetric surveillance
and at the same time asymmetric power. What this seems to suggest is that while
guards can potentially be viewing individual and monitoring majority of the
prisoners, this does not apply to the prisoner, as they are not in a position to see
the guards. This illuminates that power was omnipresent or ubiquitous,
highlighting that it is always visible, but not to
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individuals who were being monitored or being surveyed. In relating these views
to social worker use of social media for work purposes, one can argue that where
social worker exercises online monitoring or online surveillance of the clients,
majority of them were not aware that they were being monitored through the
information they had posted on social media. The presence of this information,
which was available on social media was also accessible by social workers.
However, the majority of the clients could not identify if they were being watched
or not by their social workers.
In addition, social workers are now being responsible for framing children to be
seen or labelled as being problematic and therefore likely to engage or to be the
cause of risky behaviours before they have been involved in anything harmful
(Stanley, 2018).
Therefore, there is a requirement for social workers to always balance the needs
and risks of their client by aiming to clearly indicate how and why social activities
may be operating on a continuum between care and control.
However, some commentators are of the view that the increasing emphasis in
England with regards to children and young people social workers’ roles in
safeguarding children, young people and even adults viewed as a risk or at risk of
significant harm; entails that there is seem to be more emphasis on protecting
children and young people than the adults (Moriaty et al., 2015; Asquith et al.,
2015). Based on that argument, what this might then indicate is that while
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safeguarding in some cases might be about care, it is also might as well be about
control.
2.2 (II) Care
Caring as one of the primary roles of social work practitioners is viewed to be
central to their professional practice while social work has in various occasions
also been grouped along with other human services as one of the caring
professions like for example nursing. Currently, with particular consideration to
the modern-day context of work with children and families, social work
practitioners have found themselves engaging in practices that can present to be
in contradiction of the care work (Scourfield and Welsh, 2003). It is important to
highlight that along with other previously mentioned professions who explicitly
state that client care should be at the centre of their professional practice; one can
suggest that social work as a practice has historically been involved in intervening
on behalf of its vulnerable clients (Horner, 2012). This intervention has not only
been in the lives of those facing social problems but also in other clients who have
been constructed by others to be socially problematic. As a result, social workers
are faced with the responsibility of trying to regulate and at the same time control
specific areas of client’s social life as experienced by those in their care (Rodgers,
1988).
Dickens (2011 p.35) states that ‘whatever the social conditions, political
circumstances and organisational arrangements, social workers still have to
balance the care and control element in their work. He further suggests that
61

while engaging with clients, social workers are faced with challenges surrounding
empowerment and protection, support and surveillance. In addition, they face the
tension of working for change in individuals and society, and also undertake
preventive work; they also have to balance the wishes and needs of service users
with their needs and abilities, the interests of others and legal duties.
It is believed that the existing tension between care and control has been endemic
to social work practice (Parton, 2014). One can argue that balancing the two
imperatives of care and control has continued to remain one of the central
professional challenges for the majority of social workers (Dickens, 2006). For
social work practitioners, their professional codes of practice and values require
them to care for individuals who are vulnerable at or at risk, suffering or likely to
suffer significant harm (Brammer, 2010; Munro, 2010; Payne, 2014). These
caring components of social work suggest that the social work practitioner is
required to exercise elements of social justice, empowerment, empathy,
advocacy, relationship-based practice client-social worker collaboration,
provision of effective, timely services, support and also the component of
safeguarding (Payne, 2014; Walsh, 2014; Barsky, 2019). In addition, there is a
debate that social work is supposed to be a caring, compassionate profession
(Orme, 2002; Parton, 2003). However, on occasion, this element of caring has
been viewed to be intruding into clients lives or by
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being over therapeutic leading to crossing of boundaries, coercion and into
friendship (Cheers,1998; Green, 2003; O’Leary et al., 2012; Reamer, 2013).
In discussing how social workers portrayed the element of care through the use
of social media; one can argue that where social workers had used social media
for ethical purpose for example as a vehicle for communication with children
young people and families, this could be seen as ethical. It could also be seen as
legitimate where it has been exercised within the stipulated legal framework and
undertaken to improve client’s outcome. However, when care becomes overinvolvement by social workers, this will be seen as a poor practice which could
also lead to a breach of confidentiality, privacy and boundary-crossing. Having
discussed the element of care and how this is presented in social work practice,
the next part will now discuss how the element of control is portrayed.
2.2 (III) Control.
On the other hand, in discussing control, in social work practice there is a lack of
clear statutory guidelines in which social workers need to follow while using
social media in practice. Braine and Broek (2017), argue that
state control is not exclusively negative, and it can be used positively
in the promotion of social cohesion, transparent corporate
governance, prevent abuse or in deterring of fraudulent misuse of
public fund. In terms of the controlling component in social work
practice, from a social work practice view here, you
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have the clients presenting with challenging behaviours that can be
termed as problematic (p.128).
Furthermore, there is also the challenge of managing risks and the duty to
intervene in the private sphere of family life, which might be termed as justifiable
(Houlgate,1998). This is based on the argument that social workers have to
protect the client from risk (Munro, 2010; Parton, 2010). However, Dicken (2006)
argues that balancing the care and control concept has always remained a core
component of social work practice. This is as a result of the adjustments to the
political context, legal mandate and the existing professional standards.
Furthermore, balancing the concept can also be understood as an element of
balancing risk and need, which remains a dynamic process in society. At times,
this can also create tension in terms of whom the practitioner will be focusing on
that is the parent or the child (Buck, 2014; Fargion;2014).
Reading (2005) suggests that this then creates another debate in the sense that
policies and law, which seem to affect children and families, should also exercise
an element of sensitivity to the rights of all members of the family. As a result,
this should strive to strike an appropriate balance where there is a likelihood of
generating conflict. Therefore, what this suggests is that legislations and policies,
which are emanating from the government, must be able to assume proper regard
to children rights. It then seems to advocate that while the government through
its social workers must provide proper regard to
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children rights, they must also balance in a way that they are not ignoring the
rights of the parents and other members of the family (Buck,2014).
This is why state intervention into a client and private family life has always
seemed to serve what has been termed as a dual function (Moriarty et al., 2015).
This further causes conflict between the duty to intervene as outlined in Children
Act (1989) and the Right to private life and protection from inhumane treatment
as stipulated in the Human Rights Act (1998) (Reading, 2005). Consequently,
how to balance the individual rights with what could be viewed as the collective
wider society seems to cause further tension in regards to the two concepts of care
and control. Simpson (2017) while commenting on the complicated nature facing
social work as a profession is of the views that formula responses do not equip
social workers as a profession in dealing with care and control complexities.
Therefore, this results in the profession being caught in the middle. Reading
(2005) acknowledges that there will be situations in which the promotion of
individual rights of children must be overlooked for the public interest.
An example of this is highlighted in s.25 of Children Act (1989) when dealing
with secure accommodation and in the context of the domestic violence
legislation under the Family Act 1996-part IV (Houlgate,1998; Brammer, 2010).
What this seems to highlight is that there will be times when the two concepts of
care and control might need to be implemented simultaneously. However, this is
not always a straightforward exercise as there will be a time
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when the two ideas of care and control might contradict each other. Therefore,
this suggests that in some situations, even in the face of legislation, children
interest might not be expressed to be paramount. As a result, the rights become
outweighed by other interests (Houlgate,1998 Buck, 2014). For example, this can
also occur in such situations where the interest of one child in a family may be
viewed to conflict, with the attention of others. It is, therefore, evident that social
work as a professional practice has always been at the heart of these complex,
contradictory pressures. Banks (2001, p.16) identifies the ambivalent role that
social workers assume in society both as expressing society altruism (care) and
enforcing societal norms or the expected society norms (control). This doubleedged role is enacted in the majority of the areas of social work practice and has
been particularly apparent to child protection and in mental health. In addition, it
is believed that this tension has continued to escalate as the role of social workers
was and continues to be reshaped since 1980. This makes social workers to
increasingly assume the role of gatekeeper to the resources.
Issues and problems surrounding social workers in balancing the care and control
aspects of their role has been highlighted in the debates around interventions and
support. In support of this argument, several child death inquiries have been
mentioned. Simpson (2017) discusses recent serious case review, which involved
Wolverhampton Children services where the actions of the mother violent partner
resulted in the death of a child. While the review
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highlighted the perennial problem where practitioners failed in working together
effectively, and failure for information sharing; a unique feature highlighted by
the reviewers and as part of the recommendation is that child welfare practitioner
when conducting assessments and reassessment of vulnerable families they may
consider including internet and social media checks. Simpson (2017) further
highlights that this would be fundamental in enhancing and in triangulating of
information provided by parents or the primary care givers.
At the time of these serious incidents, the media, the public, and the government
response to social work as a practice were have been both the ‘too little too late
too much too soon’. In the same debate, the too little too late subject has been on
the fore again. This being about the Climbie Enquiry (Laming, 2003).
Parton (2002; 2010) argues that the continued preoccupation with the concept of
risk has played a significant role towards social workers involved in the auditing
and also in the budgetary control as well. This has been while at the same time
shaping their position concerning individual casework practice.
Parton (1996) argues that
as the clients or as the individual needs increases and as the inequalities
become wider. Therefore, risks then tend to become the significant
criterion, which is adopted in the targeting of scarce resources, protecting
the most vulnerable and at-risk and making professionals and agencies
accountable (p.104).
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Consequently, Manthorpe and Bradley (2002, p.281) also point to the dilemma
which is created by social workers role in cases for example in means-testing
when they the practitioners’ act within the local authorities’ requirements, many
of which simultaneously have placed poverty on their corporate agenda’. What
this indicates is that this twin role of defining the deserving and the undeserving
need while at the same time controlling resources is viewed as an essential aspect
in terms of care and control functions. The arguments being that majority of the
service users are seen as poor with low social status. They also seem to lack the
power of an agency or over the situation (Becker and McPherson, 1988). What
this does then is to take on an element, which is related to as an act of coercion.
Payne (1997), suggests that
clients are involuntary if they feel at a disadvantage or oppressed in any
form of relationship even though they retain it because they get something
out of it (p.19)
The code of practice also calls upon the practitioners to enable service users to
exercise control over their own lives, as highlighted in BASW (2012). Social
workers should ensure that they are respecting clients’ inherent dignity and selfworth. They are observing the client's right to self-determination while promoting
and supporting their right to make their own choices and decisions. In addition,
Thompson (2016) suggests that through exercising critical reflection, this would
be fundamental in ensuring social workers actions should

68

be irrespective of their values, and life choice. They should also ensure that
their actions do not threaten the rights, safety, and legitimate interests of others.
Having explored the element of control briefly as presented in social work
practice in linking this debate to the use of social media in practice, one can
suggest that poor social work practice will be portrayed by the social workers
when control becomes a misuse of power and surveillance. However, it is still
evident that while there continues to be extensive use of social media in its
current landscape; there is still a lack of an in-depth understanding and a lack of
guidance and support in regards to ways of improving and enhancing social
media in current social work practice. There is also a dearth in research
discussing the broader implication for the use of social media in current social
work.
2.2 (IV) Care and control dilemmas/ tensions
The challenges of social media use in child welfare have continued to be a
prevalent issue in the current social work practice field. In trying to balance the
needs and rights of children and their safety and well-being, social workers are
faced with constant tensions between child safety (care) and child well-being
(control) (Sage and Sage, 2016). As a result, a social worker must do all that is
possible with a view of assessing risks to a child, while also deciding on a familycentred approach that is aimed at promoting the family wellbeing (Spratt, 2001).

69

According to Sage and Sage (2016) the tension and dilemma that exist between
the care and control illuminate that given a risk-focused orientation, children and
young people social workers should ensure that they are thorough in their family
assessment. They do also need to explore any resources available, which also
include the ethical use of social media. Based on this argument, client privacy and
confidentiality are then viewed as secondary to children and young people safety
from this lens. However, when considering this from a child- centred – model
Fargion (2014) argues that parental support, family strength, engagement, trust
and relationship building are termed as more central. While discussing the use of
social media in child welfare practice, it can be suggested that where a client finds
out about a social media search conducted by their social worker, this may be
viewed as a boundary violation and may be seen to be a disruptive action towards
the goals set related to family engagement. Client’s may also view this as a breach
of their privacy and confidentiality (Reamer, 2013; Mishna et al., 2014; Boddy
and Dominelli, 2017; Reamer, 2017). What this lens seems to suggest is that there
are instances in which social workers might avoid social media searches in
situations where social media might lack a clear role to undertake in regards to
child well-being and safety (Sage and Sage, 2016). On the other hand, social
workers have also utilised several opportunities, which exist for the familycentred use of social media. For example, the peer support or use of social media
for direct contact with foster parents is also viewed as a highlight of social media
use by social workers
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(Dodsworth et al., 2013). Based on the discussion above and while arguing from
a care and control concept, one can suggest that social workers were using social
media for various purposes in their line of duty.
This literature review will now summarise the current evidence with regards to
how social workers use social media in England.
2.3 Literature Review Process
This section will highlight the process followed in reviewing the literature. It will
include the search strategy used, the search terms and the sources used, and the
sources utilised to locate the research. The steps followed in accessing and
appraising the literature will also be further elaborated.
2.4 Search Strategy
A systematic approach was adopted to support the searching for relevant literature
linked to the study. The systematic approach included a search of Applied Social
Science Index and Abstracts, MEDLINE, CINAHL, EMBASE EBSCO database
host, Web of Science, Psychology abstract, Media Complete, and Academic
Studies and Academic Search Premier and PsycINFO. There were other
databases and search engine used in this study. These included the use of Scopus,
The University of Bedfordshire online search tool Discover and Zetoc, which is
a database with a current awareness service. This informs an individual through
email each time a new data is loaded. In identifying the three databases, Scopus,
which is an abstract and indexing databases with full-text links, was also used. A
key feature to the use of Scopus is that it links both the
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citing and the cited documents, allowing the researcher to move back and forth,
while in search of relevant literature. Scopus also allowed the researcher access
to the citation information, and this included the articles, which cite other
materials. The use of Scopus allowed the researcher to search for particular
authors or affiliation, which gave detailed information about the author or where
there was an affiliation document indexed by Scopus. However, Scopus had its
limitations, and these include the researcher, for example, being unable to add
any publication not indexed in Scopus.
Despite not being regularly used by many in the field of social science research,
Zetoc as a search database, assumed a significant role as it provided the researcher
with current awareness, by sending emails to the researcher matching his search
criteria. This database helped in alerting the researcher, whenever any new article
or articles, including conference proceedings related to the study subject, was
released.
Despite using the databases as mentioned above, the researcher also directly
accessed some of the journal articles. An example of this was the use of The
Journal of Technology in Human Services. The main aim behind this is was to
ensure that no relevant studies were being missed. This supports a point raised by
Aveyard (2010), which suggests that there remains a possibility that the
researcher might lose some studies where keywords that are only specific to the
research question have been applied. As a result of this, the researcher also
explored studies from other fields, for example, youth work, psychology,
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business studies and nursing which had some similarity and would be relevant to
the researcher's study.
Google Scholar, despite at times being overlooked; was identified as a good
source of literature identification. As an academic search engine, it was
significant in the provision of several citations received by each article from all
other indexed items regardless of their source (Orduna-Malea et al., 2017). One
can argue that this has been a vital aspect in regards to its application in academic
assessment, more so in humanities and social science (Orduna-Malea et al.,
2017). Consequently, the use of Google scholar supported the identification of
relevant literature and has also been effective in search of grey literature, despite
being criticised for the lack of ability in the provision of a wider range of literature
as compared to other search engines. As a result, google scholar has been termed
as a less effective search engine (Haddaway et al.,2015).
The University of Bedfordshire Discover allowed the researcher to exercise a
single search to most of the electronic sources and the library catalogues
simultaneously (UOB.2018). However, one of its limitations is that it does not
include other databases that the University library has subscribed to. The search
for literature was limited to the years between 2004 until Feb 2020. The searches
began by first identifying the aim of the study again, identification of the title,
keywords then synonyms, which also allowed the researcher to formulate a
search plan. The searches conducted were also expanded to apply
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equivalent subjects and related words. This was to enable some of the synonyms
of these terms to be incorporated. Hand searching of the reference list was also
exercised to ensure that no article or reference that was likely to contain rich data
was overlooked or completely missed.
Moreover, this was also meant to ensure that more additional papers would be
retrieved. According to Armstrong et al., (2005), hand searching can prove
beneficial when undertaking a literature review, as some studies may not be
correctly identified by study design. Therefore, there is a possibility they might
be missed when applying an electronic searching process.
The researcher also independently searched the abstracts of the retrieved papers
to ensure their eligibility. This was done before examining the full-text article or
those deemed as relevant to the study. However, a cautious approach should be
adopted and exercised where the researcher only reads the abstract, as there is a
possibility of missing some key data, which may be hidden in the article body. It
is argued that researchers searching for full text are more likely to retrieve
relevant data, in comparison to when searching and reading the abstract only (Lin,
2009). Any suitable data retrieved at this stage was put in a table format, while
also taking a keen observation to avoid being biased. Simundic (2013) suggests
that bias in research can be present in both intentionally and unintentionally
means. As a result, this leads to a false conclusion, which can also be potentially
misleading.
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Accordingly, it remains unethical and immoral for a researcher to carry out a
biased study. In helping to mitigate this, the researcher has a responsibility in
ensuring that potential sources of bias and undertake in a study have been
addressed. This is intending to reduce any potential deviation from the facts of
the research. Furthermore, where the risks of bias have been mitigated, this also
helps in increasing the credibility of the study.
Additionally, grey literature which refers to a broader range of publication that is
not in the form of books or journal articles was also included. The inclusion of
grey literature in a literature search helps in reducing positive publication bias,
they may present government or other official policies, they may be more detailed
than conventional books or articles, and they may also provide a range of
information, which may not be present in published journals (Adams et al., 2016).
Grey literature was searched using other open grey libraries, other previously
written PhDs, Web of Science Collection Index, Government Website,
Government child welfare organisation both private and public Other Educational
institutions, Academic Organisation, UNICEF Organisation (together with
partners of Child Online Protection Initiative). It can also be suggested that due
to a large amount of grey literature, for example, European Space Research
Organisation ESRO, (2016), Ralling, (2015), Palmer, (2015; 2004) ;(U.K.)
Council for Child Internet Safety, (2015) that has been written recently in regards
to this subject, it was important that the search was limited to
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the beginning of 2004. As reported by the Office of the National Statistics
O.N.S. (2019), of the entire household in Great Britain, 93% of them had access
to the Internet in 2019. This was a rise of 3% in comparison to last year (2018)
and a further increase of 23% over the previous ten years, which is the year
(2008).
As a result, articles retrieved, which were before 2004, were viewed as less
valuable in the understanding of the current trends. In total, this search was able
to retrieve 148 articles related to social work and social media results. Applying
the inclusion and exclusion criteria where the title and the abstract of the paper
were considered narrowed the number down further. (See appendices for Table Y
for Prism Chart)
The use of Boolean Operators' AND and OR was also applied during the
searches. This was essential in directing the search towards the desired area in the
databases, for example, EBSCO. These Operators are termed as conjunctions
used to combine or exclude keywords during a search, which results in more
focused and productive results. The key advantage of these actions is that it aids
in saving time while eliminating inappropriate hits that might entail being
scanned before discarding (Moule et al., 2016). Truncation technique, which is
also known as stemming, was used to broaden the search to include different
words endings and some spellings. The use of truncation allowed the databases
used to return any results that included any of the root words, for example, child*child, children, childhood, children.
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Other databases selected included the CINAHL, PsycINFO, Sociological
Abstracts, Willey Online, Web of Science. The search for literature was expanded
to apply equivalent subjects and other related words, which would allow the
synonyms of these terms to be included.
The keywords used included the main keywords of the research study social
work, social media care and control and client information. As a result, it was
necessary while conducting the searches to apply a combination of these main
keywords. (For a list of keywords used, please refer to Table 2.1 in the
appendices). The literature search also adopted the process of snowballing
technique, where some identified articles were found to be missing from the
databases search but had been referenced and also appeared in the reference list
(Badampudi et al.,2015).
Therefore, the inclusion and exclusion criteria were also exercised to ensure that
the researcher remained focused on the question the study aimed to address. It
also helped in preventing bias from the selection of studies, based on the fact that
the set criteria usually are outlined before the start of the literature search. Again,
this is done before the onset of the including and excluding process. This ensures
that only papers relevant to the study were included in the literature review.
Therefore, articles were included if the conducted research explored children and
young people and their social workers use of social media and the Internet and
the criteria used is discussed further in the next section.
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2.5 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
The studies evaluated discussed social work practice covering issues arising from
the use of social media by children and young people under the age of 18. This
means that the only research selected were those discussing children and young
defined as those under 18. This is based on the UNCRC definition of a child as a
person who is below the age of 18 years. The papers were included if they
discussed both ethical and unethical use of social media in exercising the element
of care and control. Articles were included if they had used a recognised research
method in their data collection process and were addressing the use of social
media or information technology in social work practice. The collected article
could be accessed free online through the University of Bedfordshire databases,
and the article was published between the year 2004 and 2019.
Papers were also considered for inclusion if they were only peer-reviewed journal
articles strictly written in English.
A key advantage of using peer-reviewed articles is that they offer a trusted form
of scientific communication. While it has been argued that scientific knowledge
retains the aspect of being cumulative and builds on itself, this element of trust
remains particularly important in research (Kelly et al., 2014). This is because
they had been subjected to vigorous research and reviewed by a panel of expert.
In addition, papers, which reported a particular outcome of interest in a way that
was consistent and appropriate with the research principles, were included.
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Papers were also excluded if they only focused on social media use in social work
education; again, they were omitted if they did not discuss the use of social media
by children, young people and family social workers.
In addition, articles were excluded in cases where their main focus was addressing
social work engagement with the online risks to children and young people's
welfare and wellbeing without reference to social media use. In articles where the
term "technology" "Internet' "Web" "Virtual" "Online" "Virtual" or social media
was missing, it was viewed that this did not meet the inclusion criteria and so
were excluded. Consequently, it was also very likely that social media did not
then occupy a core position, and therefore, these papers were excluded. Studies
touching on Web 1.0 without direct relation to social work practice and the use
of social media were not considered. Papers were also not considered if they did
not discuss anything related to the use of social media in social work practice or
where children and young people use of social media had not been mentioned.
2.6 Critical Appraisal
This is an integral part of a literature review as it involves the process of judging
and analysing the validity and quality of a research article or paper. Critical
appraisal allows the researcher to undertake a careful and systematic examination
of the research evidence retrieved to judge its trustworthiness, relevance and
value in a study (Mhaskar,2009; Aveyard, 2010).
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The key features to consider while undertaking this process is trying to identify
if the paper considered for review have fulfilled these elements


The study is valid



What are the results presented



Are the results significant



Are the results applicable

In helping the researcher to achieve this, the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme
(CASP) was applied. This tool has ten questions, which helped to evaluate the
research papers. A significant advantage of using CASP as an appraisal tool is
that it could evaluate both qualitative and quantitative research. Therefore, this
worked well for the researcher as he was using a mixed-method approach for his
study. In using CASP as an analysis tool, the first two screening questions were
significant. If the answer to the first two questions is yes this then allowed the
researcher to proceed with the remaining eight questions with a view to assess the
study (CASP, 2018). More importantly, prompts are provided with each given
question. The significance of this is that it reminds the CASP user the importance
of the question being addressed. Another key advantage of using the CASP tool
is that it allows the researcher to focus on studies, which match the criteria, laid
out for the systematic review. Having undertaken the search for literature the
researcher settled for 17 articles, which he felt that they directly discussed social
workers use of social media in their practice.
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2.7 Critique of the Literature
This section will now consider key themes arising from the evaluation of the
literature. It will include a discussion of the 17 reviewed articles which were
viewed as relevant to the study after having been subjected to the critical analysis
process. Key themes identified will also be discussed in this section below
2.8 The use of social media as an information-gathering tool rather than a
social tool
According to Parton (2008), the digital transformation in social work practice has
resulted in the practice to shift from social to informational. One can relate this
argument to the current nature of children, young people and families’ social
work practice and the knowledge, which informs and characterises it has adopted
a drastic change in its ways of operating. This indicates that the practice appears
to be less concerned with the relationship forming and the social dimension of
social work practice to a more informational orientated practice (Parton, 2008).
Additionally, it seems that the primary focus of most social work agencies is now
more concerned with sharing, collating and monitoring of their clients’
information. Therefore, one can suggest that child welfare agency seems to be
more concerned with the individuals with whom their clients’ get in to contact
with, both directly and indirectly. Increasingly, they have adopted these measures
as a means of accounting for their own decision and interventions when engaging
with their clients’, other professionals and
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agencies with whom they work. (Jackson, 2019; Cooner et al., 2019). This also
includes other agencies in which they work in partnership with for service
provision to their clients. At the same time, the importance of digital technology,
including the use of social media in social work practice, is rapidly growing.
These new activities seem to have adopted a much higher relevance, with the pace
of change reported as dramatic (Mishna et al., 2014).
This view is evidenced by Stayeart and Gould (2009) who suggests that within
this close relationship with individuals is replaced by a more distant concern with
subject reconstituted as the aggregation of the data held about them. (p.741).
2.8 (I) The use of social media and a need for professional accountability
According to Munro (2004), there is an expectation that social work
professionals should adopt more formal methods in demonstrating their
effectiveness. As previously reported by Kline and Preston-Shoot (2012) and
Moriarty (2013) since the 1970s, several political, economic and social evolutions
have increased the demand for accountability in social work practice. A study by
Mishna et al. (2012) using focus group and interviews (mixed- method approach)
involving 15 social work practitioners found that the continued digital
transformation had led to the use of social media creeping into social work
practice. Additionally, the study reported that the use of online communication,
including social media, had become so entrenched in practice that it could not go
unnoticed. This had also led to an expected rise in demand
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and use of digital technology as a tool to enhance professional accountability and
efficiency gains. Similarly, a study by Goldkind et al. (2016) involving 371 social
workers and conducted using online questionnaires, found that there was a need
for social workers to be allocated more resources, which could be used to support
digital technology adoption in current social work practice. More important is
that they would also be significant in supporting the use of social media in
exercising professional accountability and efficiency gains. As the use of social
media has also been seen as another tool in assisting professionals to exercise
accountability when engaging with clients the two studies Mishna et al. (2012)
and Goldkind et al. (2016) are relevant here based on the fact they are discussing
the care concept or the legitimate use of social media in social work practice. This
is by encouraging the positive use of social media, where it is used as a tool to
support or enhance social work practice accountability when engaging with
clients; therefore, this has also contributed to the understanding of what could be
seen as one way of social media use by social workers in a practice setting. This
has been through its ability to collate and share information, which is available,
online (Clarks, 2016). It could also be argued that although the study by Mishna
et al. (2012) had a limited number of participants 15 in comparison to 371 who
participated in Goldkind et al. (2016) study; it was also relevant in enhancing the
understanding of the ethical and unethical use of social media by social workers.
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Callens and Peers (2008) are of the view that the use of online information
technologies has risen sharply in the last few decades, and as a result, increasing
the possibilities to gather and process individual information. Gillingham (2013)
suggests that
the development of increasingly sophisticated information systems from
implementation in human services organisations has been pursued with
considerable enthusiasm by a government keen to invest in technology
(p.431).
Importantly, this is under the premise that technological developments bring
significant efficiency gains that lead to increased investment in frontline social
work practice (Gillingham, 2013)
However, Jackson (2019) is of the views that while social media use is rapidly
being adopted as another extra tool of practice, it should not be used as a substitute
for the traditional models used in social work practice. Instead, the argument is
that it should be utilised in supporting the development and further
implementation of effective and efficient practice with better tools to support
practitioners in their work.
More importantly, it can also help to promote and improve evidence-based social
work practice, which continues to be identified as a key principle of social work
practice (Munro, 2004).
Consequently, the use of a digital form of technology in social work practice is
seen as a positive way forward in enabling the profession to make further
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inroads towards service provision in a digitalised society. There is an argument
that digitalisation of social work practice will also help in the more
straightforward implementation and evaluation of social media use by
professionals. However, Parton (2008) is of the view that the form of knowledge
and nature of social work practice seems to be rapidly transforming from a
narrative to a database way of thinking. Research also shows that despite the need
for professional accountability, there seems to be a limitation of theoretical
understanding concerning the adoption of social media in social work practice.
Additionally, Gillingham (2013) and Bal and de Bont (2005) state that the
application of a specific information system can impede service delivery.
Nevertheless, Boddy and Dominelli (2017) are of the view that despite the
challenges faced by social workers, the use of digital technology in social work
practice could also result in efficiency gains, based on services provided. The
mentioned gains include enhancing therapeutic relationships and improving
communication between professionals and clients. It is worth mentioning that
effective communications between the client and practitioners have traditionally
formed a significant part of social work practice. Consequently, social workers,
as an agent of change, have also been known to rely on effective communication
between them and their clients to implement those changes. (Wilks, 2005;
Riessman and Quinney, 2005).
Therefore, this indicates that communication remains a fundamental aspect of
social work practice and it can take various forms for example through speech,
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written word email and the internet which now includes the use of social media
as a form of communication. What this suggests is that online tools are quickly
replacing the traditional methods of engaging with children and young people,
more so in terms of the widespread use of social media. The over-reliance on
online technologies as a way of communicating with children and young people
is believed to be having an impact as social workers are left with minimal time to
exercise critical thinking and in reflecting about their engagement with clients
(Parton, 2008; Dominelli and Joddy, 2017).
Similarly, Huuskonen and Vakkari (2015), state that
in recent times there seems to be an established rule of factual recording in
social work, which excludes workers experience and tacit knowledge of
cases (p.15)
This is while the professional values influence how social workers employ
discretion that they possess, and a history of social workers use of digital
technology. As a result, they might be forced to use their discretion to make their
work more comfortable, safer and more rewarding, while also retaining the sense
of professional accountability and professional responsibility (Maynard and
Moody, 2003). This suggests that in child welfare practice, the increased demand
for professional accountability remains high, which can be directly related to the
sensitivity and also complexity nature of some of the cases social workers deal
with (Clark, 2016). Therefore, this suggests that child welfare social workers
have developed what has been termed as street-level strategies
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about digitalisation in practice. These strategies are to safeguard the narrative and
relational style of social work approach, which are often informal and
unstructured (Thoren, 2008). Interestingly, Thoren (2008), defines street-level
strategies as;
The various key forms of informal coping strategies as responses to
working conditions marked by ambiguous legislation, organisational
pressures, limited resources, unlimited service demand, and little program
accountability (p.5).
This action is being based on the fact that social workers have been known to
prioritise the welfare and the interest of their clients to be more important than
other social work activities (Burton and Van den Broek, 2009).
At the same time, one can also argue that the overriding need to safeguard and
protect children from the risk of significant harm has pushed social worker to
overlook the ethical concerns about the use of social media in social work
practice. As a consequence, social workers have turned to adopt street-level
strategies aimed at dealing with increased demand and responsibility of keeping
children safe (Thoren,2008).
In defining of street-level bureaucracy, this defines that social work practitioners
in public welfare service can be related to Michael Lipsky theorisation around
street-level bureaucrats. Lipsky (1980) defines this as the street-level bureaucrats
as individuals working in the public services that is police officers, nurses,
doctors, teachers and social workers who engage directly
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with members of the public and have substantial discretion while undertaking
their respective duties and responsibilities. As a result, they are professionals who
not only provide human services but also grant access to state resources and
programs.
However, social worker as street bureaucrats also operates in an environment
where resources are chronically limited to the various tasks they have been asked
to accomplish. In addition, street-level bureaucrats are expected to perform where
outlined expectations are labelled as conflicting, vague, ambiguous and where
demand for human services tend to continuously and rapidly increase while the
supply for service remain stagnated or decreases. Moreover, the working
conditions of social workers as street bureaucrats have always remained as
unavoidably unpredictable or uncertain. (Capello, 2011) This is based on the fact
that as they undertake their roles, they regularly have to deal with ethical and
organisational dilemmas.
As a consequence of this, they are left with a minimal option but to turn to
discretion. This then proves to be a fundamental tool of practice for the majority
of social workers, when in dealing with what could be termed as complex
situations in their work. This is where the human dimension remains essential; in
terms of allowing the bureaucrats to address or simplify the mentioned
organisational contradiction (Capello,2011). It is worth noting that discretion can
be exercised in two-fold. In the first case, this may be termed as synonymous of
professional autonomy. Secondly, it is adopted as a strategy to
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help the bureaucrat deal with uncertainties, work pressure and demands, which
may also entail rationing or autonomous services reduction (Capello,2011).
Adding to that argument, Webb (2001) suggests that their professional values
determine social workers means of employing discretion. Based on a historical
research view on street level choices, one can argue that while self-interest guides
the street level choices, street-level bureaucrats or workers have been known to
adopt the use of discretion in their work to make it safer, more accessible,
manageable, fulfilling and rewarding, a view also shared by (Maynard-Moody,
2000).
On the contrary, professionals have also been known to respond to different
individual characteristics and circumstance which they then use to base their
decision and judgement on the worth of individual clients (Maynard-Moody,
2000). However, the underlying argument is street-level workers in most cases
remain committed to their work because of their willingness to assist other and
therefore, see the interest of their client as paramount while other activities remain
secondary (Burton and van den Broek, 2009).
2.9 Proceduralization and bureaucracy in the use of digital technology in
children and young people social work practice
A study conducted by Simpson (2017) using a mixed-method approach involving
8 participants, found that despite the rapid digital transformation being
experienced in children and families social work practice; there was an urgent
need for practitioners, social work agencies and organisations to respond
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positively to the emerging new ethical and organisation challenges they were
facing. This was about the use of social media in practice. In addition, it was
evident that social workers will need to consider what would be some of the
operational issues if a range of mobile communication and information
technologies, which include the use of social media, is to be successfully adopted
in social work practice. Simpson (2017) also argued that it was most likely that
there is was a need for social workers to develop and establish what could be
termed as a firmer footing in terms of their digital presence and technology. This
is based on the fact that there was a higher possibility that human interaction using
digital technology was more likely to increase.
Participants in the study undertaken by Mishna et al. (2012) expressed the need
for organisational policies and social work codes of ethics to be utilised in
regulating professional behaviour in the use of social media. They argued that this
would assist them through the complex ethical dilemmas faced by practitioners,
which are also related to communicating with clients using social media.
However, some participants had their reservation, about the possibility of this
based on the notion that social care organisations did vary extensively, concerning
their use of social networking sites for communication purpose with clients
(Mishna et al., 2012). Similarly, Mishna et al. (2012) reported that in some
situation the lack of a clear procedure to be followed, concerning their use of
social media resulted in social workers to make decisions on a case-by-case basis.
This was also in a situation where they did not agree with the set
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organisation stance in regards to the ethical or unethical use of social media in
practice.
Although the two studies Simpson, (2017) and Mishna et al. (2012) are limited
because of the number of participants, 8 and 15 respectively, they have been
useful in the provision of information helpful in facilitating an understanding of
what could be termed as the care and control element or the legal and illegitimate
use of social media in social work practice.
While children and family social work in England has often been labelled as
unpredictable and in crisis (Asquith, Clarke and Waterhouse, 2005; Munro, 2011;
Social Work Reform Board, 2012) other descriptions of social work practice
include being termed as anxiety-provoking and ineffectual (Ruch, 2005;
Waterhouse and McGhee 2009). As a result, the response to such unpredictability
and anxiety has given rise to the increase in proceduralisation and bureaucracy
(Ruch, 2005; Waterhouse and McGhee 2009). However, this could also lead to
questions being asked if by any chance this could be seen as a big leap which
would also appear to ignore the social policy shift and the rise of managerialism
in social work practice.
Additionally, in most social work organisation where there are no specific and
explicit procedures governing social media use by practitioners, there are often
broad technology and professional behaviour policies that may inform practice
(Boddy and Dominelli, 2017). Consequently, there are expectations with regards
to technological competency of child welfare workers, which at times
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practitioners are not aware of. This is an issue Quinn and Fitch (2014) highlight,
as they argue that there is an expectation by employers that newly qualified social
work graduates need to be proficient in their use of digital technology and more
so now the use of social media in practice (Becky and Jewell, 2017; Taylor, 2017).
However, child welfare workers in the line of practice do find themselves
working with complex databases, computer software and technology
communication tools related with searching and documentation of client’s
information, facilitating visitation, creating case notes and conducting an
assessment (White, Hall and Peckover, 2009; Dellor et al., 2015; Quinn, Sage,
and Tunseth, 2015). This suggests that while the use of technology in children
services has continued to increase rapidly, there has also been a widespread issue
around the ethical use of data obtained through these technological means. Thus
Naccarato (2010) argues that there is a need for social work with children and
young people to consider the inclusion of child welfare current digital technology
in the curriculum for social work education. This action would be significant in
that it would support in addressing the complex needs related to social workers
ethical use of agency technology and in addressing data-related needs in child
welfare agencies (Sage and Sage, 2016).
2.10 A need for social workers to be digitally savvy (shrewd) and digitally
competent
Findings from studies by Simpson (2017) and Chan and Ngai (2018) that aimed
to explore the continuing professional development requirements of social
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workers suggest that; services users felt that it was important for the practitioners
to exercise and also to retain sound judgement in their use of social media when
engaging with their clients. They further argue that the ability of a child welfare
practitioner to exercise would be beneficial in a variety of ways. For example, his
would-be significant in assisting the practitioner to form relationship-based social
work practice, as they can be able to use social media competently.
According to a study by Best et al. (2014) conducted through an online survey
involving 527 participants consisting of both social workers and young people,
found that there was a need for social workers to recognise and adapt to the
rapidly changing generational shift in terms of help-seeking through available
online services. This calls for social workers to utilise their knowledge and be
more digitally savvy as that is where social work as a profession is heading. Sen’s
(2015) study undertaken through face to face unstructured interviews, with 10
participants who were children in care, found that there was a need for further
insight into social worker’s understanding, attitudes and practices concerning
their services users, use of social media when engaging with them. The study
further identified that there was a need to facilitate the identification of
professional needs for development, which would, in this case, support social
workers, in having a far much better understanding of their social media use when
engaging with children in care. In addition, this would also help them in
identifying what could be termed as the legitimate or illegitimate use of social
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media in practice. On the other hand, one can also argue that it can also help the
practitioner in exercise a sound judgement if their use of social media in practice
can be seen as ethical or unethical.
Likewise, a study by Sage and Melvin (2017), using a mixed-method approach,
involving 171 child welfare workers and interns found that while there was a need
to assess social workers use of social media, equally important was the need to
assess the actual prevalence and frequency use of social media. The argument is
that there was a lack of clarity if social workers in child welfare settings were
using social media in legitimate and illegitimate. This is while exercising the
concept of care and control.
Conversely, while there was a need for social workers to exercise being digitally
savvy (shrewd) and competent in their use of social media, there were cases where
there was a difference of opinion regarding this point. A qualitative study by
Wilson (2016) involving 22 participants’ (service users and social workers)
highlighted that social workers viewed the use and application of social media
from a risk-focused approach. Therefore, they had to consider what could be the
benefits and risk use of social media to both the parties involved with a particular
consideration being the impact of social media use on clients. This is while at the
same time, also taking into consideration the ethical use of social media, which
could not only be as a good practice but also beneficial to the client. At the same
time, there is also an expectation that social workers need to consider what could
be defined as a bad practice and risky use
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of social media hence resulting into illegitimate use of social media in practice.
What these studies indicate then, is that while there was a need for social workers
to be digitally savvy and competent, they still expressed and exercised a cautious
approach in their use of social media in social work practice. This could suggest
that the majority of social workers lacked confidence in fully adopting social
media as part of the daily practice tool. These studies have also helped in having
a further understanding concerning how social workers were using social media
in their daily practice, while also trying to exercise what could be seen as ethical
/unethical and legitimate or illegitimate use of social media while trying to
navigate and manage the care and control concept.
Findings from research suggest that a higher level of self-disclosure by clients in
comparison to the traditional face-to-face contact was being supported by the use
of social media (Cook and Doyle, 2002; Walter and Boyd, 2002; Lin and Utz,
2017). Consequently, in Ngai and Chan's (2018) study, it was identified that the
use of social media was more effective in eliciting self- disclosure from clients
than the conventional traditional face to face social work contact. They also found
that for social workers who could efficiently, quickly and frequently use social
media their online presence is often enabled and at the same time also limited by
what could be termed as the identified key features of the platform, for example,
the lack of privacy and security as well as the safety of personal online
information. This further facilitates the level of personal visibility enabled by
social media, which then determines to what extent both sides of
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communication could access information between social workers and their
client's.
The study further highlighted that the use of digital technology in social work
practice was having a positive influence on the working relationship between the
professional and the client. This was through helping clients to keep in touch with
friends and families, planning leisure time and also communicating with other
professionals, for example (general practitioners and social workers). However,
a key question raised by the findings was the readiness of social care organisations
and institutions to embrace digital technologies, which in this case included the
use of social media in their practice (Chai and Ngai, 2018).
Another significant issue identified in the literature is the impact that
management priorities, organisational cultures as well as staff attitudes and
perceptions influence the embracing of digital technologies in practice (Simpson;
2017). Importantly, despite the need to consider the use of digital technology in
children and young people social work practice (Parrott and Madoc-Jones, 2008),
social work commentators have presented themselves as reluctant; in
acknowledging that information and communication technology assumes such a
significant role in supporting the management of information (Stayeart and
Gould, 2009).
There have also been emerging challenges and opportunities arising as a result of
social media use in practice. These have been, in regards to practitioners’
competence issues, digital divide, boundary issues and other complex ethical
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issues. What this then entails is that the grand challenge for social work practice
is not only to harness digital technological advancement; but to also ensure that
there is a leverage digital advancement among the majority of social workers for
social good (Chan et al.,2015). These authors further suggest that meeting the
outlined challenge would enhance the delivery of services to clients in a more
accurate and timelier manner. In addition, clients would benefit from improved
intervention and assessment and real-time feedback from their social workers
(Chan et al., 2015).
The use of technology in practice can also be understood from the humanist and
the anti-humanist approaches, with the humanist viewing the adoption of
technology as an intrusion and contradiction of social work's principal value of
being a person-centred project of the profession (Stayeart and Gould, 2009).
On the other hand, an anti-humanist approach is derived from structuralist and
related Foucauldian analyses of social work practice (Webb and McBeath, 1989).
Based on structuralist and Foucauldian views, the role of technology is arguably
a means of regulating the subjectivity of an individual, resulting in the extension
of power between parties (Foucault, 1977 as cited in Rodger, 1988; Miehls and
Moffat, 2000). In addition, Foucault notions around self- surveillance indicate
that in a situation where one reverts to watching oneself through mediate mobile
and networked gaze this still raised a question around power, discipline and
control (Timan et al., 2012).
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However, there is an argument that this cannot be captured using the traditional
form of surveillance frameworks. Therefore, this indicates that majority of
theoretical approaches to surveillance do tend to revolve around what is termed
as the decentralised form of surveillance, where individual results to the use of
machines to monitor or to watch over other human beings Despite the above
argument there is still the core question of power and control which is still viewed
to be the binding strand. As a result of these actions, the question being posed
then is who watches who and for what purposes. This is while the use of
technologies continues to operate as an intermediary of power or as a source of
control dynamics (Timan et al., 2012).
It is also important to mention that thus far, there has not been a sector-wide study,
which has been undertaken in England discussing children and family social work
use of social media, which is why this study is highly significant. Mishna et al.,
(2012) also suggest that although there seems to be a growing body of research
about online therapy, there is limited research that studies the phenomenon of
social networking entering or 'creeping' into the traditional face- to-face social
work practice. Nevertheless, there exist a few studies discussing social work
students’ use of digital technologies and the e-professionalism of teachers and
social workers (Jones, 2010; Cooner, 2014; Kirwan and Mc Guckin, 2014). Hardy
(2014) gives the example of where technology has been used in children and
family practice in Nottinghamshire County Council. The council piloted the use
of iPads by social work practitioners as a means of
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digital incorporation and also to ensure social workers spend some more time
with their clients. Dodsworth et al. (2013), also explore how some local
authorities in England have made an effort to promote digital innovation and
transformation in their social services (children and family). According to
Dodsworth et al., (2013), this has been through the use of a purpose-built Intranet
service to improve communication links between foster carers and social work
practitioners. However, the findings from Dodsworth et al. (2013), study
highlighted that although there seemed to be a sense of acceptance by foster carers
towards this new form of digital integration, the majority of both foster carers and
practitioners indicated a reluctance of using social media for their practice and
preferred using the traditional modes of communication.
What this suggests is that the majority of foster carers, were more comfortable
using the traditional means of communication, for example, the use of emails and
telephones. This is while their clients preferred to communicate with both their
foster carers and social workers using social media. As a result, most of the clients
suggested that they would prefer to engage with a social work practitioner who
could communicate effectively with them using any of the current social media
platforms (Dodsworth et al., 2013; Beresford, 2017).
On the other hand, despite the need for digital transformation being encouraged
in social work practice, service user's perception of social workers was also being
impacted by the failure to confidently use a variety of modern communication,
for example, messaging and texting clients using social media.
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As a result, it is believed that social workers lack confidence in communicating
with their clients using social media; this was having an impact on social workers
and their clients. This is based on the fact that for the majority of children and
young people the use of social media was not only widespread, but it remained
an ingrained communication tool among youth (Rideout, Foehr, and Roberts,
2010)
Findings from the study conducted by Simpson (2017) suggest that service users
expressed the need for their social work practitioners to exercise more significant
social presence, a sense of social presence that could be facilitated by the social
workers exercising their ability in the application of a variety of means of
communication and platforms. Moreover, this social presence will need to include
the use of social media and other social communication networks supporting
texting, messaging, status update and where clients post some information on
their social media forum (Mishna et al., 2014; Simpson, 2017). Respondents from
both services users focus group in the study undertaken by Simpson (2017) also
suggested that messaging and checking of client’s status using social media sites
should be adopted as a norm for social work practitioners. However, these actions
by social workers do not seem to take into consideration the issues around
children and young people and the other vulnerability they are exposed to on
social media. This is mainly by social work practitioners who may not be acting
ethically while using social media for work purposes. This is while LaMendola
(2010) argues that the notion of social
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presence from a computer-mediated communication, with a critical focus being
various means in which technology has enabled individuals to develop an
awareness of others while feeling connected to them. These kinds of social
presence seem to be presented in three ways, namely projected presence, sense of
the other and co-presence (Rettie, 2005; 2008; 2009). The projected sense of an
individual is similar to that of an individual social media profile, for example,
Facebook sense of the other. It is also akin to a telephone conversation where
there is a sense of social interaction. On the other hand, co-presence is the
psychological connection experienced when there is a sense of being physically
present and connected with other individuals in a virtual environment (Rettie,
2003).
It is worth mentioning that studies also suggest that service users are of the view
that social work practitioners needed to gain an in-depth understanding and
knowledge concerning communicating in a digital era. (Simpson, 2017; Jackson,
2019). They argue that it would prove challenging to receive the right level of
support from a practitioner if this understanding was lacking. Megele (2014) and
Simpson (2017) suggest that knowledge and skills in social media use remain a
vital part of the communication toolkit necessary in modern social work
practitioners. These sentiments are shared by participants of a study undertaken
by Mishna et al. (2012). One participant is quoted suggesting that as social
workers, we need to start where the client is at, which is also a direct reference to
one of the social work practice principles. There is also a need to
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accept clients –initiated usage of digital technology, and more so, the increased
use of social media in their lives. These respondents suggested that there was a
strong need for social work practitioners to go where technology is (Mishna et
al., 2012).
Another argument identified in the literature is that social work practitioners
needed to recognise the everyday experience of children and young people, where
there exists a seamless flow between offline and online worlds. Simpson (2017)
argues that for children and young people's tendency to rely on social media and
other means of electronic communication as part of their daily communication
practice is rapidly creating a new expectation from clients to their social workers.
This is because clients did not only expect to communicate with their social
workers using social media, but they also expect practitioners to communicate
with them using similar avenues.
To achieve this, a social worker has to exercise practical communication skills
with one incidental finding from Simpson (2017) study suggesting that social
workers should consider the use of social media and other communication devices
to establish and foster effective communication. This action will assist them to
better immerse themselves in the world of children and young people (Simpson,
2017; Chan and Ngai, 2018).
However, majority of the social workers reported that, while the use of social
media could be seen as a means of improving the family outcomes, its application
in social work practice was marred with suspicion and other ethical
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dilemmas and challenges. This action proved to be a stumbling block in
exercising the full adoption of social media in their practice (Simpson, 2017).
2.11 The tension surrounding the use of social media in child welfare;
safety vs well –being of the client.
Children and young people practitioners continue to experience a constant tension
between child safety and child wellbeing and how to successfully balance this in
an era where social media has crept into social work practice (Mishna et al., 2014;
Simpson, 2016; Simpson, 2017). There is an expectation that social workers must
exploit all avenues possible with the aim of assessing risks to a child, while also
deciding on a family-centred approach that promotes holistic family wellbeing
(Spratt, 2001).
Consequently, there remains much to be learned by social work practitioners, as
illustrated by the two serious case reviews reported by Sunderland Safeguarding
Child Board (Ogunyankin,2016). The two reviews established that 'in both cases,
social media assumed a significant role in the client's lives. This was because the
platform was used in exacerbating their vulnerabilities through exposure to
bullying and sexualised risk-taking behaviour' (Ogunyankin,2016a, p.-5). The
outcome of the review was the suggestion that social workers should be more
conversant with the rapidly rising digital transformation, which is now becoming
part of social work practice (Mishna et al., 2014). In addition, there are calls for
social workers to take time to try and understand the rapidly
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changing forms of social media, which could be significant learning point in
terms of their adoption in practice (Peel and Shorrock,2016).
Based on the recommendation of the two reviews, one can argue that social
workers perhaps missed the opportunity to protect the two clients who had already
been reported as missing and at risk of child sexual exploitation. Furthermore, it
is also evident social worker had again missed another opportunity to exercise an
element of care by failing to access the client information which was available on
social media account; and which indicated that the two young people were
suffering or likely to suffer significant harm. However, it can be suggested that
accessing of client’s information without consent could have been seen as
unethical as social workers are expected to view children and young people social
media space as their own private space in which professionals need permission
to access. Moreover, this could also be termed as an illegitimate practice under
the Human Rights Act (1998) based on the young person right to privacy and
private life. It could also be seen as a breach of the client’s confidentiality.
On the other hand, where these measures could have been exercised to safeguard
and protect children this could have been seen as ethical, which is a view shared
by Sage and Sage, (2016) and Cooner et al., (2019). In addition, there is also a
legal expectation for social workers to exercise a duty of care, as stipulated under
Children Act (1989) under section 1, where the welfare of the child remains of
paramount importance. Therefore, this indicates that where the
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welfare of the child is at risk of significant harm; all other subjects could be seen
as secondary. Based on the recommendation from the serious case reviews, it
could be suggested that children young people and families’ social workers were
faced with an ethical dilemma in trying to exercise the element of care and
control. Consequently, there was a lack of competence from the social workers
around their use of social media and a further lack of explicit guidance regarding
what could be viewed as ethical and unethical and at the same time in terms of
what could be viewed as legal and illegitimate use social media for work
purposes. This then could have been a source of tension in term of observing
clients’ safety and wellbeing.
Peel and Shorrock (2016) indicated that social worker should be supported to
acquaint or familiarise themselves with how the Internet and social media operate.
Based on this argument, from the two authors, one can suggest that social workers
failure to be competent with children and young social media use could also
indicate that they were a part of the communication breakdown.
According to a study conducted by Sage and Sage (2016) through an online
survey and involving 171 child welfare practitioners, found that social workers
were searching for client’s using social media where there were concerns about
their safety and wellbeing. From the findings, it is evident that social workers,
while undertaking these searches seemed to lack a clear understanding in terms
of the perceived actual risks and benefits of using social media in such cases. The
lack of clarity based on the fact that social workers were not sure if the
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conducted searches would have any form of perceived impact on vulnerable
clients and their families. Moreover, social workers also indicated that they
remained uncertain if the conducted searches would also have an adverse impact
for example, in terms of the working relationship between the two, the client and
the social worker. Based on the argument above it is evident that while children
and young people were engaging in risky behaviours using social media, there
was also a complex argument if social workers search for clients could be viewed
as unethical or ethical; based on the purposes on which the search was being
conducted. However, in this instance, one can argue that the searches were
conducted to protect children; where there had been a concern surrounding their
safety and wellbeing. Therefore, one can argue that the use of social media to
search for client information in these cases could initially be viewed as
illegitimate, where it was undertaken without the permission of the client.
However, as the search was being conducted to protect the clients, it could also
be viewed as a form of legitimate control as it enabled social workers to exercise
their duty of care to their clients.
Furthermore, findings from the study also indicated that there was a need for child
welfare agencies to work in partnership with their social workers. This would be
to formulate standards for the most beneficial utilisation of social media as a tool
of practice in children services. However, in a study conducted by Goldkind et al.
(2016), it was found that there was currently a lack of clarity about the use of
social media in practice. Therefore, the majority of social
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workers were ambivalent in adopting any use of digital technology. The authors
in this study further suggested that where a minority of social workers adopted it,
this was at a slow pace. This was despite the increasing demand for the need to
utilise digital technology in current social work practice, more so in children and
young people services (Mishna et al., 2012). Based on the findings from the
mentioned studies, it can be argued that while social workers were using social
media for various purposes in undertaking their duties, they remained unclear as
to what could be termed as legitimate, illegitimate, ethical or unethical use of
social media in practice, while trying to juggle the ethical dilemmas around the
care and control context. This argument has also contributed to our understanding
of the legitimate or illegitimate use of social media in social work practice.
Likewise, while provided with a risk-focused orientation, where the welfare of
the child or young person is suffering or likely to suffer significant harm, it has
been commented by Simpson (2017) that social workers should be thorough
while conducting family assessments, by exploring any of the resources available,
which will also include the use of social media. Where there is a concern about
child safety, the argument remains that client privacy and confidentiality should
be prioritised as secondary to child safety (Sage and Sage, 2016). In addition,
Fargion (2014) is of the view that in child well-being- centred model, family
strengths, parent support and relationship building, and engagement should be
viewed as central. However, some still argue that if a
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client was to learn that social workers had conducted a social media search about
them, there is a likelihood that they would see this as a violation of personal
boundaries and disruption to goals, which are related to family engagement
(Lannin and Scott, 2013).
Nevertheless, it can be argued that several opportunities do also exist for the
family-centred use of social media, this includes an enhanced communication
with youth in foster care and offer of peer support for foster parents or as a means
of direct contact with adoptive parents (Dodsworth et al., 2013; Breyette and Hill,
2015). Consequently, social media has also been used in the promotion of positive
foster youth development (Gustavsson and MacEachron, 2015). Additionally,
child welfare organisations workers also possess the opportunities to exercise the
use and application of social media to promote the agency transparency
recruitment of foster parents and promotion of child adoption (Sage and Sage,
2016). Tonia et al. (2016), using an online survey, involving 14 child welfare
practitioners, found that social media use in practice had its own risk and benefits.
For example, they argued that social media could be utilised as a tool to provide
and exchange information between clients and professionals. It could also be
used as a tool to enhance the wellbeing of young people in care, while at the same
time support them in identifying means of maintaining safe and appropriate
connection online. This is an argument also echoed by Mishna et al. (2012) and
Sage and Sage (2016).
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In considering the practice tensions and potential benefits of social media use
from safety and wellbeing perspective, it might prove difficult and complicated
for a social worker to identify when and how social media can be used in attaining
the work-related goals (Sage and Sage, 2016).
2.12 Online monitoring of children and young people at risk of harm or in
care
For social work practitioner’s, the argument is that there is a need to begin
questioning the discourse of children and young people's online surveillance and
monitoring, based on the fact that for many young people using social services,
this seems to already subject them to what is viewed as 'careism' (Wilson, 2014).
According to Lindsay (1998), careism is where children and young people in the
public care system are subjected to discrimination, not only by their service
provider but also by other institutions, which fall outside the care system. Some
of these institutions might be schools and employers. However, other agencies
involved in the provision of services in the welfare and public policy may be
included. Moreover, these clients were made more visible through social work's
adoption of digital transformation being deployed as a means of surveillance
(Lindsay, 1998; Garrett 2005). In Garrett’s (2005) study, he expressed his
concerns about how information on children and young people in care was being
collated and exchanged. He argues that the use of digital technologies was being
used as a means of assessing young clients in the public care system, for
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example, looked after children (LAC). According to Garrett (2005), the use of
digital technology; in this scenario, the use of social media had been applied to
the profiling of potentially troublesome children. In this case, these were viewed
to be or children and young people who were more likely to be at high risk of
offending and reoffending. However, this could be viewed as an oppressive and
discriminative practice; this is because there was a lack of clear protocol or
explicit guidance to be followed. Therefore, this then made it difficult in the
identification of who was at risk of offending and who was not.
Furthermore, this could also be a contradiction of the social work value in terms
of having positive regard for each individual (Banks, 2012). It is, however,
important to mention that it is not only in youth justice that early detection and
enhanced surveillance strategies had continued to become a standard feature but
also in the area of child protection and child welfare (Livingstone and Helsper,
2010;Livingstone et al.,2017). This is where electronic surveillance is being
utilised as an essential tool in protecting children from the risk of significant harm
(Sage and Sage, 2016; Sage and Sage, 2017; Cooner et al., 2019). In both studies,
Cooner et al., (2019) and Sage and Sage (2016) suggest that social work
practitioners were using information gathered from their client's social media
accounts to obtain a more precise picture or insight about the welfare of the child.
Furthermore, Kirwan and McGuckin (2019) suggest that the information gathered
in such cases was seen as vital in supporting social workers with child protection
assessments
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Despite the increased debate surrounding the use of social media for online
monitoring purposes for children and young people who are deemed to be
vulnerable and at risk of significant harm, some authors and social care
professionals have retained a relaxed view concerning this subject. The social
care professionals’ and social workers argue that this kind of online tracking or
online surveillance can be perceived to be advantageous primarily to this group,
as some practitioners believe it can also be used as a strategy for protecting
children and young people from harm (Canny et al., 2001; Green et al., 2001;
Precht, 2003; Kirwan and McGuckin, 2019). An example of this is Breyette and
Hill’s (2015) survey of 136 child welfare workers in Minnesota (USA), which
identified that 125 of them had used social media directly to engage with clients,
while 44% had exercised the use of social media indirectly with the clients.
Subsequently, 22% believed that there is a need for child welfare workers to
ensure that they can monitor their client's activities. Half of the participants in this
study reported that they had viewed their client's page and several participants
suggested that they had received a request from clients to become their friends on
a social networking site (Breyette and Hill, 2015).
Additionally, one can argue that the belief in the use of an enhanced electronic
monitoring system risks being labelled as a panacea which can be used in solving
highly extensive, complex economic and social problems (Winchester, 2003).
Therefore, what this seems to indicate is that to some extent, the emerging
argument is that children and young people's social work practice
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should not be labelled as to be entirely harnessing or embracing anti-crime
agenda. This is from a surveillance state or social point of view (Winchester,
2003; Garrett, 2005). What is interesting is that despite the form or character of
surveillance the underlying view is that these encompassing patterns and preoccupations have influenced the shape and aspect of social work through its
involvement in what is now seen as 'joined-up' approaches to child welfare
(Garrett.2005).
Cohen (1985) suggests that the introduction of case history into social work
practice has resulted into the people-processing profession, be equated to a
situation where they have r allowing them to gather their client’s information.
However, with current social work practice operating in a digitalised era, one can
argue that the profession has now turned into people information processing
professional. What this indicates is that the is an overwhelming need for social
workers to collect and collate client’s information as much as possible, which is
then used to determine a client or clients who is suffering or likely to suffer
significant risk of harm. Moreover, the information collected was also being used
to determine if there is an immediate need for service provision or not, to protect
the child (Sage and Sage, 2016; Cooner et al., 2019). In the majority of cases,
collecting and processing of clients’ information was being undertaken at the
expense of relationship forming with the clients. This confirms Parton’s (2006)
position that social work practice was rapidly drifting from the traditional
narrative to a more database way of thinking. While social work as a
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practice has adopted some of the surveillant practice, Thompson (2016) suggests
that to avoid this turning into oppressive practice; there is a need for the
professionals to exercise serious reflection and consideration about the client's
civil liberties and their responsibility to ensure these are not being violated given
some of the new emerging practices. In relating this to social worker use of social
media, one can argue that social workers were using technology to watch client’s
online activities with a view to gathering of information, which could be used to
exercise an element of social control and power over client. This could further be
related to the unethical use of social media and also the illegitimate access of
client information by the social worker where, in most cases, this is done without
the client consent. Several studies identify the risk from blurred boundaries,
multi/dual relationship linked with online self-disclosure between practitioners
and service users and the underlying risk of accepting an invitation, for example,
to be friends online. Additionally, the authors have also mentioned the risk of
privacy and confidentiality being compromised through the sharing of private
information between the two parties (Breyette and Hill, 2010; Sage and Sage
2016).

2.13 A need for clear social media guidelines to support child welfare
practitioners while using social media in practice
The prevalent rise in digital transformation and the use of social media in social
work practice has resulted in a response from the Health Care Professionals
Council (2016), the Association of Social Work Boards (ASWB, 2014) British
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Association of Social Work (BASW, 2012) and Social Work England (2019).
These organisations have embarked on the development of policies and codes of
practice intending to underpin social work interaction with social media as a
means of communication and information sharing with clients and other
collaborative partners.
Likewise, there is a suggestion that there exists a gap between the acceptance of
risks concerning the use of social media in social work practice and the congruent
policy to ensure practitioners competence. This is in regards to social workers
engaging with clients online in an ethically safe manner, and that is observant of
the client’s privacy and confidentiality. Tonia et al.’s (2016) study further
highlight that while there remains some level of risk in the use of social media in
practice for example; in accessing of clients’ information, breaching of both client
and professional privacy, this can be addressed through training, open discussion
and information sharing.
Conversely, a qualitative study by De Witte (2016) involving 15 social workers
found that the lack of clear policy and guidance in regards to social workers use
of social media had made it difficult for most social workers to define what was
legitimate or illegitimate. As a result, the social workers interviewed indicated
that they reverted to making their own strategic and moral decision about their
use of information technologies. One can argue that this is significant as it shows
the subjective nature surrounding the use of social media in social work practice.
Consequently, studies by Sage and Sage (2016); Breyette and Hill
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(2015) further highlighted that the lack of clear guidelines led to the majority of
social workers facing challenges in terms of determining what could be identified
as ethical or unethical practice. A further implication of this was that majority of
the social worker were not sure of what was expected of them in regards to their
use of social media in their practice.
However, despite the need to establish social media policies, which can support
social work professionals as they undertake their various roles, Kirwan and
Guckin (2014) have questioned to what extent the recent social media policy
development is helpful. This is more so for newly qualified social work
practitioners in the UK as they have continued grappling with the resulting
implications of social media use in practice. In their conclusive views, their
findings highlighted that the current guidance and policies presented as
ambiguous about social media use in children and family social work.
Consequently, Kirwan and Guckin (2014) concluded that limited attention
provided to the inclusion of social media policies by both education and training
providers is most likely to leave newly qualified social workers ill-equipped, illprepared and incapable of dealing confidently with issues linked to the
complexities of electronic communication and digital transformation in social
work practice (Kirwan and McGuckin, 2014; Simpson, 2017; Taylor, 2017).
In summary, one can, therefore, argue that the lack of clear policy and guidance
impacts on social workers’ decision making in practice as to how to use social
media. As a result, practitioners have to rely on their individual and often
114

subjective ideas on what is right in given circumstances. This is a challenge that
the profession would need to address to ensure consistency in practice across the
country.
2.14 Summary of the literature review
This literature review has aimed to examine the use and misuse of social media
by social workers in their practice, while at the same time trying to also balance
the care and control concept. The key findings from the literature reviewed
suggest that social media use in social work practice has not only 'crept 'into the
realms of traditional face to face child welfare practice, but indeed it has signified
a digital transformation and turning point for its adoption in social work practice
(Mishna et al., 2013 Chan and Chitat, 2016; Sage and Sage, 2016; Simpson,
2017). Consequently, while it can be argued that social work practitioners were
using social media in exercising the legitimate aspect of care and control; there
were underlying concerns that it was also not always being used ethically in
practice.
Subsequently, core elements of social work practice have been affected for
example in matters related to boundary-crossing, ethical issues around privacy
and confidentiality in children and young people social work practice (Reamer,
2013; Boddy and Dominelli, 2017; Sage and Sage, 2017). While evidence from
the literature suggests that many practitioners engaged with social media and
other forms of digital technology in their daily practice, a good number of
practitioners have articulated complex facing dilemmas concerning the
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utilisation and full adoption of social media in children and young people’s
practice (Mishna et al., 2014; Breyette and Hill, 2015; Sage and Sage 2016;
Boddy and Dominelli, 2017; Simpson, 2017). Additionally, social work
practitioners have also identified and recognised the dominance of social media
in social work practice and the critical need for respecting the client's preference
incorporating this means of communicating. Therefore, what this illustrates is the
importance of recognition and representing a central social work value of starting
where the client is (Bogo, 2006).
This has also been as a result of the rise of social networking sites and the growing
access and use of communication tools, for example, social media and other
applications of social networking sites (Palfrey and Gasser, 2008; Schrock and
Boyd, 2008; Hinduja and Patchin, 2009). Furthermore, the continued rise and the
demand for the use and adoption of digital technology in children and young
people’s social work services will continue to increase (Wright, 2002; Rochlen et
al.,2004). It can also be argued that the application of digital technology has
continued to influence social work practice, leading to the suggestion that its
utilisation and influence in practice cannot go unnoticed as it is rapidly and
prevalently getting more profoundly entrenched in social work practice (Mishna
et al., 2012; Baker, 2014; Bakel et al., 2018).
Significantly, the sheer quantity of information, which is publicly available,
evidences this dramatic shift in the social work practice, particularly regarding
services provision. Therefore, this reiterates that information obtained by clients
116

and practitioner, which is publicly available on the Internet is public, but it
remains the client's private information. Several authors have also highlighted
that in their studies, most of the practitioners interviewed suggested that they did
not refer to evidence knowledge of the existing social media policies. As a result,
they reported that within many of their organisations, policies on the use of social
media in practice are inconsistent, unclear, unrealistic and non-existent (Finn,
2006; Gabbard et al., 2011).
Findings from reviewed literature conclude that in a situation where social
workers could not agree with the organisation stance or in circumstances where
there were no policies or guidelines, they reverted to making a case by case
decision, which they did not reveal to their line managers or supervisors. As a
result, majority of the social work practitioners suggested that there is a need for
more direction to be granted and further development of robust policy on digital
transformation and its adoption in children and young people social work
practice.
However, of interest is that the lack of policy and the present disparity between
organisations, existing systems and practitioner's behaviour is not surprising. This
has been based on the argument that the use of social media and social work
practice has been viewed as a complex practice which majority of social workers
are still struggling to come to terms with (Rafferty and Steyaert, 2009; Mishna et
al., 2012; Baker, 2014).
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Finally, while it can be suggested that social work practitioners are using social
media in exercising their legal duty of care and control, there remain the concerns
that it is also not being used ethically.
2.15 Conclusion
From the conducted literature review, it is evident that a smaller number of the
authors have written about the use of social media in children, young people and
family practice. However, there is a lack of research discussing how social
workers are using social media to exercise the element of care and control
legitimately/illegitimately, or ethically/unethically.
The existing literature seems to also call for social work as a profession to swiftly
move and make the necessary adjustments to take advantage of social media on
behalf of vulnerable clients that they represent. Moreover, there is also a need and
an urgent call for social workers to quickly take advantage of social media with
a view of incorporating its use into goals for social change and social justice. In
addition, the links between social work concepts of collectively and social media
concepts of the participatory culture and collaborative problem-solving need to
be explored in greater depth, and this study will hope to address this. Of particular
interest will be the examination of the way children, young people, and family’s
social workers use social media in their practice, particularly in exercising the
elements of care and control and debates around the ethicality of such.
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The study will also consider the positive and negative complexities in the use of
social media by children, and young people services and the guidelines.
The next chapter, which is the contextual background this will be aimed at
providing general information about the topic of the research while also exploring
the main aims of the study.

CHAPTER 3 CONTEXTUAL BACKGROUND
3.1 Introduction
The previous chapter focuses on the current debates and issues identified in the
literature on social media and technology use in social work practice. It is evident
that the use of social media has become a fundamental part of the daily lives of
children, young people and their families and its use is linked to several risks, but
also benefits.
The chapter will explore the issue of social media use, particularly among
children and young people who are the target group of this investigation. This is
seen as relevant to the study as it will provide the context for which the
engagement with social media by young people and social work practitioners is
understood.
3.2 Children young people and their families’ use of social media
According to O’Keeffe and Clarke-Pearson (2011), any websites that offer a
chance for social interaction can be considered as a social networking site.
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Current studies show that the use of social media has been reported as one of the
most common activities being undertaken by children and young people. Studies
further indicate that a large percentage of children and young people spend
several hours online every day (Gross, 2004; Selfhout et al., 2009; Eynon and
Malmberg, 2011).
There is a widespread acceptance that social media use in children and young
people creates many opportunities for expression, experimentation and identity
formation. According to Marwick (2013) presumption to a person, identity is
facilitated by information such as photos, emails address, nicknames an
individual provides to a social media platform. Such practices, which spread into
offline contexts, have an influence on a young person interaction at home, school
and in the society at large. Potter and Banaji (2011) and Sunden (2003), argue
that for children and young people, social media do not only present their identity
formation process but also a chance to make them visible. Citing an example,
Boyd (2007) comments that social media profiles remain a form of the digital
body where individuals present themselves into being. She further argues that
there is a need not to overlook the complexity this process presents. This is
because for young people, not only are they struggling in identifying ‘who they
are’ but the majority are also facing complexities in terms of safely navigating
social media platforms. This is especially difficult for first-time users. In addition
to this, Pangrazio (2020), argues that the social and technological
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condition for expression evolves continuously. Berriman and Thompson (2015),
suggest
that for children and young people they are continually experimenting and
realising the affordances of social media as well as combining these
creatively with face-to-face socialites (individuals associating together in
communities) and trading off visibility and participation (pp. 595–596).
This supports the arguments by Lincoln and Robards (2016) and Gangneux
(2018), which suggest that research into young people, social media use
highlights the complexity of practices. Pangrazio (2020) argues that this might
be due to the set structure of social media platforms, behaviours and practice. In
addition, this might also be primarily a new occurrence, especially to young
people who have started to develop a new self-identity different from the family
unit. Therefore, this might present a disparity among the young people in the
sense that while some might find this to be relatively easy and straightforward
to navigate, others may see this as a compound exercise. This is due to the
public performative nature present in social media. Moreover, the existing
challenges in terms of negotiating the practices that are encouraged in the use of
social media platform which results in the provision of personal data while
trying to stay ‘true’ to their identity can also create anxieties (Pangrazio, 2019).
Following a recent study commissioned by Pew Research, it was found that
24% of children and young people spent most of their time online. As a result,
they are online “almost constantly” with a further 71% believed to be accessing
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a more extensive range of social networking sites (SNS) (Lenhart et al., 2015).
Childnet International (2014) reported that children as young as eight years old
were now regularly accessing social media sites, despite the existing stipulation
which indicates that the minimum age for accessing social media sites should be
at least thirteen years. What this indicates in line with the UK Government
existing and upcoming statutory guidance is that school have a fundamental role
to play. This is through establishing and at the same time, ensuring that measures
are in place to protect children and young people safe navigation of the Internet
(Aston and Brzyska, 2012; Department for Education, 2015). However, majority
of the discourses surrounding the use of social media by children and young
people has mostly focussed on negative effects, for example, cyberbullying,
depression and social isolation (O’Keeffe & Clarke- Pearson, 2011). This could
be attributed to that fact that the challenges of social media use are significant
(Mazurek and Wenstrup, 2013; Leung, 2014).
Another issue that has been identified in the literature is the existence of a
significant moral panic in regards to social media and how best to protect children
and young people, and this is being frequently discussed in public forums
(Dawson and Pinnock, 2014; Fearnow, 2014; Moss, 2014; Topping, 2014). This
suggests that it is a growing societal concern and that there is the need to
incorporate formal measures to addressing these concerns and ensuring that
children and young people, as well as their parents and guardians, can feel
confident and safe in their use of social media.
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Although there has been less research undertaken concerning this subject,
current evidence indicates that the educational and psychological benefits of
using social media may take precedence over the potential risk (Tynes, 2007;
Steinfield, Ellison, and Lampe, 2008; Greenhow, 2011). While discussing the
same point Tynes (2007) is of the view that the use of social networking sites
can be vital in supporting children and young people educational and
psychological development in areas such as critical thinking and perspectivetaking. Furthermore, the use of social media by children and young people may
also create opportunities for example in building self-esteem, supporting
relationship formation and also in the development of quality friendship
(Valkenburg and Peter, 2011). What this is indicating is that despite the highly
publicised negative publicity and the society moral panic around the use of
social media, there was also a positive aspect of it. One can suggest that this
positive aspect was also fundamental in terms of their growth and development.
Gross (2004) and Boyd (2014) although a decade apart both argue that the
negative perceptions adults have about children and young people use of social
media is based on assumptions, leading to misinterpretation of the context of
social networking. Citing an example of a young person who is continuously
using their smartphone or sitting at a desktop computer, they argue that this may
present as the young person being socially isolated, but in the actual case, the
young person may be making use of social media as a means in addressing his
social isolation. This is significant as it shows that social media usage among
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young people is arguably addressing some critical issues such as social isolation,
thus lessening the negative effects on specific groups such as children and young
people. Interestingly, Boyd (2014) argues that this aspect of social isolation may
have been as a result of misconception constructed by adults, which suggests that
there is a lot to be done in the adjustment of perspectives to ensure that these
misconceptions are lessened.
Moreover, research indicates that the patterns of online communication
experienced by children and young people may reflect ways and means of how
they communicate in person. For example, a socially anxious young person may
revert to communicate less often online in comparison to their peers. However,
studies reflect that socially anxious young people recognised and valued online
communication as a vehicle for discussing pressing issues, with their peers
(Valkenburg and Peter, 2007). Therefore, accessing support through the use of
social media by young people has been identified as a key reason towards their
constant use of it (Leung, 2006; Greenhow and Burton, 2011; O’Dea and
Campbell, 2010). Furthermore, Green and Brock (2008) demonstrate that
children and young people are more likely to engage using online communication
in cases where they believe that this will entail minimal effort. This is because
they believe that this will result in immediate gratification in comparison to where
face-to-face communication has exercised (Green and Brock,2008). Moreover,
alongside the trends and patterns, communication research has further explored
how the Internet operates as a means for children
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and young people to develop and sustain their relational ties. However, one can
argue that this area of inquiry seems to overlap with current studies exploring
youth development of social networks, while at the same time investigating the
role assumed by the Internet and how it shapes dyadic experiences.
In the UK the creation of UK Council for Child Internet Safety in 2010 (UCCIS)
is a clear demonstration of the adopted stand by the government, towards an
increased focus upon children and young people’s increased use of social
networking sites (UKCCIS, 2010). At the same time changes to the new Office
for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills (Ofsted) framework
have incorporated “Online Safety” measures to be adopted in safeguarding
children and young people while using the Internet. These changes have now
included; young people access to content, their contact with others, and
behavioural issues while online (Ofsted, 2015; South West Grid for Learning
Trust Ltd, 2015). What has been anticipated as a result of these changes is that
schools may be under pressure to respond to the diversity of challenges raised
due to the increasing use of social networking sites
3.3 Potential Benefits of Social Media use
Studies indicate that there are certain kinds of social media, which can be used to
produce positive or prosocial attitudes among children and young people.
Moreover, there is an argument that when used under specified conditions, social
media can be beneficial for children and young people’s use (Bessier et al., 2008).
The current use of social media, in particular, has been a topic of
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much contention and debate, as they are linked to both risks and benefits for
children and young people. Consequently, the use of social media has been known
to increase or enhance capacity for (online) socialising, increased learning
opportunities, and it also supports greater access to health-promoting information
for the users (O’Keefe et al., 2011). Best et al., (2014) suggest that several studies
conducted have demonstrated that the use of social media by children and young
people may help in raising their self –esteem and a sense of social belongingness.
He further states that this can have a positive impact, resulting in the user to
experience positive psychological wellbeing. Subsequently, social media users
have been known to help the user in strengthening their more extensive users’
social networks. This has been fundamental in strengthening their social
relationship, which helps the user to have more social support. For young people
experiencing a feeling of loneliness the use of social media to socialise online
helps in mitigating such feelings, while also contributing to their subjective
wellbeing. Likewise, social media websites can assume the role of compensating
for users’ weak social skills, while enabling them to fulfil their potential for social
interaction, identity exploration and friendship (Bonetti, Campbell and Gilmore,
2010; Kowert Domahidi and Quandt, 2014). However, it remains unclear to
whether and to what extent online media communications can have a positive or
a negative psychological and mental consequence for it most avid users, in this
case, children and young people.
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3.4 Negative use of social media
The rapid advancement of electronic communication, including the use of social
media, has also brought about different complex challenges. For example, cases
of cyberbullying have become a significant challenge as a new form of anti- social
behaviour; while online communication has been found to raise the likelihood of
being a perpetrator of bullying (Sticca, Alsaker, and Perren, 2013). This is while
evidence suggests that there is also a strong correlation of time spent online and
the increased chances of being cyberbullied (Machmutow et al., 2012). According
to Juvenon and Gross (2008), heavy Internet use can increase the chance of one
being a victim of online bullying. However, a more recent survey conducted
among children and young people found a contradicting paradox which seems to
indicate that moderate internet users claimed that they were also more exposed to
the risk of cyberbullying in comparison to heavy internet users. Based on the
observed context, there was an indication that easily accessible and available
cyberspace seems to be a convenient platform for verbal offence and other forms
of cyberbullying (Savoldi et al., 2016).
Furthermore, one of the main reasons reported that cyberspace and especially
social media sites by children and young people have provided a platform for
cyberbullying is due to the amount of personal and private information and
interaction between users. Children and young people at the age of 13-18 years
old have reported using social media for various purposes. Some of the reported
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activities include the use of social media communicating with friends, selflearning outside the school and also in terms of confidence-boosting when they
feel down (Mishna et al., 2012; Seo et al., 2013).
Earlier research has also linked the use of social media activities by children and
young people with a range of mental health issues. Some of these issues include
poor function and distress, depression, anxiety, loneliness, low self- esteem and
in some cases suicidal ideation (van den Eijnden, et al., 2008; Xiuqin et al., 2010;
Fovaranti et al., 2012; Sampasa-Kanyinga and Lewis, 2015; Mitchell et al., 2015).
In relating this to the use of social media by social workers, it was commented
that social workers could use social media as a way of engaging with clients
suffering or with enduring mental health illness. Not only did the use of social
media offer the client a sense of confidentiality, but it also allowed them to engage
with a social worker without them being physically present. Therefore, one can
highlight this to be a positive use of social media by a social worker, which could
also be defined as ethical as it was being exercised to undertake a good practice.
3.5 Risks, privacy invasion and harmful contact experienced by children
and young people using social media
Livingstone et al. (2017) suggest that new opportunities in most of the cases are
also linked with new risks. The UK’S Home Office Task Force on Child
Protection on the Internet (2008) report that children and young people using
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social media are being exposed to a series of risks online. These included
cyberbullying, online harassment, theft of information, violent behaviour, sexual
grooming, and racist attack, encouraged to self –harm and exposure to harmful
content. In addition, children and young people have been exposed anxious
headline while online for example ‘Facebook spells the end of lasting friendship’,
(Smith, 2008) ‘Knife a pal on Facebook’ (Clench, 2008),’MySpace Invaders: Evil
Lurks on Teen Sites (Webster and Edwards, 2007). While the above seems to
certainly overstate some of the problems children and young people face while
online, one can argue that there remain grounds for genuine concerns. Therefore,
it is evident that such research findings indicate a link between social media with
a range of contact, content and conduct risk to children and young people,
importantly some of these risks are perpetrated by children and young people
themselves.
A study conducted by ditchlabel (2014) working in partnership with Habbo Hotel
took a survey in which 10,008 children and young people participated. The survey
participants were drawn from the UK, USA, Australia and other countries. Their
findings indicated that 37% of teenagers were frequent victims of cyberbullying.
The study further indicated that 75% of the sample participants who used
Facebook as one of the social networking platforms 54% had experienced
cyberbullying. According to Madden et al., (2014) study on teenagers and
technology, they found that 802 teenagers aged between 12-17 years who
participated in the survey 95% of them had access to the Internet.
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Furthermore, 78% possessed a mobile phone,47% had a smartphone, while 23%
had a tablet. What the statistics illustrated is the easy accessibility of young people
to the digital world, which further impacted on their risk of being victims of
cyberbullying.
It is believed that young people activities while online are most likely to
exacerbate online risk, the disclosure of personal information and the
experimental nature of peer communication. A study conducted by Hinduja and
Patchin (2008) seems to indicate that children and young people fail to exercise
a lot of caution when communicating online. However, a recent study conducted
by Livingstone et al. (2017) seems to indicate that children and young people
have learned to be cautious online, but there is still little evidence to support this.
As a result, most children and young people suggested that they felt trapped and
unable to untangle themselves where they had been subjected to online abuse and
cyberbullying experiences. Therefore, what this indicated is that there was a need
for more online safety programme for children and young people to help them
deal with these vices.
Moreover, in a study conducted in the USA through a survey it was established
that while boys and younger teenagers were more likely to post falsified
information on their social media post, older teenagers especially (girls) were
more likely to disclose their personal information online. This included
information about their school (49%) and their email (29%) (Lenhart and
Madden, 2007). One can then argue that since social media sites are designed
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for children and young people to provide some personal information, personal
disclosures are unsurprising. What this then indicates is that personal disclosure
triggered communication risks, while concerns around the risk of cyberbullying
continued to escalate (Mishna et al., 2012). Although higher levels of
cyberbullying are reported in the USA with 72% of children and young people
within the age of 12-17 years old being victims, reports suggest that there was a
closer link between online and offline bullying (Juvonen and Gross, 2008;
Savoldi et al., 2016). Subsequently, Hinduja and Patchin (2009) identified that
82% of victims bullied online seem to know their perpetrators, while 42% who
reported as victims of cyberbullying were also subjected to bullying at school.
While Livingstone et al., (2017) argues that children and young people who
frequently communicate using various forms of online platforms remain at high
risk of online victimisation.
According to Subrahmanyam and Greenfield’s (2006) construction model
children and young people construct and co-construct their surrounding
environment through the use of digital media. This is achieved through their
connection with the online and offline world. This is an indication that the digital
world provides children and young people with a platform for significant
development task of adolescence. For example, this includes identity and
sexuality. However, while the use of digital media among young people continues
to be widespread, they are faced with complex challenges of navigating and
dealing with darker and more unsavoury elements of digital
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technology (Subrahmanyam and Greenfield, 2006). This is further complicated
by the sense that young people are at a stage of particular psychological
vulnerability (Salmela,2011).
Another key consideration in children and young people’s use of social media is
whether they have set their profile to public or private and whether they are
exercising caution in accepting unknown contacts as their friends (Livingstone,
2010). However, there is still a lack of research which has fully disentangled how
these different factors work that is forms of online communication, conditions of
use, what are the characteristics of the young users and what could be the possible
adverse consequences.
In linking this to social work practice, evidence suggests that where children and
young people had left their profile public, and they were at risk of accepting
unknown contact as friends. Therefore, the generated fear that it made them more
vulnerable and more likely to be at risk of cyberbullying and sexual exploitation
(Livingstone, 2010; Livingstone, 2017; Willoughby,2018). Therefore, in such a
situation, social workers had a duty in protecting and ensuring the wellbeing of
such clients which could be attained by accessing their social media sites without
their client's consent. However, based on the risk involved this could then
generate a debate if social workers by accessing online client information to
safeguard client at risk could be termed as ethical or unethical and/or legitimate
or illegitimate, while also trying to juggle the care and control element.
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3.6 Social media providing an opportunity for networking, self- expression,
learning and communication among children and young people
One can argue that identities are usually constructed as a result of interaction with
other individuals. It has been reported that the site that children and young people
perform and experiment with their identities include social media and other online
domains. Therefore, as technology and its application continue to evolve, it also
impacts on the construction of their social identity. (Livingstone,2010;
Livingstone, 2017). However, young people strong desire to connect and keep in
touch with their peers, express themselves and share experiences at anytime and
anywhere has been one of the key factors driving online and mobile
communication (Livingstone, 2010; Livingstone et al.,2017). This seems to be a
contradiction of the isolated surrounding and environment in which children who
stay at home chatting to strangers online finds themselves in. Current empirical
research seems to then undermine any current debate between what is
online/offline or face-to-face and virtual (Green et al., 2019). Consequently, one
can argue that youthful practices are best illustrated by the application of different
forms of communication, with online communication, being used significantly to
maintain the already established relationship, instead of making a new one with
strangers (Gross, 2004; Boneva 2006; Mesch and Talmud, 2007). This also
applies to the use of social networks, including social media (Ellison 2007;
Valkenburg and Peter, 2007a, b). According to Green et al. (2019), they argue
that in the current generation what is seen as the epicentre
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of an explosion in online communication by children and young people is the
willingness by children and young people to create what appears to them as a
valued representation of oneself. For the majority of children and young people,
this is then affirmed by the different generations. This then clarifies the argument
that for children and young people, social networking reveals the pleasure they
find through creating an online project of themselves. Again, friend responses are
acknowledged as they are viewed to be recognition of the peer network (Decieux
et al., 2019). While there are claims that the use of social media by children and
young people has transformed their lives, however, in cases where it was used
effectively, it has facilitated changes in term of the quality and quantity of
communication. This has been in terms of speed, ease and convenience of
widespread access not to mention the distribution of content throughout a nearglobal network. This has been facilitated through social media ability to exercise
persistence and searchability of content over time, replicability, which entails
remixing and manipulation of the content while trying to observe privacy,
anonymity and exchange (Boyd and Ellison, 2007; Ito 2008).
According to Heverly (2008), the use of social networking sites remains different
from the traditional face-to-face means of communication, which requires an
individual physical presence. Therefore, this has been identified as a critical
feature enjoyed by children and young people, use of social networking site as a
means of communication. This is because it allows them to
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communicate freely while sharing a form of advice and support from their friends
and peers. Children and young people can also take advantage of the noncommittal interaction, and an easily accessible, quick form of communication,
which they seem to enjoy (Boyd and Ellison, 2007).
This, therefore, leads to an argument that for those who are against engaging in
social networking they are at the risk of missing out with a view that the public
sector should try to keep up children and young people use of social networking
site. Hannon, (2007 p.62) suggests that the is a possibility that the current
generation of young people will play a significant role in reinventing the
workplace and the society at large, through their use of technology. In addition to
these educators, non-governmental organisation and child welfare practitioners
believe that the use of social media in practice will be significant in addressing
and at the same in engaging with children and young people at their terms.
3.7 Summary
This chapter has provided background on children, and young people use social
media. It has also offered what could be viewed as some of the antecedents of the
research; while also providing a useful context in which the research has taken
place. This is important as it allows an individual to place the locus of the research
question in that context. The chapter has also discussed some of the benefits and
risk children and young people are exposed to through their use of social media.
However, it is also evident that while social workers have tried to
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structure and identify means and ways to support appropriate use of technology
by children and young people; the majority of them have also struggled in
identifying what could be termed as the ethical or unethical and legal or
illegitimate use of social media in their practice. The next chapter will discuss the
methodology of this study, explaining how the study was carried out and the
rationale for the decisions made in the process.

CHAPTER 4 METHODOLOGY
4.1 Introduction
This chapter sets out the process that was involved in carrying out the study and
the rationale behind the decisions made in the course of it. Bryman (2016)
suggests that research should be grounded in a sound philosophical and
epistemological view that draws on the perceived reality of the researcher. It is
worth mentioning that my experience as a social worker influenced the way the
study was conducted. The research also draws from an interpretive paradigm with
the method of data collection being the use of semi-structured interviews.
This chapter will also explore the ethical considerations, philosophical designs
executed, and type of sampling used as a means of identifying participants who
were mainly children, young people and families’ social workers. Based on the
sensitive nature of the study, the researcher has elaborated upon some of the
complexities encountered. This is while intending to shed some more lights on
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these challenges in such a hotly contested topic in child welfare services. As in
any research involving child welfare, the importance of ensuring that data is
collected ethically is critical. This is as highlighted by The Economic and Social
Research Council Research Ethics Framework, (ESRC) 2005 is a guide designed
to support and promotes sound ethical research. In addition, for researchers
discussing sensitive topics, there is a need for them to be able to make an
assessment based on the impact of the research on both the participant and the
researcher (Dickson –Swift et al., 2007). There is also a growing recognition that
in undertaking qualitative research, this can pose many challenges for researchers
(Etherington,1996; Birch and Miller, 2000; Campbell, 2002; Ferguson, 2003).
Therefore, in order to effectively deal with these potential impacts, the researcher
must assess the possible challenges. Milling-Kinard (1996) points out, that to
address these issues, ideas can be adopted from similar studies that have
successfully navigated often emotionally laden and sensitive circumstances.
Consequently, to establish the study rigour, objectivity and reliability have to be
considered. Objectivity is vital as it allows things to be examined critically and
while validity in research is worth striving for, this study aims at achieving
reliability because of its nature (Winter, 2000; Ratner, 2002; Heale and Twycross,
2015). Therefore, generalisation will also be exercised cautiously, taking into
consideration the limitations of the study. The generalisation is
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viewed as an act of reasoning, which involves drawing broad inferences from an
observation (Morse et al., 2002). In qualitative research, this is widely recognised
as a quality standard action. Moreover, it is also firmly linked to the claims that
can be derived from the findings of the study (Polit and Beck, 2010).
In regards to the research rigour, it can be argued that what is viewed as the
trustworthiness of a study may be established if the reader can audit the
influences, events and actions of the researcher. Guba and Lincoln (1989) are of
the view that in establishing trustworthiness (rigour) in a qualitative inquiry, it is
essential to appeal to the criteria of dependability, transferability, credibility while
enlarging upon them, and this will be explored further in this chapter.
Additionally, they suggest that for a study to be viewed as credible, its
trustworthiness must be evaluated. Consequently, Golafshani (2003) suggests
that where trustworthiness of research can be fully maximised, then there exists,
a high possibility of attaining more credible and defensible results leading to
generalizability. This concept is also advocated for by Stenbacka (2001), as the
structure involving both doing and documenting of high-quality qualitative
research.
The methodology adopted has been underpinned by sound ethics and critical
reflexivity, which will also be highlighted in this chapter. According to Adkins
(2002), Alvesson and Skoldberg (2009) and Silverman (2011), reflexivity is
viewed as a significant part of the research process. It helps both the researcher
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and the reader in gaining an in-depth understanding, address own bias and in
reflexive writing of a research study. Importantly, the adoption of sound ethics
and reflexivity has been identified as a significant part of this research study,
which touched on a highly sensitive practice, child welfare practitioners and their
vulnerable clients. As a developing researcher adhering to both sound ethics and
reflexivity has ensured that, I have continued to retain an openness and
willingness to take on board ideas suggested by fellow practitioners, colleagues,
my supervisory team and other academic scholars. This is while also challenging
the preconceived concepts, society perception and discourses, own belief,
personal perspectives and what encompasses knowledge to the writer (Murphy
and Atkins,1994; Adkins, 2002; Marshall, 2002; Payne and Payne, 2004;
Alvesson and Skoldberg 2009; Silverman, 2011).
4.2 Philosophical framework
In consideration of the philosophical framework to be utilised, the researcher has
exercised the set rules of the inductive and deductive reasoning (Bowling, 2009).
It is important to mention that with deductive reasoning, this results in where the
conclusion is viewed to be logical and starts from general to specific.
Consequently, it can be argued that from a deductive point of view, knowledge is
based on the information that is already available. Concerning, my study, this
entailed exploring what the available materials have discussed in regards to social
workers use of social media for work purposes. This also entailed finding out if
the current social workers use of social media could be termed as ethical
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or unethical and at the same time if the social worker viewed this as legitimate or
illegitimate. While the study was mainly qualitative, it is essential to mention that
where inductive reasoning has been exercised, this is mostly applied in
quantitative research. It is suggested that a generalisation in a quantitative study
is being based on specific statements (Crotty, 1998; Karl and Gary, 2008).
Importantly, ontological and epistemological perspectives that have also been the
foundation of this research will be discussed briefly, as they play a significant
role in terms of influencing the approach to theory and the overall methodology
adopted (Marsh and Furlong, 2002).
4.3 The nature of being: A brief examination of ontology
As argued by Beck (1979) ‘the purpose for social science is to understand the
social reality as different people see it and to demonstrate how their views shape
the action which they take within that reality (Anderson et al.,2003:153), an
ontological distinction is viewed as a significant element of the research process.
This is based on the fact that it facilitates the researcher to uncover how their
existing individual perceptions of human nature impacts on their approach which
they consciously adopt while trying to reveal what is defined as the social truth
(David and Sutton, 2004). However, Cohen et al., (2000) suggest that there are
tenuous links concerning how one might look at the socially constructed realities
and choices one might make about the methodological consideration.
While undertaking a study, one may adopt varying ontological perspectives, or
what can be identified as ways of viewing social reality. This involves the
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adoption of the belief that the world of social interactions exists independently of
what is perceived as a rational, external entity and responsive to the scientific and
positivist modes of inquiry. In the same vein, it is believed that this tradition has
informed the ontological foundation of research for some time, this in particular
in the domains of physical sciences (Bitter-Davis & Parker, 1997; Gallagher,
2008).
In addition, one may view social reality as being co-constructed by individuals
who interact while making their meaning of the world actively, and therefore as
a researcher, this grants the chance to search for the truth in people lived
experiences through rigorous interpretation (Graue and Walsh,1998; BryneAmstrong et al.,2001). As Pring argues (2000a), both of these ways of coming to
the research are informed by historical, cultural and philosophical backgrounds,
which have to be addressed explicitly. Therefore, it can be argued that without
such examination as a researcher, one may not become aware of the philosophical
premises on which arguments are based; to enable the justification of the research
processes and findings. As a result, my role as a social worker influenced my
social reality, which also led to the interest in the study around social worker use
of social media for work purposes. This can, therefore, define that the social
reality, in this case, could be seen or termed as the researchers' ontology.
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4.4 How knowledge is shared: a review of epistemological considerations
Derived from the Stanford Dictionary of Philosophy (2009) epistemology is
about issues that linked with the creation and dissemination of knowledge in
particular around areas of inquiry. One can suggest that, from a historical aspect
that social science inherited epistemological orientation form the scientific
research methods, which were associated with the physical sciences.
Epistemology is ‘a way of understanding and explaining how we know what we
know’, (Crotty, 2003:3). Epistemology is also ‘concerned with providing a
philosophical grounding for deciding what kinds of knowledge are possible and
how we can ensure that they are both adequate and legitimate’ (Maynard,
1994:10, Cited in Crotty 2003).
Epistemology is firmly grounded in the ontological belief that the behaviour of
human subjects is manifest as a result of an ordered and rule-governed external
reality. Additionally, there is a conceptual perspective that human behaviour and
actions are primarily determined by stimuli, which, in most cases, is not their own
making. In relating this point to the research study, one can argue that social
worker use of social media could work for example, in safeguarding and in
protecting children suffering or at risk of suffering significant harm.
For social scientist concerned with the exploring of historically bound, and
culturally, the contextualised meaning of human interaction, they do share the
belief that focus upon the actors themselves, the person who is responsible for
their actions, should be a critical aspect of research (Cohen et al., 2000).
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Therefore, the researcher intention was aimed at adding more knowledge to what
is already know about social workers use of social media. As a result, it was
essential to explore further what were the views of social workers on ethical or
unethical and legitimate or illegitimate use of social media for work purposes.
4.5 Research Approach/Methods
There is an epistemological assumption that the use of a mixed-method is an
opportunity for researchers to combine the use of numbers and words in
understanding or explaining social issues. It can, therefore, be argued that both
numbers and word should be granted equal status in development in development
science, which includes social sciences. Although particular disciplines including
social work have been known to emphasise particular methods of data collection
and analysis, there remains no particular reason in limiting a particular program
of research in developmental science to adopt a single method (Yoshikawa et al.,
2008).
At the start of the research process, a decision was made jointly by the researcher
together with his supervisory team to adopt a mixed-method approach. The
decision made was intended to ensure that the study achieved both reliability and
validity, which was through the combination of an interpretive as well as a
positivist strategy. Creswell (2013) argues that the use of a mixed-method
approach in research was found to be effective in terms of improving the
outcome, results in confidence and in overcoming the research
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bias (Murray et al., 1999; Silverman, 2011). Consequently, adopting a mixedmethod approach offers a researcher a sense of what can be identified as multiple
viewpoints. This supports a higher accuracy in terms of research findings, which
can also be used to inform theory and practice. This is mostly through what can
be related to as the unity in goals, thoughts and logic (Creswell, 2013). On the
same note, a mixed-method approach also supports in the application of
triangulation which helps in the application and utilisation of both qualitative and
quantitative research traditions in the same study (Thurmond, 2001; Hussein,
2015).
However, the challenges of obtaining a more significant number of participants
as initially anticipated led to the researcher settling on a qualitative method with
semi-structured interviews being used as a method of data collection. The use of
semi-structured interviews is further discussed in this chapter. Although both
semi-structured interviews and online survey were used in this study, it is
necessary to reiterate that the study was mainly qualitative.
It is worth noting that one challenge that was faced in adopting the use of semistructured interviews was the requirement to undertake the University organised
in-house training, which concentrated on the effective use of interviewing
participants in qualitative methods. These set of training were time-consuming
despite being termed as beneficial.
Barmes et al. (2009) further argue that where new technologies for visualising
and understanding data have been utilised; this could also further heighten
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challenges faced in the research process. However, to improve the research, while
also ensuring that any unforeseen challenges could be addressed at the earliest
opportunity possible, the researcher adopted a screening and piloting method.
This was to ensure that only quality data was collected.
In terms of data analysing, which has been discussed further in this chapter;
convergence, a coding matrix was adopted. The purpose of this was to summarise
the similarities and differences between the collected sets of data. Consequently,
there was a need to exercise comparison of the findings this being in respect to
the interpretation and meaning of themes, prominence and frequency (Crotty,
2005).
4.6 Alternative approach considered.
During the research process, there was a debate between my supervisory team
and myself if there was a need to consider the use of phenomenology as a research
design. This research design is also based within the humanistic research
paradigm, which adopts or follows a qualitative approach (Denscombe, 2003).
However, after some discussions with the supervisory team, the researcher opted
against using it. The reason being that for phenomenology, this works well in
situations where there is a conversation or in this case unstructured interview. On
the same note, in using phenomenology, there is an existing assumption that as a
researcher, one can only be able to understand individuals
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within their context (Creswell, 2013). This being what is happening to them
within what is termed as their lived realities.
Phenomenological inquiry stresses that only those individuals who have
experienced the phenomena being investigated or explored are in a position to
express them to the outside world (Todres and Holloway, 2004). As a result, they
are in a better position to respond to questions of meaning in understanding
experience from individuals who have experienced it. According to Welman and
Kruger (1999), they suggest that a key role of the phenomenologists entails
having a better understanding of the social and psychological phenomena from
the perspectives of people involved.
As a result, this leads to the argument that an individual's perceptions of
experiences and phenomena provide us with evidence of the world and how
individuals perceive it through their lived reality (van Manen, 1990). Therefore,
one suggests that a key aim of the phenomenological approach is its ability to
deal with experiences and meaning. It also intends to capture as closely as
possible how the phenomenon being investigated is experienced within its natural
setting in which the experience occurs (Giorgi and Giorgi 2003). However, for
the data collection, purposes, this is done through unstructured interviews, and it
is primarily conducted with participants who have directly experienced the
phenomenon being investigated (Patton, 2002).
This was one of the limitations and a challenge in terms of using phenomenology.
It was also based on the fact that for some child practitioners,
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the use of social media for work purposes did not form part of their experience.
Therefore, their lived experience or narrative concerning the phenomena being
investigated might be termed as shallow or weak. As a result, they might,
therefore, be relying on other child practitioner experience, which in this case,
will be viewed as a second-hand account. Based on the fact that phenomenology
tends to be interested in the direct experience of the phenomena being
experienced as a starting point, this, therefore, acted as another barrier, which led
to phenomenology not being utilised for this research study (Lindseth and
Norberg 2004; Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009; Creswell, 2013).
The study had set out to collect detailed descriptions of what children and young
people social work practitioners were doing in regard to the phenomena being
investigated, why they were not doing it, what they might have considered doing
in future practice or why they might consider not to do it and what was their
perception around it. van Manen (1990 p.10) further notes that in terms of
phenomenological reflection, this cannot be viewed as introspective
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retrospective. This is based on the argument that reflection on lived experience
has always remained as a re-collective. As a result, it is the reflection that is
already lived through or one, which has already been experienced by the
participant, which the researcher will also be interested in.
In the creation and use of semi-structured interviews enabled the researcher to
pose questions to the participants that elicited deep thinking, engagement with
the participant and reflection. Therefore, it was also important for the researcher
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to ensure that while conducting the interviews, the response gained from the
participants elicited an in-depth and rich narrative. The obtained narratives were
deemed more beneficial to the study, rather than a simple (I am not sure, or I do
not know) response from participants who in this case had an experience of the
phenomenon before the interview. This would be either first hand or through a
second-hand experience. This was viewed as significant in terms of facilitating a
platform in which children and young people practitioners could adopt, this
concerning both unsanctioned and sanctioned engagement with client
information through the use of social media.
In consideration of the above discussion it can be argued that it will, therefore, be
of significance to include the thoughts views, lived perceptions and experiences
of children and young people practitioners (participants) with or without the lived
experience of the phenomena being investigated (Patton, 2002). Therefore, this
points to a statement by Glaser and Strauss (1992) which argues that researcher
should ensure that they do not start theory to prove or disprove it, but should adopt
an open view approach, where the emerging themes are being led by the data
collected. It is also important to mention that to avoid being bias, all researchers
should adopt a cautious approach in the sense that they should be commencing
their research with a blank slate. However, they have a duty in ensuring that any
kind of literature that they come in contact with does not contaminate or at the
same time impede their efforts in working towards the creation of different
categories (Glaser, 1992).
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As a result, it was important to observe that participants selected for this study
were not limited in terms of those who had experienced social workers use of
social media to engage with client’s information but also included participants
who had not used it but had maybe experienced other child practitioners, using it.
Consequently, those participants who had met the outlined participant criteria,
which had been briefly mentioned earlier in this chapter, were also considered to
take part.
4.7 Online surveys
It is important to highlight that although this study was mainly a qualitative study,
the use of online questionnaires was most applied as a recruitment tool. This was
in the sense that for social workers who were interested in being interviewed, they
had to indicate so in the last question, available on the online survey.
Four local authorities were initially targeted as a potential participating
organisation in the study. Out of the four selected, one of them was eventually
identified as the main participating organisation. This was after undergoing some
rigorous negotiation and ethical research procedures. Consequently, having
undergone through the required ethical clearance procedures, it was important
also to identify a gatekeeper who would act as a point of contact between the
researcher, participants and the organisation. Having obtained all the required
ethical clearance, and before the researcher could set the online survey live, it
was important to conduct a few online trials, which was
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conducted in the form of a pilot study. The reason behind this was to ensure that
the online survey was functioning properly, and it was able to achieve its
intended purposes. It was also important to set up a meeting with the
gatekeeper, which would enable us to discuss how the online survey would be
administered and distributed. The gatekeeper was mandated with the
distribution of the online survey, which was in the form of in full (URL). This
was shared with the social workers in the form of an email containing the
(URL) goo.gl/gDrQhk to all children and young people social workers in the
organisation. The link was also made available to student social workers who
were on their placement at that time and who would be interested in taking part
in the study. As mentioned earlier, it was important for the link to be made
available to a larger pool of children welfare practitioners working in various
teams. Therefore, this allowed the researcher to reach a larger audience with
common characteristics within a short space of time despite the two parties that
are the researcher and the participants being in different locations
geographically. Therefore, one can argue that this can be a fundamental
rationale for using an online survey in situations where there are resources and
time constraints (Garton et al., 1999; Taylor, 2000; Yun & Trumbo, 2000),
Another key consideration of using the online survey was that most child
practitioners are at the present working under strenuous conditions with heavy
case workloads and very minimal time at their disposal. Therefore, it was
important not to adopt a cautious approach, which would limit the scope of the
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practitioners who would be interested in taking part in the study. Consequently,
with the ongoing austerity measures leading to a decline in child welfare
practitioners, the researcher also felt that it might prove difficult to obtain a larger
number of practitioners who would be willing to take part in the study. This based
on the fact that most local authorities were completely understaffed and stretched
in terms of resources and manpower. As a consequence, it was difficult to have
many child welfare practitioners. Stanton (1998) argues that use of online survey
on social research as a means of data collection has been viewed as significant;
due to its ability to estimate or describe the perception or behaviour of the
community, which is being investigated.
At the same time, the ability of the online survey in allowing the researcher to
collect data from participants while they also work on other research-related task
proved to be significant in terms of timesaving (Baron and Healey, 2002; Llieva
et al., 2002). Subsequently, during the online survey data collection process, the
transmitted responses also allowed the researcher to conduct an early preliminary
analysis. This was intended to start identifying if there was a pattern forming in
terms of emerging themes while also waiting for the desired response to be
collected (Llieva et al., 2002). Therefore, this again allowed the researcher to
reach a larger audience with common characteristics within a short space of time.
In addressing a situation where there was a likelihood on an online survey
experiencing lower participant response, it was agreed that the gatekeeper would
be sending out gentle reminders through emails. These would
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be containing the survey link to participants to encourage them to take part in the
survey. Additionally, in regards to issues surrounding anonymity, which is likely
to be experienced in the online survey as (Llieva et al., 2002; Hoonakker and
Carayon, 2009), it was important to ensure that no form of data that can be linked
to the participant was identifiable. It is important to also mention that a detailed
informed consent was also provided online for participant taking the online
survey.
4.8 Semi-structured interviews
Interviews can be defined broadly under three formats. These include
unstructured, structured and semi-structured. For structured interviews, these do
tend to adopt or follow a rigid script. In a structured interview, the questions being
posed to the participants are, in most cases have been agreed on/decided in
advance (Denscombe, 2010; King Horrocks, 2010; Silverman, 2011). For this
study, the most practical and realistic method of collecting qualitative data was
considered to be through the use of semi-structured interviews. This was mainly
because it offers the participants a chance to offer first-hand experiences of the
phenomenon being investigated. It also allows the researcher to ask spontaneous
questions and also in probing the participants in situations where the researcher
might need more clarity. Silverman (2010) suggests that the use of interviews at
these stages is significant in the essence that it provides the researcher with views
and aspirations of the participant’s first-hand. Moreover, from an interpretive
angle, semi-structured interviews continue to be viewed as an
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important source of data collection; due to their ability to provide a researcher
with an opportunity to step back and reflect on the data collection process.
According to Silverman (2012) and Crotty (1998), this is achieved by the
researcher through the examination of the participants at a more in-depth level.
The use of semi-structured interviews facilitated questions being posed to the
child welfare practitioners, which elicited an element of reflection engagement
and deep thinking from the participants. As identified by the researcher, the
significance of this is that it created a platform in which child welfare
practitioners who took part in the study could adopt. This was regarding both their
sanctioned and unsanctioned engagement with client information using social
media. Based on the above discussion it was therefore significant for the
researcher to include the thoughts, views, perception and experience of the
practitioners who were without and with the experiences of the phenomena
(Patton, 2002). Consequently, this can be related to Glaser and Strauss, (1967)
views that the researcher should adopt an open-minded approach, which will
enable them not to start a theory to prove or disprove it. In addition, they are of
the views that to avoid being biased; the researcher should be open to the creation
of themes while being guided or led by the data being or already collected. In
addressing this situation, it is then vital for the researcher to avoid a situation in
which they started their research with a blank slate but to facilitate a situation,
ensuring that. Glaser and Strauss (1967) further suggest that
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researchers should also ensure that whatever literature they engage with does not
influence contaminate or impede their effort towards the generation of different
categories (p.31).
On the other hand, through the interviews conducted, this enabled the researcher
to be in a better position to access what interpretation the interviewee had, based
solely on events and actions taking place. Consequently, this also supported the
researcher to understand the practitioner's views, aspirations and themselves and
their interpretation of events (Silverman, 2012). As a result, a researcher should
create a more flexible atmosphere, in which the interviews conducted should be
in the form of a conversational manner with the participants, while also
maintaining their main line of inquiry. Therefore, Yin (2003) concludes that
researchers, when conducting interviews, should override the idea of them
appearing as structured queries, but as a guided conversation. Similarly, he
suggests that it is the researcher's mandate in ensuring that despite the need to
pursue a consistent line of inquiry, questions being asked to the participants
should maintain fluidity rather than rigidity (Yin, 2003).
Semi-structured interviews have continued to be viewed as the most commonly
used method while undertaking qualitative research. While using the semistructured interviews, the interviewer usually has a broad range of topics and
themes. Moreover, the element of flexibility available in these forms of
interviews allows the interviewer to improvise and further probe with follow up
questions. This being is while intending to further explore areas of interest as
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they emerge based on the discussion held between the participant and the
interviewer (King and Horrocks, 2010; Runswick-Cole, 2011). The presence of
scope for probing and pursuing relevant information, which is achieved through
additional questions, are customarily noted as prompts in the interview schedule.
Additionally, the interviewer usually asks open-ended questions while also
formulating questions, which allow for follow up leads that emerge during an
interview. The open-ended questions also allow the interviewer the opportunity
to set the tone while also directing the process, as the need requires (Arksey and
Knight, 1999). This could also be achieved through the use of different mode for
example email, phone or face to face with the latter one being the most popular
(Meho, 2006; Bryman, 2012; Silverman, 2012). The researcher also decided to
use face-to-face semi-structured interview due to its ability to observe the nonverbal cues from the participant. This observation can also enhance the quality
and depth of the data collected, while at the same time it can support in shedding
more light in terms of what the question being posed to them by the interviewer
(Kvale,1996; Bryman, 2012; Silverman, 2012).
Furthermore, using this method allowed the researcher to attain an in-depth
understanding of the decision –making process, and the lived experiences of the
participants (Kings and Horrocks, 2010). Therefore, in ensuring that the main
themes and topics, which were considered relevant to the research, were
addressed there was a need to draw up short and succinct research questions,
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which were to be used in the semi-structured interviews. Consequently, there was
also a need to ensure that the themes were categorised to support flexible and
fluid-structure. This ensured that there was a focus on relevant points and in the
production of relevant knowledge crucial to the research study (Mason, 2002;
Rubin and Rubin, 2011).
It is worth mentioning that one of the main challenges that the researcher
experienced in conducting the semi-structured interviews was around the
planning of ideal dates and time, which would be favourable to the child welfare
practitioners. This was based on the fact that the planning of interviews involved
much consultation with the child welfare practitioners; as the majority of them
had heavy workloads and also worked under tight time schedules. Therefore, this
entailed that the researcher had to exercise a lot of flexibility and patience to be
able to organise the interviews. Interestingly, despite all the planning undertaken
by the researcher to facilitate this, there were several occasions when the social
workers would cancel or postpone the interviews at short notice. For example,
this occurred where the social worker had to attend to urgent safeguarding
concerns which required the social workers' attention, as the welfare of the child
is always paramount.
4.9 Data Analysis of Interviews
It is suggested that unlike in quantitative form of data analysis where the current
argument is that proportions of the research participants answering in particular
ways are calculated, in the thematic content analysis the use of NVivo can prove
156

beneficial (Braun and Clarke, 2006). This is due to its ability to quickly code a
large number of interview transcripts that the researcher might need to code.
However, although the use of NVivo as a data analytics software can be
beneficial, particularly with large data set for the researcher using it for the first
time, it can prove to be a bit complex. This is primarily for the novice researcher.
However, to ensure clarity of the data analysis process, the researcher opted to
use both the NVivo and the manual process. In terms of the manual process, this
was achieved by manually, working through hard copies of the transcripts. The
latter process was beneficial in the sense that it allowed the researcher to reimmerse himself again in the data, further enhancing his familiarisation with the
data collected. Nowell et al., (2017) are of the view that the lack of a focus on
rigorous and relevant thematic analysis has implications in terms of the credibility
of the research process. As a way to avoid this, the researcher was keen to ensure
that a thorough thematic analysis had been undertaken on the transcribed data
obtained from the interviews. The process of thematic analysis will be discussed
in-depth in the next section below.
4.10 (i) Thematic Analysis
According to Braun and Clarke (2006), thematic analysis is the process of
identifying patterns or themes within qualitative data. They further suggest that
this is the first qualitative method that a researcher should aim to learn. This is
based on the argument that it offers core skills that can be applied when
conducting many other kinds of analysis. A key advantage of using a thematic
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analysis is that its level of flexibility means that unlike many qualitative
methodologies, thematic analysis is not tied to a particular epistemological or
theoretical perspective. Therefore, this gives it a considerable advantage as a data
analysis tool. There is an argument that there remain various ways in which one
can approach a thematic analysis (Boyatzis, 1998; Alhojailan, 2012; Javadi and
Zarea, 2016). However, this also entails that there can also be some form of
confusion about the nature of the thematic analysis. This is in terms of how the
analysis can retain its level of distinctiveness from a qualitative content analysis
(Vaismoradi, Tutunene and Bonda, 2013).
The main aim of using thematic analysis in this study has been to identify themes
that can be related to as the patterns in the data, which were important or
interesting to the researcher. The generated themes also helped in addressing the
research question. Consequently, thematic analysis was also applied by the
researcher in suggesting something about an issue concerning the research study.
In summary, thematic analysis has involved searching across a data set in the
interview transcripts to try to find the repeated patterns of meaning. Moreover,
the exact form and product of thematic analysis vary and therefore, it remains
important that the questions outlined are considered before and during thematic
analyses. According to Braun and Clarke (2006), they distinguish between two
levels of themes; semantic and latent. For semantic themes, Clarke (2006)
suggests that this is
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within the explicit or surface meanings of the data and analyst is not looking for
anything beyond what a participant has said or what has been written (p.84).
On the other hand, in terms of the latent level, the researcher aims to look beyond
what has already been said, to focus on interpreting, explaining and enhancing
the understanding of the data. Therefore, what this suggests concerning the study
is that the latent level aims to examine the underlying ideas and assumptions.
Moreover, the ideologies that are theorised as shaping or informing the semantic
content of the data are also explored in depth. However, it is important to mention
that there remain no hard and fast rules concerning this and therefore different
combinations remain possible; with the most crucial factor to consider being the
finished product which contains an account or a track of what was done and why
(Braun and Clarke, 2006; Maguire and Delahunt, 2017). In the next section, the
researcher will highlight the steps followed in the way thematic analysis was
undertaken in this study.
Table X showing Braun and Clarke (2006) six-phase framework for doing
thematic analysis has also been provided see Table X below.
Table X
Step 1 Becoming Familiar with the

Step 4 Review Themes

data
Step 2. Generating of initial codes

Step 5 Define Themes
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Step 3. Search for themes.

Step 6 Write Up

4.10 (II) Becoming familiar with the data
This stage entailed reading and reading of the transcribed interview transcripts,
which had been conducted (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Javadi and Zarea, 2016;
Maguire and Delahunt, 2017). This entailed is that the researcher was familiar
with the entire body of data collected and transcribed (This was in terms of all the
interviews and any other data collected in this study).
The researcher also reverted to jotting down rough scripts and notes of early
impressions emerging from scripts. This would help the researcher in having an
early indication of what the data collected was try to illuminate.
4.10 (III) Generate Initial Codes
At this stage, the researcher started to organise the collected data in a meaningful
and systematic way. In doing this, the researcher reverted to coding as a way of
reducing the large amount of data already collected, into more manageable small
chunks of meaning. An interesting point to note is that during this stage of
analysis of data, the researcher adopted both the theoretical thematic analysis and
the inductive analysis. This was in the view that the researcher coded each
segment of data that had captured something interesting or had captured
something relevant to the research question. However, the inductive analysis
seems to have been adopted more in the sense that the
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researcher used the line-by-line coding more than the theoretical thematic
analysis. At this stage, initial codes had started to develop for example a code
concerning social workers using social media for online surveillance had started
to appear more frequently, which allowed the researcher to have a preliminary
idea about the codes. Another code, which started to appear frequently after
finishing step 1, was social workers use of social media as a vehicle for
communication with clients. At this stage, it remained imperative that the
researcher worked through each interview transcript in-depth and thoroughly. In
ensuring that nothing was missed during this process, the researcher ensured that
they worked through each transcript while coding each segment of the text that
seemed relevant to or that seemed to address the research question specifically.
As the researcher was working alone, it was necessary to regularly review each
transcript in depth before proceeding to another. This ensured that not only was
he able to generate new codes, but it also allowed the researcher to at the time,
modify the existing one which he had retrieved. Coding at this stage was initially
done by hand through reading through the hard copies of the transcripts of the
interviews while using pens and highlighters to identify any interesting code.
Please see appendices for the tables showing the initial codes retrieved at this
early stage of the data analysis.
4.10 (iv) Search for themes
As already highlighted a theme is a pattern that captures something significant or
interesting about a data or a research question, and there are no hard and fast
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rules in deciding what constitutes a theme (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Javadi and
Zarea,2016; Maguire and Delahunt,2017). Therefore, a theme is characterised by
its importance and its relevance in answering the research question. In searching
for themes in this study, the researcher resulted in examining some of the codes
generated to identify the codes that appeared to fit together into a theme. Citing
an example of several codes generated by the social workers interviewed
suggested that they regularly used social media as a tool to engage or to keep in
touch with their clients. As a result, the research collated these into a theme called
social worker use of social media as a vehicle of communication with their clients.
At the end of this step, the generated codes had been organised into broader
themes that seemed to suggest something specific regarding the research
question. It is also important to mention that the themes generated, at this stage
were mostly predominantly descriptive in the sense that they described patterns
in the data obtained that highlighted the data relevant to the research question. To
view the preliminary themes, which were identified as a result of reading through
the interview, transcripts again, please see Table 4.1
– Table 4.3 in the Appendices. These preliminary themes, as indicated in the
above appendices, were grouped together with the codes that were associated with
the theme. Consequently, it is also essential to acknowledge that while most of
the codes generated were associated with a single theme, there were some
situations where some of the codes were associated with more than one theme.
Citing an example of the use of fake social media accounts by social
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workers and the link to online surveillance, the majority of the codes generated
seemed to be fitting to predominantly single themes. However, if need be the
researcher would have created what Maguire and Delahunt (2017) referred to as
a ‘miscellaneous’ theme to better manage codes that could not fit into a theme.
4.10 (V) Review of themes
During this stage, the researcher reviewed the modified and developed the
preliminary themes that had been identified in step 3. It was also vital for the
researcher to check if the themes identified at this stage were making sense.
Moreover, it was significant for the researcher to gather and to collate all data that
was relevant to each theme. The researcher utilised the ‘cut and paste’ function
in the word processing package, which, despite a bit time consuming, it enabled
the researcher to further re-immerse himself in the data collected. To assist the
researcher in the clear identification of data associated with each theme, these
were colour-coded, while at the same time reading each data to ensure that they
supported each theme. Importantly, at this juncture, the researcher needed to
ensure that themes generated were coherent and at the same time distinct to each
other. As a result, it was important for the researcher to ensure that the data
gathered supported the themes identified and, where the themes overlapped, these
were considered as separate themes. For example, the theme discussing clients
breach of privacy and confidentiality and themes discussing trust between social
workers and the clients where social media has been used to access the client’s
information.
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Moreover, the researcher also had to take into consideration if there were other
themes within the themes (subthemes). The researcher at this stage had to also
exercise reflectivity by trying to analyse if he was trying to fit too much into a
single theme. He also had to consider if there was a possibility of generating other
themes in the data collected, which could have been missed. While reviewing the
themes developed, the researcher also felt that some of the identified themes
could be merged into a single theme for example in a situation where social
workers talked about the complexity of the legal framework. However, the
researcher felt that there was no much data to support such a theme. Again, this
could also be discussed within other themes such as in social workers use of social
media for online surveillance; also, in the theme surrounding social worker’s
breach of client privacy and confidentiality. Furthermore, while the duty of care
and safeguarding clients was also prevalently mentioned by social workers this
was also merged or rather this was discussed in the theme social worker use of
social media as a tool for online surveillance. In summary, several changes were
made at this stage as the researcher eliminated and also merged some of the
themes.
At the end of the reviewing stage, the researcher had a reasonably good idea
concerning what the different themes were and how they seemed to fit together.
He also had a clear idea in regards to the overall story which the data was telling.
For tables showing a review of themes, please see appendices Table O and Table
O (i).
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4.10 (VI) Define Themes
In this final part, which entails the refinement of the themes; the researcher aim
was to exercise what Braun and Clarke (2006,) suggest as identifying the essence
of what each theme is about. During this final stage, the researcher intended to
identify what each theme was saying and if there were also other subthemes, and
if present, how would they relate to the main theme. Citing an example, one of
the themes identified in the researcher's analysis was that social workers use
social media to exercise online surveillance. Under this theme they were couples
of subthemes, for example, some social workers were found to be exercising
online surveillance and online monitoring as they only wanted to satisfy their
curiosity concerning what their clients were up to.
At the end of this stage, the significant and also exciting part of it was that the
researcher could clearly define what the identified themes were and what could
not be identified as a theme. While building up to this stage, the researcher had
already given the themes a working title.
In addition, at this point, those researchers are encouraged to start thinking about
the titles to be accorded to the themes generated after the final analysis process.
Therefore, an important factor that the researcher considered at this stage in the
naming of the theme is by ensuring that they were concise and also gave the
reader an immediate sense of the story the researcher was trying to tell—citing
an example, one of the themes discussed social workers use of social media as a
vehicle for communication with clients. The importance of
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this is that it granted the reader a sense of what the themes were about. Please see
Table 4.3- Table 4.5. 2 in the Appendices, which includes the reviewed themes
together with the subthemes.
4.10 (VII) Final themes identified
In conclusion, having undertaken the thematic analysis process, the researcher
was able to identify several key themes. Therefore, to enhance further clarity to
the reader these themes have been highlighted and discussed in-depth chapter 5
4.11 Ethical clearance
Ethical considerations and issues around ethics remain a significant part of every
research. This is based on the fact that it influences the way the research study is
structured and also executed. It can also be argued that this also influences the
findings of the research study being conducted. It is important to mention that
while undertaking this study the importance of observing and acknowledging
ethics as an ongoing social work practice was identified as a critical factor which
influenced the decision which was being made (Christensen and Prout, 2002).
In consideration of the sensitive nature of this research study, there exists a
possibility of the researcher experiencing some ethical challenges (Bryman,
2001; Melrose, 2011; Silverman, 2011). As a result of this and drawing from the
Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC), and in facilitating The
Framework for Research Ethics (FRE), there exist what can be labelled as the
standard ethical issues which the research needs to be conversant with.
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Furthermore, the rule of conducting research, which the applicant should refer
to, includes the protection of participant from risk, confidentiality, anonymity
and observing participants informed consent (Gallagher, 2009; Bryman, 2012).
As a researcher, there is an expectation that the importance of self-reflection
remains a priority in the research process. It is good to reflect on what has been
termed as the situated ethical issues that stemmed from the research. This
includes or calls for the need to build and maintain relationships, observe
boundaries and also pose a challenge to exercise self-reflection throughout the
process of undertaking the study (Horton, 2001; Ebrahim, 2010). It is important
to mention here that the main focus was not only linked to the production of
knowledge process but also with an outlined aim to engage with what has been
identified as intricate elements, that seems to influence the process such as in
terms of emotions and personal biases (Alvesson and Skoldberg,2009). The
researcher also ensured that exercising reflection both in and on action and
exercising of critical awareness was also vital. This more so where ethical
issues were part of the ongoing research process. As a requirement of any PhD
research to be conducted, Ethics Approval Clearance and the issuance of the
Ethics Approval letter had to be received from the University Institute of
Applied Social Research (IASR) ethics committee.
Consequently, due to the sensitive nature of the study, I had to obtain further
ethical clearance from the University Ethics Reviews Committee (UREC). It is
essential to mention that the two stages of gaining ethical clearance were
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tedious, exhaustive and at times, frustrating. This based on the fact that I had to
resubmit by ethical application thrice to both sets of committees. I felt that a vast
amount of time was wasted during these two critical processes.
Onwuegbuzie and Leech (2005) are of the argument that there is a need for the
researcher to be more pragmatic in their approach to research. On the same note,
they argue that in social research, there is a current debate that ethical
considerations seem to act as a guiding framework for most of the research
process; with this extending to the choice of the research topic and its
population. This was experienced first-hand in this study, where there was a
suggestion to include a few young people in the study. However, the complexity
around getting ethical clearance where vulnerable children were involved
proved to be very complex and full of bureaucratic challenges. This would have
then caused further delays in terms of gaining ethical clearance. With that in
mind, together with my supervisory team, it was agreed that we should then
stick to child practitioners only and their use of social media for work purposes.
It can, therefore, be argued that in order to satisfy the stringent ethical review
processes, while also aiming to save time, there was a need then to make
pragmatic decisions. This highlights the fundamental roles undertaken by the
ethics committees, which can also influence the choices of a project and the
means of conducting studies. Therefore, this entails that for researchers, they
have to exercise a level of flexibility and as a result, adapt to a situation where
they are more practical in the choices of their research study and strategy. This
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is while ensuring that specific issues and research populations are avoided.
However, one can also argue that the ethical expectations surrounding
professional practice have continued to become more exacting, as they cover the
processes being adopted in the data collection process in the research study.
Moreover, there also seems to be a much more focus on broader moral obligations
and philosophical orientation in which the research practice occurs (Vanclay et
al., 2013).
In addition to this, Vanclay et al. (2013) argue that there also seems to be a marked
shift around various institution ethics consideration process. As a result, there is
much closer attention of obligation to the society at large; and the need to ensure
that the whole data collection process is replaced by an increased focus on
participants and informed consent. The two elements are now considered as the
fundamental ethical principles of a research study. However, this does not
indicate that other important aspects of informing ethical data collection process
need to be overlooked by the researcher.
Additionally, Melrose (2011) supports this argument by suggesting that the
continuous stricter ethical guidelines could be having a negative impact in term
of where the social research future is concerned. This might particularly have a
big repercussion, especially in social research subjects, which are touching on
sensitive topics and what can be viewed as the vulnerable population. This is
being based on the fact that the strict ethical considerations and ethical barriers

169

may present as insurmountable and complex, which might even result in the
research study being a non-starter.
Having obtained both ethical clearances from the University, the next step was
the submission for ethical consideration to the participating local authority. This
was to be done through their relevant local authorities’ research governance
committee. I approached four different local authorities, as I was still not sure
how their research governance committee would respond, this due to the sensitive
nature of the study. While in preparation of the ethical clearance application and
based on the sensitive nature of the research, it was significant to ensure that
major issues like client’s confidentiality, privacy and ensuring the well-being and
welfare of the child were extensively covered. This was aimed at ensuring that
the research was conducted professionally and ethically. Therefore, in cases
where dangerous or damaging practice had been observed, this was to be reported
immediately to the relevant personnel. This was to be done through telephone
calls and also in writing, in the form of an email or letter. This has been explored
further in this in this study. My supervisory team would also be briefed about this.
As highlighted by the UK Research Council policy and guideline (2013)
researchers should at all-time ensure that they exercise and maintain high research
integrity, which underpins the quality and the reliability of the research outcomes
generated.
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4.12 Participant Information Sheet
To ensure that the potential participants had all the information necessary to
enable them to make an informed choice of participating in the research or not
information sheet and consent were provided to the gatekeeper. The gatekeeper
was then requested to share this information leaflet and the link to the online
survey to all the potential participants. The information sheets acted as a trigger
or an invitation to the potential participants to discuss at the earliest opportunity,
any concerns or questions regarding the study. The contact detail for the
researcher and my supervisory team were available in the information leaflet.
This to exercise research transparency and integrity (for a copy of the participant
information sheet, please sees Appendix (1). The information sheet also
highlighted the outlined aims and objectives of the research. Consequently, the
sheet also included other significant information for the potential participants.
The information available included the duration of the research, how the research
findings would be utilised. Additionally, the information sheet also contained
contact details for counselling services, and this was included as a precautionary
measure in case any of the potential participants might experience a sense of
distress, shame and guilt after taking part in the research study. However, it is
essential to mention that the level of risk as a result of taking part in this research
study was very minimal to non-existence.
Nevertheless, despite the existence of the information sheet being made available
to the entire group of potential participants, it was not uncommon for a
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participant to turn up for an interview without having taken the time to read the
information sheet. As a result, several potential participants lacked insight into
what the research entailed. Therefore, in exercising the research ethics, it was my
responsibility to then again ensure that the information sheet was provided to the
participants, and he/she had a chance to reread it. This was intending to ensure
that all participants made an informed choice about their participation or not.
In terms of the potential social workers who had shown an interest in taking part
in the online survey, online informed consent, a participant information sheet
were provided to the potential participants. To further reinforce understanding of
what the research study entailed, a few minutes were also spent between the
researcher and the participants in discussing the study. It was also an opportunity
to check with the participant if they still wanted to participate in the research or
not. At this point that for participants willing to take part in the interview, this
was going to be recorded. At this stage, it is also cardinal to note that there was a
mixed reaction in that for some potential participants, they were only willing to
take part in the online survey without being interviewed, while other participants
were willing to take part in both the online survey and the interview which was
the second phase of the research study.
4.13 Informed Consent
The issue of informed consent has continued to remain a challenge in social
research based on the unforeseen circumstances during the research study
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(Rodgers and Ludhra,2012). While undertaking this research study, it was the
researcher's responsibility to ensure that every potential participant willing to be
part of this research project was provided with comprehensive information on the
purposes of carrying out the research study. This was to support them in deciding
whether to participate or not. As a way to facilitate this, all the potential
participants were provided with an information sheet, which contained clear
information touching and pertaining to the context in which the study was being
carried out. The participants were also informed on how the findings might be
used; this is while at the same time giving them the voluntary opportunity to
withdraw from the study at any time they may so wish to (Bryman, 2016). For a
copy of the participant information sheet, see Appendix (1), and for Informed
consent for the online survey, please refer to Appendix (2).
While exploring the issues around consent, it is crucial to note that for this target
group child practitioner, not all of them were able to give their consent to
participate in this research study. Nevertheless, adequate steps and procedures
were put in place to ensure that all potential participants agreed that they would
voluntarily take part in this research study. However, it is salient to mention that
based on the procedure and steps undertaken during the general consent process,
this was geared more to the protection of the researcher and not the participant.
This being was based on the notion that the whole procedure was carried out
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with a final aim being to satisfy the set out ethical requirements and guidelines
(Nusbaum et al., 2017).
An important observation made by the researcher during this process was that
despite the current expectation that child practitioners as professionals should be
fully conversant with the issue surrounding informed consent; there are a few
cases where some of them did not grant it the seriousness it required. As a result,
they presented as if they were not fully aware of what they were consenting to.
To exercise a safe practice, the researcher had to go through the information sheet
and the informed consent again with them. This was most important in cases
where the interview was to be recorded. At the same time, this was significant in
avoiding the situation where this critical part of the informed consent process was
mainly being reduced to a narration-which is followed by inserting a signature
process (Armstrong et al., 1997).
Interestingly, there were occasions where the potential participants had signed the
consent form, which then led the researcher to think that the participants had
given informed consent. However, during the interview, they had remained a bit
self –conscious and not very forthcoming with information. This might perhaps
highlight that although the consent was granted, by the participants, some of them
seemed to not have a full understanding of what this entailed. This, therefore,
entailed that to enhance clarity, the researcher had to go through the informed
consent again. One can also exercise the assumption that it could also be that
while they gave consent, they did not want or feel comfortable to
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disclose some issue around their use of social media for work purposes. This was
prevalent especially to the newly qualified social workers. This further defined
the complexity and professional anxiety, around the use of using social media
primarily as a student who was on placement and therefore wanted to secure
his/her placement position, which is an integral part of the social work program.
For the online survey, the informed consent was sent online together with the
online survey link; however, for interviews, this was handed over again to the
potential participant before the beginning of the interview process. Majority of
the interviews were recorded, to help capture the exact views and thoughts of the
participants. This is in line with Schostak’s (2005) idea that where it is important
to record interviews, a refusal to do so could affect the nature of the data.
In conclusion, Oakley (1981) suggests that navigating issues around the bound of
privacy can, at times, vary depending on the individuals concerned. Therefore,
where the development of trust has been developed between the researcher and
the participants, this could then prove significant in the development of a trusting
working relationship between the two parties. This is especially significant in a
situation where a participant had for various reasons refused to give consent
initially. In facilitating the provision of informed consent to participant did also
grant me an opportunity to observe and develop as a researcher.
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4.14 Participant Confidentiality
As one of the ethical requirements, participants taking part in the study were
provided with the assurance that their information would be treated with
confidentiality, but it was also important to mention that would not necessarily
be fully guaranteed (Baez, 2002; Bryman, 2012; Silverman; 2012). This might
have been as a result of any occurring issue or subject that may or would have
triggered/necessitated the breach of participant’s confidentiality. Additionally,
any information collected from the research participant during the data collection
process remained confidential. However, in exercising good practice measures
were put in place to deal with any risk of harm, significant danger and disclosure
of risk.
Participant confidentiality has always remained a significant part of any research
study (Bryman, 2012). As a result, it was essential to reassure the participants that
the information they have shared with me will not be passed on to their agency
or with other agencies without their consent. Consequently, the information will
only be used for the sole intended purposes it was collected for and will be
destroyed after completion of the study.
During the research process, there was no disclosure recorded neither was there
any incidences of risk to the participants or the researcher. Consequently, in
ensuring the protection of the participant’s identity and in terms of how the
interviews were recorded anonymity had to be strictly exercised; while at the
same time the collected data and information about the participant’s was safely
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stored (Bryman, 2012). As evidenced in the strategy documented in my ethical
clearance presented to both IASR and also the local authority ethical application,
all identities of the participant, including the participating organisation was to
remain anonymous, and confidentiality. This was to be observed strictly
throughout the research process. Consequently, as a measure to ensure that this
further made robust, the researcher has used pseudonyms names and initials
throughout the research study. In a situation where the researcher felt that the
participant’s details and demographics could make them easily identifiable, these
were completely changed throughout the whole research study.
Field notes collected in the field were also locked away in one of the secure
drawers available in the Institute of Applied Social Research (IASR) room. Any
recorded and written audio transcripts were securely stored in the university
secured servers while also password protected. Recorded audio and written
transcripts were also securely stored in a password-protected personal laptop. It
is also important to mention that original and hard copies containing the
participant’s original data were also locked away in one of the secure drawers in
the (IASR) department office. Materials and data collected will all be destroyed
at the end of the research process.
4.15 Duty of Care
The duty of care to report to the participating organisation any practice that might
be viewed as illegal or against the stipulated rules was exercised
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throughout the whole data collection process. As outlined by the research ethics,
I had a responsibility and a professional duty of care to the participant and their
clients. This was exercised by ensuring that any information, situation or
disclosure shared or observed highlighting that a participant might pose a danger
to self or others, was forwarded to the relevant personnel in the participating
organisation and also with my supervisory team for further directions. However,
it is important to mention that at this stage, due to the sensitive nature of the
research study; at times what was viewed as acceptable and what was not within
the realms of social media use in social work practice was deemed as varied in
my findings. Alternatively, what also constituted as disclosure and what was not
at times proved to be a challenge, therefore as a good practice, it was important
to always seek a second opinion.
To help the researcher address or avoid this confusion, before the beginning of
the fieldwork there was a need to anticipate that if the disclosure was to happen;
it needed to be addressed at the earliest opportunity while following the laid-out
organisation policy and procedures. Furthermore, the university had also set out
policy and procedures to be adopted by research student, while in reporting of a
disclosure. This is where it is evident that an individual was suffering or likely to
suffer the risk of harm. Importantly, participant anonymity and confidentiality
would have been breached in situation or circumstances where the information
shared or disclosed to the researcher suggested that either a client or a vulnerable
young person were suffering or likely to suffer significant
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harm. My ethical clearance highlights that where this occurred the procedure to
be followed was to first raise it with my director of studies before passing it on to
the relevant authorities mandated with the safeguarding process. This would be
done in a timely and effective manner while also exercising an element of
sensitivity. It would also be ethical to discuss this with the participant involved,
as a means of portraying good research ethics and good social work practice.
Again, this was reiterated to the participants before the start of the face to face
interview; as a way of ensuring that the interviews were conducted ethically and
professionally (Silverman, 2011; Bryman, 2012).
4.16 Offering of incentives to the research participants
To make the subject clear to the participant and to avoid any misunderstanding,
it was agreed from the onset following discussions with my supervisory team,
that the researcher would not be offering any form of incentives. Majority of the
participants were fine with the decision. However, a minority of them wanted
clarity regarding this subject. Therefore, the research briefed again on the reason
behind the decision made. It is important to mention that the real feeling in terms
of offering incentives to the participants, who participated in the research study,
was felt as a need to compensate them for offering their time. In clarifying this
matter further, this was also extensively discussed with the gatekeeper who was
keen to know what the benefit of participating in the study will be for the
participants and the researcher, respectively. In this case, the researcher
highlighted that after the completion of the research he would be
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running a workshop with the help of the University of Bedfordshire Making
Research Count team where participants from the participating organisation will
be invited to attend. A report would also be made available to the organisation
with detailed findings of the research study. It can then be suggested that for quite
some time the controversial claim touching on the offering of incentives to
participants has continued to be debated with less much apparent motion in the
debate. Melrose (1992) suggest that there continue to be difficulties over the
question of offering incentives to research participants.
4.17 Placing of self in the research study and the data collection process
While conducting research, it has always remained important for the principal
researcher to exercise, encourage and also utilise the significant instrument in
terms of exercising self-reflexivity (Reeves, 1994; Shacklock and Smyth, 1998).
A significant contribution of exercising self-reflexivity is that it supports in the
unravelling of our subjectivities and biases. This if not adequately addressed, can
negatively impact on the research process but also in terms of framing researchers
own general perspectives (Mandel, 2003; Van stapele, 2014;).
It is also important to mention at this stage that while conducting primary
research, the researcher will, in most cases remain an intrinsic part of fieldwork
(Coffey,2002). Consequently, while there are an expectation and an
establishment that there is a need to exercise and maintain stringent personal and
professional boundaries, it can also be recognised that at some point during the
research it will be cardinal for the researcher to exercise an element of
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critical judgment and reflection, particularly in terms of deciding whether or not
to include their personal experiences (Shaw, 2008). Additionally, this occurs
where the researcher applies their feeling and how that might impact or influence
them when conducting their research. Citing an example during my practice,
Facebook remained as one of the most utilised social networking sites. Therefore,
I have retained a lot of mixed views in regards to the ethical or unethical use of it
when engaging with young people and their families. As a result, it will be
important when interviewing a participant to ensure that I am not biased in terms
of the question posed to the participants. The impact being it might lead to the
chances of the participant offering of rich narratives to be mitigated.
On the other hand, it can be argued that where personal experiences have been
included, it is vital for the researcher to exercise some element of a cautious
approach in ensuring that this does not impact on the research process. However,
this can be adopted and utilised successfully when carefully placed within the
identified context of the research, which fits well with the personal experiences
(Richards and Morse, 2002). Therefore, this leads to the argument that the main
issue for researchers should not be geared towards the inclusion of their own
experiences; but they should exercise a consideration in terms of identifying the
best way of placing them in a research context.
In this study having come from a social work background and as a practitioner
who worked within the children, young people and families’ team there was an

181

inclination to want to ask more questions touching on the unsanctioned use of
social media by social workers. This was mainly concerning their engagement
with client information using social media, intending to satisfy their curiosity.
This is in terms of wanting to find out what is happening in their client’s lives.
However, I had to be cautious not to influence the participant’s response but to
be open to a new form of information emerging from the research, in addition
to the already set standard interview questions and themes. However, at times it
proved challenging trying to not intervene based on my own expert experience
in these mentioned areas. Therefore, what this confirmed was that it could, at
times prove very difficult to completely separate a researcher from their own
lived experiences, especially when also connected to their professional
background (Liamputtong,2016). Conversely, one can argue that there is a need
for researchers to adopt and also strike a delicate balance between having
healthy boundaries and what has been termed as situatedness in the pursuit of an
in-depth understanding (Coffey, 2002).
Interestingly, conducting the interviews, it also came to my attention that
interviewing can also generate a lot of emotions; this is due to the sensitive nature
of the issues being investigated. In addressing this, the stance adopted was that
the researcher should let the participants assume control and determine how the
interview was going, while the researcher only intervened when he deemed it
necessary. In allowing the participant to lead the interview was a way for the
participant to ensure they were comfortable with the question posed to
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them and satisfied in terms of the responses they provided in return. At times this
was difficult for the participant’s based on the nature of narrative they provided,
and this led to them experiencing a sense of guilt and sadness, which at the time
stemmed from reflecting around their actions. This, for example, was in terms of
accessing client’s online information without the consent of their clients with
some participants expressing a feeling of betrayal, anger and resentment based on
their practice towards client's (Holland, 2007; Holloway and Jefferson 2012;).
However, it is important to argue that the expression of emotions is also viewed
as necessary for knowledge purposes. Melrose (2000), states that while
individuals understand the social world through the cognition and their use of
their intellectual ability; it is also salient to consider the role of emotions as well.
On the other hand, there were at times or instances when there were doubts in
terms of self- judgment and also being unsure if the participants will feel
comfortable in participating in my research study. This was based on the sensitive
nature of social media use by child welfare practitioners in children social work
practice and the emerging ethical dilemmas.
However, I can reflect and suggest that the presence of the self-doubts and selfjudgment also provided an opportunity to exercise an element of checks and
balances with the intention to ensure that the exposure to these awkward moments
did not contribute to the development and breeding of immunity to the issues
being investigated. As the researcher, there was a feeling that in order to
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access information which I somehow felt that the child practitioners were holding
back, it felt as if there was a need to portray and reflect a different persona. In one
of the instances, this did make the researcher feel as if they had obtained
information under self-pretence (Mayer, 2001).
A case in example, while recruiting for potential participants (child welfare
practitioners) there was a need to adopt a slightly friendlier persona to the
gatekeepers and the head of services. This has led to Oakley and Roberts (1981)
to the point that one motive of being friendly to potential research participants is
that in most case it is possible to elicit their consent leading to their participation
in their research. Furthermore, they argue that when applied correctly, tact and
friendliness are two elements of postures, which are frequently deployed due to
being more productive during the data collection process.
4.18 Designing both Online questions and the interview.
The interviews and online survey questions were designed while in consideration
of the principal research aims and objectives. Therefore, the questions needed to
be a true reflection of what needed to be addressed about the research study. In
consideration of the sensitive nature of the study, which is discussing social
workers use of social media to engage with client’s information, the questions
being set needed not to be quite challenging, while at the same time they should
not be straightforward. This based on the fact that if the questions proved too
complicated, the participants would not be in a position to answer them
truthfully. This would, in a sense, harm the research.
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This, therefore, meant that together with the help of my previous director of
studies, we had to review and also rephrase some of the questions in both the
online survey and the interviews. This was to make sure the questions were more
comfortable and less complicated for the willing participant to respond to. A view
also shared by (King and Horrocks, 2010). Alternatively, Measor (1985) argues
that where participants proved a bit reluctant to engage or to disclose any
information during the interview process; it has been noted that researchers have
at times been guilty of prodding them to get them to open up. As a result, this
could be contradicting the principles of beneficence and social research, which
suggest that participation in any form of research should be voluntary and should
cause no harm. It also means that participants should not be subjected to any form
of pressure or coercion from the researcher (Banks, 2012. Bryman, 2012)
This could be unethical as well as the participants may not have responded to the
questions posed to him/her. An example during one of the interviews a social
worker whom I had encouraged to take part in the research study had responded
with a negative expression when I asked her what was her views in regards to
social workers use of social media to engage with client information. However,
based on a previous discussion with one of her colleagues, it was clear that she
had been involved in the use of searching for client’s information online without
their consent while using social media. This is because she had
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earlier indicated that she had been using social media very often to interact with
clients, and at the same, this was done without the client permission.
Based on what transpired, it is possible to claim that perhaps there is a sense of
reluctance by the practitioner to respond out rightly in regards to her use of social
media; which was done covertly for work purposes. Another reason might have
been due to the sensitive nature of the issue being discussed and the resulting
anxiety it caused among social worker. Again, it is evident that majority of social
workers were not utterly explicit in terms of what could be termed as ethical or
unethical and what could be termed as legitimate or illegitimate use of social
media in practice. Therefore, in helping to address this, there was a need by the
researcher to exercise a level of sensitivity in their ways of the data collecting
process. This was to be achieved by ensuring that the participants did not feel
pressured or coerced in the way they were expected to respond to the research
questions. Again, there was also a need to allow participants during the interview
process to talk openly about their use of social media to engage with clients and
most importantly, where their clients had not granted consent. One can argue that
research participants are more likely to share a rich narrative which is raw and
unprocessed when provided with an opportunity to speak openly in a safe
environment (Ellsberg and Heinse,2005). This can be facilitated where the
participant is speaking to someone independent of their situation expressed a
level of empathy and sensitivity (Ellsberg and Heise,2005). Besides, the
opportunity for participants to freely
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express and offer a detailed description of events in safe space is empowering and
a show of anti-oppressive practice by the researcher to the participant (Moch and
Cameron, 2000; Ellsberg and Heise,2005). In facilitating this, Williamson et al.
(2019) are of the view that the researcher will need to be fully present and
congruent. At the same time, they also need to exercise a sense of humanity, and
emotional connection expressed through a show of sensitivity to the researcher.
However, care should also be exercised in such a situation to avoid cases where
the researcher can be left feeling besieged and unsteadied (Klein, 2012).
Importantly, this element of exercising sensitivity should be observed throughout,
even when it means that we have to override the opportunity to obtain productive
and useful data.
4.19 Choosing the location of the interview
There is a suggestion that location remains a significant part of the interview
process. As a researcher, it is crucial to exercise critical judgment and reflection
while choosing a suitable location for the interview. This is important in that it
helps in addressing and dealing with potential avenues for power dynamics that
might present themselves between the researcher and the participants.
Consequently, it is significant that the researcher should settle for a location,
which is convenient, easily accessible, safe, which can support the element of
confidentiality between the researcher and the participants being observed
(Elwood and Martin, 2000; Silverman, 2011).
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Interviews for this research study were conducted between the participant’s
offices and in our Institute of Applied Social Research (IASR) offices. Regarding
the interviews conducted at the participant’s office, I did leave the responsibility
of organising the most convenient office with the participants, as they knew their
surrounding better than myself. Consequently, when it comes to interviews being
held within our offices in the university, it was my responsibility to ensure that
the room had been booked early in advance and everything was in place ready for
the interview. It is paramount to mention that within the two settings, crucial
elements around confidentiality and safety were also taken into consideration.
However, concerning the choice of the location, where the interview was to be
conducted, this was agreed collaboratively between two parties. The researcher
also exercised a level of flexibility regarding choosing a suitable location. This
highlighted the importance of power-sharing and consideration of participant’s
views (Elwood and Martin, 2000). Additionally, with most social services team
being completely stretched both financially and in terms of personnel, I did find
it more convenient to conduct interviews within the participant organisation
premises. The aim was to save them time, which was a precious commodity
especially in this era where most children and young people social workers have
a heavy caseload to attend to, while also being under strict timeframe. On the
other hand, based on the sensitive nature of the research study, it was also
important to conduct interviews at the participant's premises, based on their safety
and wellbeing.
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This being in a situation that a participant may require extra support after the
interview. The need for support may, for example, be in a situation where the
participant might experience a sense of guilt or shame after the interview.
Therefore, the researcher felt it was vital for them to discuss this with their line
manager or supervisor.
While looking back, there were a few questions, which emerged in a situation
where social workers had been requested by the line manager to partake in my
research study. As a result, this then seems to have created some tension in social
workers acknowledging their use of social media to engage with client
information pervasively. However, despite the underlying tension evidenced,
there remained a level of anxiety being in terms of the ethical and unethical
practices as most social workers were unsure if engaging with client information
using social media was both ethical or unethical, this being where consent had
not been granted. It is also important to mention that as the research adopted the
use of both online surveys and semi-structured interviews, in terms of online
survey location, this could be conducted within any of the participants preferred
location, as all one needed, was the link to the survey and access to the Internet
via a desktop computer, tablet mobile phone or an iPad.
4.20 The Role of the Gatekeeper
While undertaking social research, it is believed that gatekeepers are the most
significant contact during the process of negotiating to allow entry into an
organisation (King and Horrocks, 2010; Singh and Wassenaar, 2016).
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Therefore, it can be seen as a good practice to exercise and to maintain a cordial
working relationship with the gatekeeper (Clark, 2011; Singh and Wassenaar,
2016). It is also important to mention that for most gatekeepers, their central
concern and interest is always based on or determined by the beneficial aspect
that the research will be offering to the agency. In the majority of the cases, this
is usually in terms of its worker's professional development, careers development
of the gatekeepers and their line managers.
One can suggest that for most gatekeepers, they tend to retain the views that there
is minimal gain by allowing (pure academic) research access into the agency. This
is in terms of the fear around their authority; operation, competitiveness and
reputation might be undermined. Issues around trust in terms of accessing
participants were crucial, and it was also cardinal to earn the trust of the
gatekeeper. With the participants involved in a sensitive topic, which might also
touch on the welfare of vulnerable children it, was therefore understandable for
the gatekeeper to exercise an element of being justifiably protective of the
participants (Emmel et al., 2007). This was also strongly reiterated to me by the
Head of Services, with a view that a client’s confidentiality should be strictly
observed throughout the whole research process. This was also in line with the
best interest principle as outline in Children Act (1989) under section 1 which
suggest that -When a court determines any question with respect to—(a) the
upbringing of a child; or (b) the administration of a child’s property or the
application of any income arising
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from it, the child’s welfare shall be the court’s paramount consideration
(Leg.Gov.Uk, 2007; Brammer, 2010; Brayne and Carr, 2010; Leg.Gov.UK,
2007).
It is also paramount to mention that despite the significant role undertaken by the
gatekeeper in recruiting as many participants as possible, one can argue that at
times the process of negotiating with participants and organisation can be viewed
as complex. Similarly, my view was that initially despite the subtle ambivalence
portrayed by some social workers in regards to the study, for some of them their
existing cordial relationship with the gatekeeper did convince them that the
research would be significant. This was in terms of their professional
development; the gatekeeper also reassured the practitioner that the study was
also not being used as a means of witch-hunting. Similarly, as a researcher, it was
essential to maintain and observe a level of honesty and trust and therefore
avoided a situation where it could appear as if the researcher aimed to gain access
to the agency covertly.
As suggested by Barnes (1970)
If we wish to enjoy public support as a responsible profession, we must not
only avoid acting as spies even in the best causes; we must make it clear in
advance that we will not act in this way (p.243)
It is also important to mention that, despite all the planning being in place in
ensuring that the fieldwork process was a success, it still proved challenging than
anticipated. This was because of the on-going professional’s anxiety and
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the ethical dilemmas around the use of social media to engage with the client’s
information. To some practitioners, their reluctance to participate could perhaps
be termed as a strategy to self-preservation. This based on the fact that they were
not sure how their participation in the research study would impact or influence
their way of practice where social media has been used covertly and without their
client's consent. However, this seemed to help illuminate the complexities of the
phenomena being investigated by the researcher. Furthermore, it also threw some
light on the participant lived and existing experience around the phenomenon. It
is suggested that for a researcher to enter an organisation and its members, they
must be able to convince the manager about the beneficial aspect of allowing such
an entry. Glazer (1972) suggests that,
the field worker will often promise things that he (or she) will come to
regret (p.11)
Therefore, the researcher did find it far-fetching to highlight to the gatekeeper the
reciprocity to her agency benefit, while also clearly stipulating the substantive
problem that the researcher will be investigating.
4.21 Summary
This chapter has discussed and explored the research journey, including the
theoretical framework considered and utilised. The practical aspects adopted, the
methods used, and the process of gaining access to the organisation in which the
data collection took place has also been discussed in depth. It is worth
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acknowledging that during this process, other methodological approaches were
considered but not utilised due to resources constraint, time, logistics and the
ethical challenges anticipated. For example, despite the researcher also using an
online survey as one of the methods used for recruiting the interview participants,
it was not used further in the study. Therefore, the researcher was not able to draw
any data from it as a research method. As already mentioned, participants in the
study were recruited voluntarily with the identified gatekeeper assisting in the
process. She also assumed a significant role in encouraging social workers to
participate in the study. The chapter has also discussed the process involved in
obtaining an ethical clearance and some of the challenges experienced. For
example, there was an indication that it could have proved time-consuming and
complicated in getting ethical clearance from the local authority involved. This is
in identifying and interviewing children and young people who had a direct
experience of the phenomenon, which was being investigated.
Additionally, it would have also been challenging and time-consuming in
identifying and interviewing children and young people who had a direct
experience of the phenomenon, which was being investigated. In conclusion, the
chapter has drawn upon the research journey and some of the challenges hinged
on interviewing children and young people social worker about their experiences
in discussing such a highly debatable and sensitive issue subject facing their
practice. It is worth mentioning that the overall experience served as
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a good learning curve for a novice researcher like myself which also further
contributed to the richness of the research journey and my final findings. The next
chapter will now discuss data analysis and presentation.

CHAPTER 5 DATA ANALYSIS AND PRESENTATION
5.1 Introduction
This chapter presents the qualitative findings of the study, organised into sections
relating to the emergent themes, developed as a result of the data analysis. The
qualitative data in this study and the presentation of findings will, therefore, be
exploring whether the data throws any light on the argument. A constant focus
will be to explore how the findings relate to the gaps identified in the study. The
central argument is that social workers use social media in both ethical and
unethical ways in order to assist them to balance the care and control elements of
practice. The discussion in this chapter will also focus on how findings illuminate
the issues identified in the literature review in chapter 3.
Therefore, this offers the opportunity for finding new theoretical relationships as
well as supporting greater rigour by showing that counter-arguments have been
explored (Seale and Silverman, 1997; Booth et al., 2013). This section will also
try to explore if social workers use of social media in their practice could be
termed as legitimate or illegitimate based on the narrative provided by the social
workers.
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5.2 The characteristics of the interview participants
The local authority in which the semi-structured interviews were conducted
provided 20 social workers. The length of practice among the social worker
ranged from 1 year to 20 years. The composition of the participating social
workers comprised of fifteen females and five male social workers. This gave a
female / male split of 75%-25% which is similar to the national gender profile of
female to male children and family social workers which stands at 85% female to
15% male (DfE, 2017). There was significant variation in the years of service
among the social workers interviewed as indicated in Table G below. This also
showed a range of 19 years in terms of social workers years of service.
Table G
Title

Gender and Age

Years of Service

CAHMS Social Worker F -50-60
(GDPR)

20

Child Protection

F-30-40

5

Child Protection

F - 30-40

6

Newly
Qualified M -30-40
Mental Health social
worker

5

Looked After
social worker

7

Child F - 40-50

UASC Looked After.

F- 40-50

5

Assessment Team

F -40-50

6

Looked

F -30-40

4
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After/Assessment
TeamFostering/Assessment
Team Social worker.

F- 30-40

8

Child Protection social
worker

F-40-50

10

Assessment Team

F- 30-40

4

Mental Health social M -50-60
worker
Looked After
social worker

child F -30-40

15
6

Looked After MASH.

M-40-50

8

I.R.O

F- 50-60

12

Team M -20-30

1

Protection M -40-50

7

Assessment
Social worker
Child
Manager

C.P /Looked
social worker

After F -50-60

14

Looked After
worker

social F -40-50

8

Child Protection social
worker

F -20-30

2

Total

Male-5 Female-15
Range 20-1=19 years

However, the DfE has not presented data on years of service, which could be
used to compare participants with the national picture.
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5.3 Discussion of Key Themes.
This section will now discuss the main themes emerging from the thematic
analysis, which is applied in qualitative research and focuses on the examining
themes or the emerging patterns present within the data. Social workers are using
social media to pursue their goals of safeguarding and protecting children and
because the welfare of the child has paramount importance as highlighted under
section 1 of the Children Act (1989). As the study is examining the role of social
media in social work practice, the overriding goal of this research is to illuminate
that. A major finding in this study is that social workers are overriding the ethical
concerns about using social media to access client’s confidential information. The
material is organised according to the five key themes, which have been identified
below.
 Social workers’ use of pseudonym name and ‘fake accounts’ to befriend
clients.
 Lack of guidance in social workers use of social media
 A need for social workers to gain consent before accessing clients'
information available on social media
 Social workers’ use of social media as an online surveillance tool
 Social workers’ use social media as a vehicle for communication and a
tool to inform clients ‘assessment
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The selection of the five key themes has been driven by the focus on social work
practice, in particular the ethical use of social media in current social work
practice. These key findings illustrate the complexity of the decision-making and
the compromises necessary to balance the risk of harm against risk of loss of
privacy and confidentiality. This also indicates that social work practice is a series
of compromises and to some extent social workers are trying to make the best
under difficult circumstances. As a result, social workers in effect interpret
legislation and practice in different ways with a preference for a quick solution in
regards to the problems they are dealing with. Therefore, the need for a quick
solution in the cases they are dealing with may at times results in ethical or
unethical practice. The following sections of chapter will now discuss these key
finding in depth.
5.3.1 Social workers’ creating and using ‘fake accounts’ to befriend clients
on social media.
A key finding in this study was the use of pseudonym names and social workers'
use of 'fake account' to befriend clients for information gathering. On this topic,
findings suggest that social workers were prevalently using 'fake accounts' and
pseudonym with a view of monitoring a client's private information. As a result
of these actions, an interesting debate emerged. Out of the twenty social workers
interviewed, eleven of them suggested that they had reverted to the use of 'fake
accounts' and also created pseudonym names on their social media accounts.
What this suggested is that social workers were befriending clients
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online intending to access and gather information, while limiting their detection
by the clients.
This is illustrated by the following quote.
I will or can always follow them, and I also do not have a problem
with befriending them online. I can see there is more benefit to being
discreet if you are on the same digital platform as them if you want
to get more information, but you also need to be a bit more
mysterious. (CAHMS Social worker- SW -1. Pg.5-6).
Firstly, some social workers suggested that it was illegal and unethical to use
pseudonym and fake accounts with a view of befriending and searching for the
client's online information. This is illustrated by the following quote.
It depends on the purpose but I suppose if it would be for
communication purposes for example teenagers into my caseload I
do not think that this would be appropriate as I would like them to
know who they are directly communicating with My thinking is that
this would be a breach of clients’, trust and confidentiality, I think it
is immoral and illegal, but I think It is a moral and ethical thing.
Again, as a social worker you also have the social work values to
consider of not gaining information, which is not relevant to your
work. Just because we can access it does not mean that we should
…I think I would like them to know this is their social work (name)
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they are talking or speaking to on social media. (Assessment Team
social work SW-8 Pg.1).
However, it was interesting to note that the majority of the social workers had a
justification as to why they were befriending clients using fake accounts. There
was a minority of social workers (two) who opted against befriending clients
using fake social media accounts and the use of fake names as they saw this as
unethical use of social media.
Nevertheless, where the child was at risk or likely to suffer from significant harm
as indicated under section 47 of the Children Act (1989), some social workers
experienced ethical dilemmas in trying to identify what could be viewed as ethical
and unethical use of social media. This, therefore, entailed social workers making
open judgements based on a case by case scenario. Social workers interviewed
who had decided to have a fake account, pointed out that their use of fake accounts
allowed them to engage openly with some of their clients, while they could also
undertake some background check of their clients. While the use of fake accounts
and pseudonyms in befriending clients for information gathering was viewed to
be unethical and illegitimate, in some cases these accounts were being used by
the social workers to try to triangulate and correlate client information. This
occurred in cases where the client was not fully engaging with the services, and
there were some concerns about the client's welfare.
This is illustrated by the following quote.
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As the safeguarding lead in such a busy team where the phone is
never silent with the realm of child protection cases, the continuous
use of fake names or what I call pseudonym to become online friends
with the client for information gathering seems to become a practice
reality, unfortunately. There are usually funny stares when I say this
to my colleagues, but I guess this is the hard reality especially for us
practitioners in the child protection team dealing with kids at serious
risk of significant harm who at times do not want to engage with us.
(Child Protection line manager SW-17 Pg. 5).
Consequently, in other situations, the practitioners had reverted to the use of use
their real name when engaging with clients using social media. This is illustrated
by the following quote
I tend to use my personal name, but it is confusing because I think
my understanding is that I have already established a trusting
working relationship with the clients. I know there is a risk here in
for example exchanging messages with them using Facebook and
Twitter or the social media forum. But my reasoning is if this is
entirely for work purposes why do I need to change my name, why
should I use a fake account I do not see the point. As long as am not
doing something which I am I not supposed to be doing…then I do
not see the need…I don’t see the point unless it is really serious
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matter then I would like to think otherwise for example a really
serious safeguarding concern and there is a need for me to act using
social media. (Assessment Team SW 12 Pg. 1).
I do not need to make a fake name. Maybe that is naïve then it will
confuse everyone who follows me including my clients, friends and
family and they would be like why he has done that. I do also believe
that it is a shallow reason to give, but I do not know if this will come
back to bit me but. I do not want to start changing my name back to
forward or anything like that. (Mental Health Social worker SW 10
Pg. 1).
On the other hand, some workers justify the use of ‘fake accounts’ as a duty of
care, as the following quote illustrates
I must say I have moved around the different teams that we have
here. Currently, I am working with some young offenders, and most
of them are in and out of their secure units. As a result, I have to
exercise a duty of care towards them as vulnerable children.
Therefore, I have been using' a Fake Facebook profile with a
pseudonym name as a source of information gathering to keep track
of their activities (child protection social worker-SW-20 Pg. 2).

202

One of the social workers from the looked after child team also highlighted that
she had used fake social media account for information gathering with the aim of
safeguarding, protecting their clients and also in her report writing. The social
worker suggested that this was facilitated through the use of her 'fake' account,
which she had used in befriending her clients to gather as much information for
the client review report. Consequently, she had also used the information gathered
using the fake social media account as a part of her client's care plan. The
information obtained had also helped in the identification of service provision as
she had viewed the client to be at risk of significant harm.
This is illustrated by the following quote.
I know it can be naughty at times but just at least to triangulate what
he is telling me; I do also keep tabs on him and mostly his movement
also using another fake account. At times we have also been
communicating through this account. I know this is not the most
professional thing I should be doing but at times am concerned
about his welfare and more so when he is not engaging (looked after
child social worker SW-19 Pg. 2).
Another seven of the social workers interviewed affirmed that the use of a
pseudonym and a fake account in social media to befriend clients in child welfare
services was unethical as it ignored the clients' rights to privacy and private life.
As a result, they had decided to retain their real name as a way of
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exercising a sense of integrity and openness when engaging with their clients
online.
The seven social workers also acknowledged that this was significant in
enhancing his working relationship with his clients. However, another social
worker from the mental health team had a different opinion in regards to the use
of pseudonym name and fake account. Her view was this would entail a breach
of client's privacy and confidentiality. This is illustrated by the following quote.
No because it is still me I would not do that as it is all about integrity
it is about lying who you are it doesn’t matter if I am calling myself
Mary or Harry or Sinyora it still me and then what if soon or later
someone find out someone finds it is me or connects with me online
.I would also like to believe that this would be an invasion of client's
privacy and rights, also with GDPR (2018) now having been
implemented, I think this would be wrong and I think GDPR will
complicate things further due to how we obtain and handle other
people information. Again, when you use a fake account you set
yourself, up, as you are there in a professional status, you are there
to help people (Newly Qualified Mental Health Social worker SW.4
Pg. 2).
Further findings reported that other social workers had a different view
concerning the ethical perspective of accessing client information using
pseudonym names or fake accounts. One of the social workers from the looked
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after child team felt that it was unethical to befriend clients’ using fake accounts
and pseudonym names. While the social worker had serious safeguarding
concerns about this client's welfare, she had limited options for engaging with
him. As a result, the social worker had to access client information using social
media to try to protect him as the following quote illustrates
In all honesty, I do feel sorry for this young person and am worried
continuously with his new accomplices of friends as they are not a
lovely bunch of boys and now that he is dealing drugs anything can
happen. So, in fact, that side/fake account has been vital for me as I
can try and communicate with him as he has not been thoroughly
engaging and he has also been a bit deceptive. So, when
communicating with him through this fake account, I can gather as
much information then I will start to put the puzzle together. I can
also share that information with my colleagues, as we tend to work
in partnership. (Looked After child social worker -SW-5 Pg.2-3).
In this case, the social worker used a fake Facebook account where the young
person had been viewed as non-engaging or uncooperative, in an attempt to gain
an insight into what was going on in this young person's life. Under these
circumstances, one can argue that, there remains a divided opinion amongst social
workers. This is regarding social workers use of fake accounts as part of a strategy
to cope with the demands, anxiety and risks involved in child welfare services.
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The increasing demands and pressure of their role were also factors that had
driven social workers to adopt the use of pseudonym names in their fake social
media accounts to befriend clients. As a rule, this was with the aim of gathering
client information to enhance their practice and the statutory duty of care. In
justification of their use of fake social media accounts and pseudonym names,
there seemed to be a collective view from social workers in the child protection
team and looked after child team. They argued that this was undertaken with a
view to safeguarding and protecting vulnerable clients from suffering the risk of
significant harm. However, it is essential to mention that for the majority of social
workers who took part in the interviews, they viewed the use of pseudonym
names and fake accounts in befriending of clients as an unethical practice.
However, the fact that the majority of the social workers reported that they still
used fake accounts and pseudonym name in befriending clients indicates some
level of uncertainty if this was ethical or unethical.
This is illustrated by the following quote.
I mean, to be honest with you, my work is just so demanding, and
there is also at times the added sensitivity nature of it that comes
with working with this highly vulnerable group. I always have to be
prepared. I mean incredibly prepared for any form of eventuality.
So yes I would consider having a fake account with a false name on
it. I mean we are at a point that as a team we so stretched with heavy
workloads that even the slightest thing or form of
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information is always welcome. We are turning so much into a riskaverse society, and our client's problems are becoming more
sophisticated while we also have a duty of care. So, you see, we got
to do what we got to do, even if through the use of social media. I
know some of my colleagues would not agree with me, but I think
when working with this generation, that is something we cannot
avoid (Child Protection social worker-SW-20 Pg. 2).
Likewise, the need for social workers to gather as much information as possible
with the intention of protecting and safeguarding children had also led child
protection social workers to adopt the use of fake accounts and pseudonym
names. This is illustrated by the following quote.
To me, at times, the use of Facebook in gathering more information
about our clients has been vital, especially where my young people
welfare is concerned. Facebook is proving to be a handy tool in
undertaking my investigative role. However, in most of my client’s
cases, I have to do this without their knowledge I am a big fan of
using Facebook in my practice, and it is more of a Facebook stalking
thing as I see it, but I am always very cautious that my clients do not
get to know that I have been accessing their Facebook post and page
frequently. Therefore, I am always conscientious not to reveal
anything I have seen to them (laughs) (child Protection social
worker-SW-3 Pg.3).
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While the use of a fake account and pseudonym name for befriending clients by
social workers was viewed as an unethical practice, and which
should not be encouraged, the findings suggest a divergence of opinions. This is
based on the view that the majority of social workers seemed to be suggesting
that the duty of care and welfare of the child is always paramount in comparison
to other child welfare issues. Under these circumstances, there was disagreement
by some social workers that befriending of client using fake accounts and
pseudonym name was justified. Therefore, this was seen as an ethical practice if
being undertaken for child protection and safeguarding purposes. However, this
was made complex by the fact that there was a lack of clarity in terms of social
workers’ failure to observe and exercise client's rights to privacy and private life
and respect for private information.
This section has discussed the use of pseudonym names and ‘fake accounts by
social workers with the need to access client’s information, the next part will now
look at the lack of guidance and how this impact on social workers use of social
media in practice.
5.3.2 Lack of guidance in social workers’ use of social media
This section will now turn to another key finding in regards to the question of
whether there was guidance for social workers’ use of social media for their
practice.
All the social workers reported that their agency did not have a specific social
media policy guideline that directly supported the use of social media as an
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extra tool in their practice. As a result, there was a lack of an active social media
policy, which they could consider using as a framework for their practice.
Furthermore, there was a feeling that in cases where social media policy was
present, this was generic and not detailed or in-depth concerning social workers
use of social media in their practice.
This is illustrated by the following quote.
I think what is currently lacking is clear policies on social media use
by social workers and how we can use it to benefit social work
practice. The difficulty is that social media is just so big, and can we
manage it enough? The answer is no (Unaccompanied AsylumSeeking Child social worker-SW-6 Pg.11).
Subsequently, some social workers suggested that where there had previously
been a social media policy, this only highlighted ‘‘what to do and what not to do’’
when using social media in practice. Additionally, in some situations, as a result
of ethical dilemmas, concerns and misuse of social media by some practitioners,
the agency had wholly restricted access to some of the social networking sites.
This left social workers in a compromised position as most of their client's modes
of communication were through the use of social media.
This is because some of the clients did not have enough money to top up their
mobile phone credit and relied on the free Wi-Fi hotspots to keep in touch with
the social workers. This was in situations where the clients communicated with
their social workers through Facebook messengers or Twitter, which needs
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internet connection to function. Therefore, where a client had been offline for
some time, it left some social workers experiencing anxiety, as they were unable
to keep in touch with the client. As a result, social workers reverted to the
traditional means of communicating using telephone calls and emails, which the
clients hardly responded to.
This indicates the critical role of social media in enhancing communication
between the social worker and the client. Then again, this further exacerbated
some of the dilemma faced by practitioners in their use of social media in practice,
and more so where a clear social media policy and guidance was missing.
This is illustrated by the following quote.
As the organisation has been lacking a social media policy for quite
some time, I learned over time once I came into this profession, there
were no taught regulation or strategy around the use of social
media. This created further ethical dilemmas. Again, I feel like the
professional associations and our local authorities are dragging
way behind in addressing this. I feel like they have failed or rather
they have not managed to review the ethical guidelines at the same
rapid pace as new issues related to social media use emerges
(UASC/Looked After Child social worker SW-6 Pg. 11).
For this reason, the majority of the social workers suggested that a welldocumented social media policy, which was also well detailed in terms of
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guidance and protocol, would have helped. In addition, they felt that this would
be beneficial in addressing some of the anxiety and the ethical dilemmas faced
by the social workers.
It is evident that social workers have started to adopt the use of social media as a
critical tool to gather information to inform the assessment of their clients. As a
result, the development of an active social media policy will most likely need to
be identified as a priority by social services organisations. While social workers
reported that the use of social media in social work practice was rapidly becoming
widespread, there was an argument that this needs to be considered as part of an
assessment toolkit. Therefore, social workers needed to be more familiar with the
overall use of social media in practice.
Findings seem to suggest that the available social media guidance was all
principle based HCPC and BASW guidance and therefore, not sufficiently
detailed. Social workers suggested the need for a more clearly defined, systematic
behaviour guidance to complement some of the principle-based HCPC and
BASW guidance.
Social workers suggested that their local authority did not have an explicit social
media use policy or guideline. Therefore, this led social workers to rely on their
standard of practice, BASW Code of Ethics and Conduct to guide their mode of
communication and engagement with clients when using the online avenues.
However, social workers saw the BASW (2013) Social Media policy as highly
generic.
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This is illustrated by the following quote.
I think it is difficult, that is social service and use of social
networking site.do have a look and read at some of the Children and
Families Assessment (C.N.F.) done. Just go and read them and see
how much a child or young person online activities is reflected in
that. Good luck if you find anything. You tell me how much time does
14 or 15 years old spend online they go there all the time. However,
according to C.N.F., there is none. We do not see that, and we do
not see the child, unfortunately. Having said that it is the same as
the policy, which says, do not do that and this then leaves a lot of
grey areas. I find it to be very generic and unclear, with many flaws
in it. (Looked After Child / MASH team social worker SW-14. Pg. .89)
While risk management remained a key focus of present social media policy,
encouraging for ethical behaviour from staff and students, there is a feeling that
such organisational–level guidelines do not specifically address issues
surrounding social work values and ethics. This is compounded by a lack of
national data evidencing how many child welfare agencies have formal policies,
confirming the lack of social media policy in most organisations that would
govern the use of social media in social work practice. It is also important to
mention that the lack of clear ethical guidelines had also resulted in anxiety
among social work professionals in regard to potential boundary breaches.
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This is illustrated by the following quote.
Yea they say they have a social media policy which is very strict they
have a zero-tolerance policy in regards to the staff use of social
media, but to be honest with you I have not seen one, and the last
time somebody showed me one it was very a generic, old and unclear
piece of policy. I think social media policy must be developed further
as at the moment social workers have reverted to using their
judgment in the use of social media while engaging with the client.
We are not allowed to have contact with clients you not allowed to
mention the organisations or schools you work for. I think for people
making policy and guidance around the use of social media in our
organisation they have to be able to understand it first and
understand how it functions and operates, because how will you then
guide your workforce and safeguard your clients if you do not
understand how these social media tools work (Child Protection SW
2. Pg.7).
These findings have highlighted that local authorities have generally adopted a
risk-aversion approach to social media, through the development of ethical
guidelines, which should act as a guide for exercising ethical practice. In the
absence of detailed policy, code of ethics and guidelines, there is an argument
that social work practitioners should consider turning to recent literature to guide
them in exercising good social work practice. For example, Barsky (2017)
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highlights the contextual factors governing ethical appropriateness in the use of
technology in social work practice.
Furthermore, in linking this to the research study, it was evident that there was a
gap in terms of the existing social media policy. These policies were out-dated
and static and therefore unable to respond to the changing times in terms of digital
transformation. For most social work practitioners, together with their respective
organisations, this has left them confused, in terms of what they were expected to
do and what they were not expected to do. As a result of this, social workers
suggested that the lack of a clear social media policy left social workers at a
crossroads or dilemma due to the fear of contravening the central social media
policy provided by the professional body (BASW). Therefore, in the majority of
the cases, social workers depended on their conscious decision- making ability,
while engaging with their clients. Having discussed the lack of social media
guidance and how it was impacting on social workers' in their practice, the next
section will discuss another principal subject concerning social media and need
to gain consent.
5.3.3 A need for social workers’ to gain consent before accessing the clients’
information available on social media.
This section will now turn to another key finding on whether or not there was a
need for social workers to gain consent before accessing clients’ information
available on social media.
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Based on the findings from this study, it was evident that social work practitioners
were accessing client information through social media without seeking the
consent of their client. This is illustrated by the following quote
So, we have this young parent who is not engaging with the local
authority, and the social services have decided that the child will be
adopted. As the parent is disengaging we do not even have the
parent’s picture, so I have gone in online, and I have got the picture
of the parent from Facebook, and we have used it for life story work.
However, we then go into the grey area and here, do we even ask or
do we also have the parents /or has she given us the consent for her
picture to be retrieved and used for life story work. You got so many
things in terms of where is the right or wrong angle. So I think there
is still so much more to be done here so as we are clear on what we
can and what we can’t in terms of accessing client’s information
using social media. I would like think there is a need for us to seek
permission from the client I don’t know (Fostering/Assessment Team
SW-9 Pg. 17).
From the above quote, it is evident that social workers were accessing client
online information without their client’s permission, which could be viewed
unethical as the practitioner did not seek client consent. This could also be seen
as illegal where the information obtained was being used by the social work for
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purposes which the clients have not consented to. Another essential point is that
although there exist varying interpretations and application of consent, the
general agreement by practitioners is that for consent to be termed as valid it must
meet the following standards
(a) Coercion and undue influence must not have played a role in the client’s
decision. Practitioners who provide online and other distance or remote services
must ensure that clients do not feel pressured to grant consent. (b) A client must
be mentally capable of providing consent (Reamer, 2013, p.169).
While the social workers did not seek consent from their client, their actions could
be justified in the sense that this was undertaken to provide a service, for example
to the client's child who was about to be adopted. However, there was a possibility
of court asking if the client consent had been obtained in a such a scenario.
In everyday practice, however, social workers would need to gain consent from
their clients if they need to access their client's online information. This is to avoid
the practice being seen as coercive. Apart from this, the failure to gain consent
from the client could be viewed as a violation of the existing therapeutic
boundary established between the client and the Professional. For the majority of
the social workers who had accessed client online information without consent,
they seem to have based their argument on the public-private dichotomy.
As the following quote illustrates
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I think as I said before if it very significant risk to that person and I
can get some additional information to help that person then Yes, I
would not be seeking for consent. But on the other hand, if it is like
public profile I would not feel bad to look it is not as if I am breaking
into their computer to look for password of for personal information
as for me it would be or I would be seeing what every other member
of public are seeing, this being in terms of the information posted.
So, it depends if your status is public or private as when you make it
private you make it open to only those that you want them to see,
then if it is public you leaving it open for everyone to see and
therefore they do not need to obtain any consent from you. (Newly
Qualified Mental Health SW-4 Pg. 5).
Similarly, some of the findings suggested that where children and young people
had failed in managing their privacy settings, they had left their online profile
open for public viewing. It might therefore be assumed that they did not mind if
social workers searched their profile, at times intending to gather information,
which they could use for their assessment, service provision and intervention
purposes. This then raised some interesting debate. Firstly, did this mean that the
client’s information posted on social media was public, and if that was the case,
then did one need consent to access it? Secondly, should social workers as
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professionals with authority and a duty of care towards children and young people
access and use this information for work purposes?
This is illustrated by the following quote.
I would like to think it is imperative that as a social worker, we need
to ensure that we are gaining consent from clients if we were to
access their social media profiles without their permission. I would
like to see their social media account as their social space.
Therefore, we do need to seek consent before entering, just as a way
of showing and respecting their privacy. Then since nowadays, these
young people have Apps in which they can access who has been
viewing their profiles, how do you then turn around and explain
what you were doing on their social media space without their
permission? How then does that impact on the cordial working
relationship that you have both enjoyed? As inevitably it will also
impact on the level of client-professional trust too? So, I think we
need to be very careful here, my take is we need to seek consent from
them (Child Protection social worker -SW-6 Pg.7).
These findings suggest that, if social workers were to exercise ethical use of social
media in children and families practice, they need to obtain consent from their
clients. This is illustrated by the following quote.
I don’t know do we need permission to do it or can we do it because
it falls under section 47 criteria child protection stuff I
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don’t know. At the moment I don’t think anyone/anybody knows this.
I think the bottom line and only reason social workers should access
clients’ online information is through social media and through a
child protection S.47 of the Children Act (1989) situation. This is
where client safety and wellbeing are likely to suffer significant
harm. Again, this need to be done under the agreement of the
strategy meeting and as part of s 47 investigations. Other than that,
consent has to be gained, as this is their social space we are now
invading and need to be respectful to that (I.R.O -028 Pg.5).
Again, this also includes accessing private client information, which was
available online, even though these searches were being conducted in the best
interests of the client. From a professional view, some of the social workers felt
that they would not search for client information, which is available on social
media. They argued this was an unethical misuse of power and client exploitation
as it was done in a devious manner as has already been discussed. Interestingly,
based on the same conversation, a senior child protection social worker working
with sexual offenders had a new view in regard to the need for obtaining client
consent, based on her own experience. This is where a client who was on sexual
offender’s register and was on her caseload had accessed the social worker’s
Facebook profile, which made her to completely change her view in regards to
the importance and the need to seek for client’s consent.
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This is illustrated by the following quote
I was feeling violated absolutely violated and awful, really violated,
which is interesting because there have been times in my
professional job role, that I have been asked to look at service users
online accounts. So, in terms of the balance, my instinct felt like how
you dare do that. How dare you have done that is my private social
space which also involves my family as now they seem to know more
about my family and private life…why would you do that? However,
professionally, I have been asked to search for people to look for
people online. Nevertheless, I know that I should be thinking
professionally and how I should be dealing with them, which I did in
person. However, inside I was like a boiling pot with all these
emotions going on, thinking that was not right. Funny enough
(laughs), I was never, thinking this way when I was asked to look
families up or to look offender up to look at their social media mark.
Never did I ever have a consideration of how that will make that
person feel or I might be violating their privacy, I felt as if I was
given the impression that we had a right as social workers and as an
organization. (Child Protection social worker- SW-3 Pg. 3-4).
From the practitioner's view, it was important for social workers to ensure that
the client’s information is handled with respect it deserves. Similarly, if social
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workers were to access the client's information, consent has to be requested.
However, there was an argument that this could be overlooked where the client
welfare is at risk of significant harm. As a result, seeking or waiting for clients,
consent would be detrimental in safeguarding and protecting the client.
This is illustrated by the following quote.
If one of my young people has gone missing or there were some
concerns around their wellbeing and welfare, I would like to think
that access to social media would be used but only under agreement
of the local authority and also as part of section 47 child protection
and investigation proceedings, which in most cases would be under
the agreement of a strategy meeting. Yes, I think I would consider
using under clear guidelines and monitoring. (Child Protection
social worker SW-2 Pg.9).
From the findings, it was evident that there was an increasing demand from the
social worker's argument that if practitioners need to access client’s information
by the use of social media, consent must be granted.
Based on the study findings, it was evident that the majority of the social workers
were using their social media to access the client's information without their
consent with the aim of information and evidence gathering. This was also seen
as a misuse of power, illegitimate use of social media and a means of exercising
what could be viewed as social control (Boddy and Dominelli, 2017). This would
not only enhance the respectful working relationship but would also
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encourage good practice from social workers. While it remains tempting for
social workers to continue accessing client information without consent, social
workers are being encouraged to at all times avoid violating the fundamental
principle of social work practice. This also includes exercising anti oppressive
and anti-discriminative practice every time they are engaging with their clients.
For the majority of social workers, this was due to the fear of breaking their
client's trust, which is an essential element of the social worker/client
relationship. There was also a concern that their actions would negatively
impact on the relationship between the two parties. Another interesting debate
was by accessing client information without their consent social workers were
found to be overlooking the clients Right to Privacy and Private life as outlined
in Article 8 of the Human Rights Act (1998).
This is illustrated by the following quote
I personally think we should abide by the existing legal framework
like the Human Rights Act and, Children Act and we also have the
UNCRC. Therefore, social workers should be leading the line if you
know what I mean; they should lead by example, we should not be
saying one thing then doing the other. From that angle, this justifies
my view in this sense that this will be a breach of client privacy and
confidentiality, where social workers, have not gained any consent.
Again, I suppose it is high time social workers start taking these
things with some level of seriousness, based on the
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ethical principle that is expected of us by BASW and HCPC Code of
conduct. (Child Protection social worker –SW-6 Pg .2).
It might also create an element of mistrust and also increasing more
workload to the practitioner as it has opened up more issues that the
practitioner might have not been aware off while also (Opening a
can of worms) (Child Protection SW 13 Pg.3).

While it is evident that in most of the cases social workers accessed client's online
information when there were safeguarding issues or the welfare of the client was
at risk of significant harm, this still seemed to be a contravention of the BASW
Code of Ethics (2013). This is because there is an expectation that social workers
must be trustworthy, honest and reliable. They should also clearly explain their
roles, interventions and decisions and not seeking to deceive or manipulate people
who use their services, their colleagues or employers.
This is illustrated by the following quote
I tend to think that the moment you go on in there and I do not have mixed
feelings around this and also based on personal experience on this I think
you need to tell the child or the young person and at times their family that
just to be aware if you put information online including on social media,
we will always know as sometimes people do tell us (Looked After/MASW
Team social worker-SW-14 Pg. 6).
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I mean we need to be open and honest with our clients but I am also aware
that as we do seek consent in other matters so the same consideration
should be exercised on client’s social media account but in other situation
time does not allow us so we are limited in that sense. (Child Protection
/looked after child SW 11 Pg. 4).
This suggests that some of the social workers were willing to exercise due
diligence and honesty in terms of their practice when using social media. One
argued that this would also enhance his relationship with the client. Despite being
aware of the need to seek consent while engaging with clients and as also outlined
by BASW Code of Ethics and practice, this was not the usual practice. Most of
the social workers were still obtaining client's information without the client's
consent, in a manner that was seen to be exercising the illegitimate use of social
media and also as a form of social control.
From the findings, it is evident that few of the social workers suggested that they
would seek clients consent before accessing their information which is available
online. The majority reported that they would consider accessing online client
information without client consent. It is therefore evident that social workers,
were using social media in both legitimate and illegitimate way to access client
information. Importantly further findings indicated that where the client was
likely, or at risk of suffering significant harm, the need to first seek consent and
the client’s right to privacy and private life was termed as
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secondary. This was due to the paramount importance of the child welfare
(Munro, 2016; Brammer, 2012). Social workers from the child protection team
adopted a similar approach, rarely seeking clients’ consent before accessing their
social media account. However, there was a slight difference in the assessment
team whose social workers considered seeking consent from the client as a key
part in establishing a working relationship with clients. Despite that, there were
cases as already reported where they did not seek client consent. This indicates
that majority of the social workers were stuck at the ‘middle point’ in terms of
not having a full recognition /understanding or what was ethical or unethical in
social worker use of social media in practice.
This section has discussed in depth the question whether social workers need to
gain consent when accessing client online information using social media, and
how it conflicts with core ethical issues in social work practice.
Now, I want to move on to the question of online surveillance and whether ethical
concerns may be seen as dispensable because of the overriding concern of child
protection.
5.3.4 Social workers’ use of social media as a tool for online surveillance
and online monitoring
This section will now discuss another key finding where social workers turned to
the use of social media as a means of online surveillance of their clients and
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whether this was ethical in view of the overriding concern to safeguard children
and young people.
A critical finding is that, despite the clarifications offered by the Regulation of
Investigatory Powers Act RIPA (2000), the guidance provided by BASW (2018),
and the General Data Protection Regulation GDPR (2018), online surveillance
and online monitoring are seen as complex issues.
The majority of the social workers highlighted that they were faced with
uncertainty and a lack of awareness of RIPA and also how the new legal
framework of GDPR (2018) would impact their use of social media in practice.
According to Philips (2018), the European Parliament approved GDPR in April
2016, with the official regulation of the directive being adopted in the European
Union (EU) in May 2016. The legislation came into force across the European
Union on 25 May 2018, almost two years ago. However, the majority of social
workers reported that they still experienced confusion in relation to the
application of GDPR and online surveillance.
This is illustrated by the following quote.
I honestly do not know much about GDPR and am not sure how it is
going to work. Interestingly, our organisation has decided to be
quiet about it while other teams have already been trained about it.
So, we will have to wait and see what happens. (Child and Adult
Mental Health social worker- SW-1 Pg.3).
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In addition, social workers revealed that they remained uncertain in terms of what
was viewed as ethical or unethical in accessing clients' online information under
the data protection clause.
It remains a very grey area as I read somewhere where it suggests
that if you go onto a client social media profile for more than once,
you would be breaching their privacy. You would also be viewed to
be exercising online surveillance. So, in one aspect that acts as a
throwback in the sense that, for example, if you are dealing with a
safeguarding issue from parents, there is a hell of much information
you can get from social media. It is unbelievable; hence, I do not
think it should be such a black and white rule. (Assessment Team
social worker-SW-9 Pg.6-7).
Again, I tell you what in 8 or 9 out of 10, there is always a big chunk
of accurate information on social media. This usually allows me to
start my investigations and monitoring of the client activities where
concerns around their welfare have been raised. Therefore, in most
cases, social media was being used to monitor or to keep closer
surveillance of the raised concerns. I must admit that social media
has been used in my team covertly for online monitoring and, more
so in cases surrounding peer to peer sexual abuse, which is quickly
becoming such a key concern. (Looked After child/MASH Team
social worker-SW-14 Pg.12).
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However, there were also cases where social workers were unsure how they
would be able to ascertain the validity of this information. In addition, there was
the possibility of the information on social media being falsified. This was due to
the social media element of replicability, persistent, scalability and searchability
(Boyd, 2010). The legitimacy of the information gathered was another concern.
This is because there was a level of uncertainty whether the client data could be
used as evidence in court for care proceedings purposes.
This is illustrated by the following quote.
I would consider using social media to gather more information,
especially when the client's welfare is at risk. Again, if it is a court
case, I would not be able even to put that information in my
statement. This is because I think the Judge, or the Solicitor would
say I used the client information without the client's permission and
in a coercive way. The solicitor can also say that it is like I have
been exercising online surveillance, or it is like someone is spying
on you or has tapped your communications without you being
aware. You know some of these solicitors can be a real pain despite
them knowing that what you are doing is all in line with the child's
best interest at stake. However, these solicitors will always grill you
to make you look good in the eye of the social work. At the same
time, they will also paint you to look like the most monstrous human
being around. Therefore, before I would consider including
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such information in my statement I would first discuss this with my
line manager and any other experienced social workers, my
colleague’s senior practitioner or principal social worker just make
to make sure I am on safe ground (Assessment Team social worker
–SW-7 Pg.3).
Further findings evidenced that some of the social workers were willing to
overlook the BASW code of ethics and practice where they felt that their failure
to act, by not accessing online client information, would lead to a child or young
person being at risk of significant harm. As a result, they indicated that they were
willing to access client social media profiles to ensure that they did not fail in the
duty of care to the service user. This could be questioned though if accessing
client information without their permission equates to the illegitimate use of
social media
This is illustrated by the following quote
Despite everything, you always have to remember that we are bound
by the Children Act, and we have to ensure that the welfare of the
child is still paramount. We have a duty of care to safeguard and
protect these clients. There have been cases where I have had my
concerns regarding the welfare of my clients. As a result, I have then
decided to go on Facebook and try to see what is happening. To my
utmost surprise, my fears have been confirmed and have ended up
acting on my concerns …but what mixes me up is that
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despite the duty of care, we always seem to have these debates
around paternalism and or the protection part where do we stand
laughs (haha) (Child Protection social worker-SW-20 Pg.6).
Under these circumstances, this could then be viewed as one of the ethical
dilemmas and tension surrounding social workers in their use of social media as
a surveillance tool. This ethical dilemma and tension were also experienced by
social workers who were non-users of social media.
Conversely, social workers in the child protection team, social workers from the
looked after child team, assessment team, MASH Team, and the Unaccompanied
Asylum-Seeking Child (UASC) Team argued that online surveillance could be
seen as beneficial and legitimate where they used it as an investigatory tool or a
strategy for safeguarding children at risk of significant harm. However, it is also
important to mention that other social workers within the teams, as discussed
earlier, still retained the view that the use of social media as a surveillance tool
remained unethical.
This is illustrated by the following quote,
We have used Facebook in gathering more information and also in
monitoring our clients with a view of attaining or painting a picture
of the clients' offline and online identity. At times this has proved
very useful as a tool in our investigative role and in accessing
clients' dangers to self and others. (Assessment Team social workerSW- Pg.8).
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An example of this includes a situation where concerns had been raised about one
of the clients being a victim of child sexual exploitation and was at risk of further
exploitation. As a result, social workers from the child protection team had used
social media to assist them in identifying a pattern through the client's mutual
contacts.
This concern to use social media to protect children is illustrated by the following
quote
Unless we get savvy with the use of social media, we are not going
to be able to do our jobs effectively in terms of protecting vulnerable
children who are at risk and are using social media (Child
Protection social worker-SW- Pg.3).
Further findings illustrated that the process of using social media in exercising
online surveillance and monitoring of clients was widespread in the child
protection team. This was a view shared by all the six-child protection team social
workers interviewed. The social workers suggested their actions were now being
'normalised 'as part of social work practice. In addition, they suggested that social
media now was an everyday tool that practitioners should be conversant with, and
which they also need in their social work toolkit.
This is illustrated by the following quote.
The use of social media is becoming so normalised more so in child
protection team you would be surprised in regards to the
information which is available there and the frequency at which it
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is being used by social workers in child protection team it just
become what some of my colleague has been saying one of the tools
in the kit.
(Child Protection social worker SW 3 Pg.3).
From the findings it is evident that the use of social media for online surveillance
would generally be seen as unethical, but its role in safeguarding children and
young people may make it ethical. The use of social media had also been useful
for finding information that is not otherwise reported by clients.
This is illustrated by the following quote
In child protection investigation, which fell under sec 47 of the
Children Act (1989), Facebook was used regularly as an effective
way to find information about clients that they were not willing to
share with the child welfare practitioner (Child Protection line
manager -SW-17 Pg.1).
This quote shows an additional aim to gather a more comprehensive picture of
the clients' social network. As a result, social workers had undertaken further
online surveillance and investigation through the use of social media. They also
wanted to collate what the client online and offline identity was portraying, where
safeguarding concerns had been raised. This is illustrated by the following quote
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What you need to realise is that at times we had to use social media
to try and ascertain the client online and offline persona. This was
in cases when they were not very forthcoming, or they were not
willing to share some of the needed information with us. You know
what was interesting was that in most cases, there is almost a very
similar correlation between their offline and online behaviour
(Child Protection social worker-SW-3 Pg. 2).
Conversely, two out of the four social workers interviewed from the looked after
team suggested that they did not feel that social work as a profession had the legal
mandate to check or to monitor the client's online activities or to exercise online
surveillance. Therefore, these social workers felt that in such cases, there was a
need to work in partnership with the police. In giving an example, one of the
social workers from the looked after child team, was handling a sensitive case,
which she had also termed as extremely risky and sensitive for her to handle
alone. This is highlighted by the following quote
Some of the clients are high-risk clients, for example. Currently, I
have clients whom there were concerns raised that they were at risk
of radicalisation. One of the young people has been sending his
classmates some alarming and distressing video clips from
YouTube, which could be purported to be in support of
radicalisation and extremism. So, the schools notified me at the
earliest opportunity. Still, I felt this case was risky and complicated
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for me, so I have done my investigatory part using social media.
Then I have involved the police who are far better equipped to deal
with such cases as a law enforcement agency. (Child Protection
team-SW-18 Pg.7).
This social worker from the looked after team did use social media as a form of
online surveillance and the nature of the case, which was risky and complicated,
influenced their decision also to involve the police.
On the other hand, one of the social workers from the looked after child team had
a different view with regards to the use of social media as a surveillance tool.
This illustrated by the following quote.
I have continuously believed that the client's best interest has or will
always remain paramount, so Yes, I would consider and have also
used social media in exercising online surveillance. This is because,
in essence, I have to safeguard and protect children in my care, so
this entails protecting them when there is a potential risk of
significant harm. Therefore, if I have to use social media to aid me
in monitoring them, I would surely consider it as an extra tool.
(Looked After Child social worker/Assessment Team SW- 12 Pg. 3).
From the findings, it is evident that for a majority of social workers, what was
termed as a routine check or routine access of client's information, allowed child
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protection social workers to justify their ethical use of social media as an extra
tool in their practice. As highlighted by the following quote
I mean online monitoring or surveillance was now so normalised in our
team as a 'routine procedure' this was now being done without considering
of what was viewed as the broader implications in terms child protection
social workers’ role, responsibilities their organisation's policies and
procedures and the HCPC Standard of Conduct Performance and Ethics
as well as BASW Code of Ethics (Child Protection social worker-SW-18
Pg. 2).
Importantly, for social workers in the child protection team, three others from the
looked after child team, and one from the unaccompanied asylum seekers team,
the use of social media in exercising of online surveillance and online monitoring
had become normalised to them. As a result, social workers adopted the view that
keeping clients safe was not only beneficial to them but also their families and
organisation offering services. This is illustrated by the following quote.
Well it’s to keep them safe to want to know whom they are engaging
with to want to know what they are doing as if they are in the out
and about community and they are going out we wouldn’t hesitate
in asking them who are you talking to who are you meeting. So, to
me this is another reason why social workers were using social
media as a mean or a tool for client online
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surveillance and monitoring if we can say it that openly why can’t
we in cases where social media is being used (Child Protection
social worker SW-18 Pg. 4).
As also indicated by this quote,
Whatever device you might feel that helps assist you in partaking
your role, you are more than welcome to use it. It all goes down to
exercising accountability around keeping clients safe. Then you got
to keep asking yourself whom are you accountable to? It is a
complicated issue really (laughs) haaaa (looked after child social
worker –SW-19 Pg. 2).
Moreover, the existing argument that was widespread in the interviews was that
many social workers felt that there was no harm in using information collected
through social media. Eight of the practitioners suggested that if it might be
crucial or give a lead, for example, in child exploitation cases, this justified the
use of the information, which was in the public domain. This is illustrated by the
following quote
I mean it this time and age, and with the kind of clients we are
dealing with, I must say it would be unwise not get some of this
information from social media…to be honest, you would certainly
be missing out as a practitioner — Facebook in particular. You
cannot avoid it (Looked after Child-SW 19 Pg. 1).
Moreover, as illustrated by the following quote
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Whatever device you might feel that helps assist you in partaking
your role, you are more than welcome to use it. It all goes down to
exercising accountability in relation to keeping clients safe. Then
you got to keep asking yourself whom are you accountable to? It is
a complicated issue really (laughs) haaaa (Assessment/Fostering
Team social worker-SW-9 Pg.16).
Despite the widespread use of social media for online surveillance purpose one
of the social workers from the mental health team had a different view. This is
illustrated by the following quote.
Again, it comes down to the value of approval without their approval
client online surveillance it is not good it is invasive it serves no
purpose and it is inappropriate. In trying to find real world example,
it is like parking on your client drive and looking through the
window that is inappropriate and it is bizarre. However, if you have
been informed that so and so is really sick at the moment so can their
care coordinator drive down to go visit and check on them.
Certainly, that visit has a purpose so it is always important to find
the real world parallel as suppose if you just having a look for the
sake of having a look (Mental Health social worker SW 10Pg.10).
Based on this discussion, while the majority of social workers reported that they
would consider the use of social media as an online surveillance tool, this could
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be seen to be interfering with the client’s right to privacy and private life. In
addition, it could also be termed an illegitimate use of social media by social
workers. The emerging argument was that where social workers had used social
media as an online surveillance tool, intending to keep children safe, this was seen
as ethical and legitimate use of social media because it was based on their
statutory duty to safeguard children and young people in their care.
As the debate around social workers’ use of social media in exercising online
surveillance continues, it is evident that the majority of social workers are at a
crossroad, with no right or wrong way of addressing this dilemma. This
complexity means social workers require guidance on what is acceptable and not
acceptable concerning their use of social media. In the same way, while we have
social work practitioners who have been reported to be using social media for
legitimate purposes, others were found to be using it in illegitimate ways.
Moreover, other social workers reported not that they did not consider using it at
all in their practice. This shows that the majority of the social workers were at the
'middle point' as they seem to lack an understanding of what could be seen as the
legitimate and illegitimate use of social media. Again, majority of the social
workers suggested that the felt conflicted in the sense that they could also not
explicitly identify what could be seen as ethical or unethical practice.
Additionally, the Human Rights Act (1998) remains clear in terms of individuals’
right to privacy and private life: as a result, social workers would
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only use surveillance where, for example, a client needs to be monitored all the
time. However, one can argue that the presence of social media in current social
work practise has completely changed these scenarios and social workers’ use of
social media is without any form of order or guidance. To summarise, this section
has discussed in-depth some of the ethical dilemma’s social worker face in their
use of social media as an online surveillance tool while trying to justify what
could be viewed as ethical and unethical practice while exercising their statutory
duty of care. The next section will now discuss the subject of social media being
used by social workers as a vehicle for communication and to inform clients'
assessment.
5.3.5 Social workers’ use of social media as a vehicle for communication and
a tool to inform clients’ assessment
This section will discuss a key finding concerning social workers use of social
media as a vehicle for communication and to inform the client’s assessment.
In contrast to the idea that there was no rationale underpinning social workers’
use of social media, the goal of enhancing communication did provide one
rationale. There was a suggestion that social media was an opportunity to enhance
communication between social workers and their clients. This is illustrated by the
following quote.
Also, for some of the young people I have been working with
Facebook messenger has been an easier means of communicating
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with us as professionals where we can exchange quick short
messages (Child Protection social worker –SW 3 Pg. 1).
While findings suggest that the use of social media as a vehicle for
communicating with clients looked justifiable and ethical, the principal social
worker from the assessment team highlighted that this also had its difficulties:
The challenge comes from the sense that, while this looked
justifiable, the use of social media for communication and protecting
children, there is always an underlying sense of anxiety (Principal
social worker assessment team SW-7 Pg. 1).
This was perhaps in the sense that the client might misconstrue the information
being exchanged between the two parties. Furthermore, there is always the
possibility of mistrust mostly from the clients' side, where the clients might not
be thoroughly convinced about the social workers' intentions.
While there remains some tension about social workers’ intention when
communicating through social media, the findings demonstrate the commitment
among social workers to their statutory duties of ensuring that the welfare of the
child remained paramount while respecting the client's right to information and
freedom of expression.
The use of social media to enhance effective communication between social
workers and young people was also evident in the looked after child team. The
potential benefit was that children and young people felt cared for by
practitioners. Equally important, is that it helped in the building of a therapeutic
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relationship, which would support decisions about plans, and strengthen social
connection services and support. This is illustrated by the following quote.
Well, I have found the use of social media in a professional capacity
to be interesting. Since I work with young people who are in care
and also just about to leave the care system, so the use of social
media has been used mostly for communication purposes. This has
been vital in allowing us to start initiating plans together with them
on their next move (Child Protection Line Manager SW- 17 Pg. 1).
Social work practitioners from the looked after child team, were also using social
media to get in touch with missing clients. Therefore, this did not only highlight
a positive means of using social media in a legitimate way of care but also an
ethical approach in terms of keeping the young person safe.
This is illustrated by the following quote.
Interesting this is, if you look at the positive use of social media, I
had a worker in one of our 14+ plus team who had a client who
would continuously go missing. So, it is about building a
professional relationship to find out why this was happening, but it
got to one point they got a message on social media using the
Facebook messenger, which I believe this was their official personal
account she was using. There was a message at around one o clock
at night saying; I am in the middle of nowhere I do not
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know where I am, would you come and get me...? So that was her
only connection, as they would not ring the office. Come pick me up.
I think that was an instant cry for help in a way that can be termed
as positive. This is because as a practitioner, you can find if people
are safe reasonably quickly and also you can find out if people are
not safe immediately. (Looked After Child social worker
–SW-17 Pg. 5).
What is interesting from the above quote is that in this particular case, there is a
view that the client had allowed the social worker to have access to her social
media account. In this case, it can then be argued that the young person is happy
for the social worker to use that information, based on the professional
relationship that they have with the social worker. The client felt safe to share that
information with the social worker. Therefore, the social worker had
demonstrated a legitimate way of using social media to care for the young person,
who in this case needed protection.
Three of the social workers in the looked after child team had adopted the use of
social media as a medium of communication for most of their children and young
people in care. They argued that this could be used as a quicker way of
communicating with their carers, the client and social workers, more so in cases
where some of the clients are allowed limited or restricted access on the internet.
As illustrated by the following quote
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We have the team that I oversee, and they have a social media
facility. This is because the children we work with, we do allow them
to communicate with their families, as they do not write letters, so it
will enable them to communicate directly with their social workers.
Hence an effective way of communicating between the two parties.
(Looked After Child social worker/MASH Team SW-14 Pg. 1).
Similarly, one of the social workers had suggested that she found the use of
Facebook messaging service quite helpful in the sense that she would exploit the
two means of communication, for example, to remind one of the clients about
their forthcoming meeting or an appointment at the hospital.
This is illustrated by the following quote.
Well, in this case, the only way we could keep in touch with this
young person was through both at times through Facebook
messenger. At times he would run out of credit, and he would wait
until he gets to some of these wi-fi hotspots in the town centre where
he would connect to the internet and get in touch with me. This young
person was going through a lot, due to his mental health illness, and
therefore, he needed much more support. As a result, there was a
need for me to remind him about his oncoming appointments at the
CAHMS. Again, the situation at home was very complicated too. He
was very vulnerable, and at risk of significant
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harm, he was not engaging, so the only way we could keep in touch
was through using social media and Facebook messenger. in which
he seemed happy with. Therefore, it was a win –all situation for both.
It was also helpful in a way as we could tell when he was upset or
when he was struggling…and needed to talk or chat about what was
going on, so yeah, I can say social media use had its significant
benefits. (Looked after child social worker-SW-5 Pg. 5).
Social workers in the 16+ leaving care team also reported that they found the use
of social media beneficial when engaging with clients. It initially facilitated early
discussions with their clients in regards what could be personal and sensitive
issues in an online environment. Their observation was that this facilitated a
collaborative working relationship between the two parties. It also allowed the
client to feel valued and being listened to. The use of social media did, at times,
allow a deeper level of discussion and consultation with their clients. For
example, children and young people exposed to the risk of self-harm and mental
distress found it easier to communicate with their social worker using social
media than over the phone. The social worker found that some of their clients
preferred communicating using social media as some of the issues they were
facing were too personal and sensitive for other forms of communication.
This is illustrated by the following quote.
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I tend to phone them most times, but when its sensitive issues, they
would rather text the social worker, and you can always pick it up
from there. However, when it gets more in-depth, you can always
arrange an appointment with them so they can come to see you or
you seek another viable solution — for example, arranging a doctor
appointment for them or any other professionals according to their
needs (Newly qualified mental health social worker –SW-4 Pg. I).
Additionally, as indicated by a social worker in the UASC team, their views were
that a lot of young people they engage with preferred to get in contact with their
social worker through quick and simple text messages sent through WhatsApp
and Facebook messenger. This was important as it enabled the social worker to
monitor their clients on a more regular basis. In the same way, it also indicated a
legitimate way of exercising care by the social worker through the use of social
media.
This is illustrated by the following quote.
I mean no one phones young people anymore because they
don’t respond to the phone calls. Again, even if you call them,
they would be like I don’t know the number, also even if they
see and know the number they would be like I don’t want to
talk to him/her right now. They will be like I do not want to
pick it up. I think with text messages through
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Facebook messenger, they can respond within 5 minutes, with
a phone call you won’t get a response from them. Therefore,
it can work in terms of what do they want to use it for…but I
am not sure it would roll out am not sure how they
(professionals) would use it. I think we have a long way to go
before fully embracing it (Child Protection Line Manger SW
17 Pg. 1).
Based on the discussion above, it is clear that while the use of social
media in children and young people practice had continued to generate different
views, it can be argued that there are situations where it was being applied for a
legitimate purpose in exercising the element of care. This points to the fact that
social workers were also using social media for communication and relationship
building purposes intending to improve client outcomes.
Similarly, while the use of social media by social worker had been seen as a way
of improving and encouraging clients’ attendance for example at appointments,
most practitioners interviewed still adopted a cautious approach, in regard to its
full application in practice. This was due to the ethical dilemmas involved in the
use of social media to communicate with clients, and therefore these practitioners
preferred what could be identified as a short and superficial means of
communication (Byrne, Kirwan and Mc Guckin,2019). Furthermore, Byrne et al.
(2019) suggest that social workers should adopt a cautious approach because the
use of social media can also facilitate the spread of information.
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They reported that in most cases, this happens without client consent, therefore
undermining their right to privacy, private life and confidentiality.
Turning to the use of social media as a tool to inform clients’ assessment, social
workers interviewed reported that this was proving to be a significant benefit
when assessing and reassessing clients. Social workers were using social media
checks intending to enhance and triangulate the information provided by clients'
and their families. This is illustrated by the following quote.
We have got this case at the moment where we have been
communicating with this young mom, and she has told us that she is
not together with this said, abusive partner. Funny enough within a
week of us keeping in touch with her through social media what she
has done is she has put the photos back again on Facebook that she
is with the partner. Now, this has made it extremely difficult and
complicated for social services, as this is not only part of our
statutory duties in safeguarding and investigation. We need to know
whether this young mom is with the abusive partner again, which is
causing her to be in an abusive domestic relationship. The question
then remains how are social workers supposed to assess and also
complete our assessment in regards to this child (young mom's child)
if you not open and honest about it (assessment team social workSW-9 Pg. 10).
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What this quote indicated is that while social workers were using social media
(Facebook) as part of gaining information for assessment, they were of the view
that they were legitimately using it. However, this is open to questioning and
different interpretation. Even though accessing of client information was aimed
at ensuring the welfare of the child, the social worker was covertly viewing the
service user Facebook page without the young person’s knowledge. This might
be seen as unethical practice and a breach of a clients' right to privacy and family
life. While the social worker might have seen this as a legitimate exercise, one
has to question where the line of care and protection might be drawn, as there has
been no indication the young person or the child was at risk of significant harm.
On the other hand, while the welfare of the child will always remain paramount
(Munro, 2016), the practitioner has to balance that with the clients’ right to
privacy and family life. Therefore, in such a situation, social workers needed to
be explicit and clear at the beginning of the assessment. This would mean that the
social worker needed to highlight to the client that one of the subjects they will
be looking at is the clients' Facebook page. In the same way, this would also be
different where an earlier open and honest discussion had been held between the
social worker and the client.
Equally important is that where the client refuses to grant the social worker
consent based on Section 47 of Children Act (1989), social workers have the right
to seek that information and the client would have to be informed. This
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can then be related to the end justifying the means. It is evident that social workers
were indicating that regardless of whether they obtained the client consent or
permission, they would still access their client social media account to inform
their assessment.
Therefore, based on the above argument, one can argue that the social workers in
the assessment team were using social media for legitimate purposes to inform
their practice. Conversely, it was reported that where social workers used social
media covertly, this was seen as an illegitimate use of social media. While this is
the case, there was an expectation that where social workers had an intention or
obtained clients online information for assessment purposes, they needed to
inform the client. This would also be seen as exercising good practice and
avoiding power misuse. This is illustrated by the following quote.
My views when working with this client has always been that we
have to work with her, on an open and honest manner. I have always
retained this moral principle that I need to work with my clients, not
against them. As a result, where I intend or in cases where I have
used any information obtained through social media, I have always
let her know. It is funny because with her, I know she is a big fan of
Facebook, and also because her entire life seems to revolve around
it (Facebook). So, it is only fair If I let her know and will always
question her about any information she has posted, which could be
of interest to me. This is more so when it is to do
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with her children welfare. she is totally aware that whatever she is
posting, whatever information she put out there I will be watching
with keen interest. So, it is not like she doesn’t know that...Therefore,
it is totally and entirely up to her what she decides to put out there.
As for me, everything is on the table …it’s all crystal clear in regard
to her use of Facebook. (Principal social worker Assessment Team
SW- 15 Pg. 8-9)
Therefore, this indicates that while social media was also being used as a tool for
both communication purpose and to inform client assessment, social worker
experienced conflicting interests and ethical dilemmas, for example, a lack of
clarity in terms of clients’ private and public information which is available
online.
5.3.6 Summary
This section has discussed in depth the use of social media as a vehicle for
communication, its use in forming a therapeutic relationship with clients’ and as
a tool to search for missing clients. Likewise, the use of social media as a tool to
inform clients’ assessment has also been addressed. In brief, this chapter has
illuminated the key findings that social workers were using pseudonym name and
‘fake accounts’ to befriend clients, accessing clients’ information without
consent, used social media as an online surveillance tool, for communication
purposes and to inform clients assessment. Furthermore, social workers lacked
guidance in their use of social media in practice. This chapter has also discussed
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some of the social workers’ attitudes to social media use in practice. A key
observation in this chapter was that social workers were overriding ethical
concerns with a need to protect children and young people in their care, who were
at risk of suffering or likely to suffer significant harm.
The next chapter is the discussion chapter, and this will expand on the themes
identified by drawing on theory and practice. This chapter will also highlight the
strengths of arguments already put forward in findings, while reiterating the most
significant evidence, which is social workers are still at a ‘middle point’ or at a
crossroads in regard to their use of social media in practice. There is also a lack
of policy guidance, which explicitly explains what could be termed as ethical or
unethical, and legitimate or illegitimate use of social media in practice.

CHAPTER 6 DISCUSSION OF THE RESULTS
6.1 Introduction
This section explores in more depth, the key findings of the study as set out in the
previous chapter. It evaluates the issues identified as significant to the research
question with a clear link to a theoretical framework.
It will also throw more light on perceived grey areas in the current discourse on
social work practice, particularly as it relates to children and young people
practitioners and concludes with a summary of the key contribution to knowledge
and practice.
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6.2 Children, young people and families’ social worker use of social media
The study findings have confirmed the argument that children, young people
and families’ social workers have found themselves at a crossroad or a ‘middle
point’ concerning their use of social media in practice. Although social media
was being used, practitioners have continued to experience a significant level of
confusion in terms of what was ethical or unethical practice. This argument
echoes Sage et al. (2017) findings that social workers have found themselves to
be in a middle ground with the confusion about the use of social media being
experienced in the organisation, by practitioners and their managers. The usage
of social media in practice was all underpinned by an element of risk. In addition,
based on the literature consulted, many child welfare practitioners were
reportedly trying to analyse, how they would navigate to the next level. This level
is where the use of social media in practice could be governed through good or
ethical practice and policy.
This study has found that there is a lack of awareness about the legal framework
and policy guidance. Therefore, the majority of social workers are unsure of the
legal validity where social media has been used as a tool to gather client
information. Equally important is that social media continues to morph at a rapid
pace, and there is an expectation that social media policies should try and match
these rapid transitions (Byrne et al., 2019). Therefore, this calls for a need for
BASW and Social Work England (S.W.E.) as the new regulator, to
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continually update their social media policies to keep up with rapidly changing
digitalised society.
Moreover, social workers reported to experience uncertainty regarding the
veracity of the information (Cooner et al., 2019). Social workers demonstrated
that where a line manager had approved the use of social media; for example, in
missing child cases, they were found to be more likely to have used it. This is
because they felt that they were being granted permission by their line managers
to use social media in their practice.
This confirms the findings of Sage et al. (2017). The findings of this study have
also identified an interesting pathway to the use of social media where the
majority of social workers termed it as unintentional. What this suggests is that
they were a few reported cases, where families or a concerned member of the
public would send information, which they felt was pertinent to social work
practice. The concerned individuals in these cases felt that this would help ensure
the safety and wellbeing of the child, whom they felt was at risk of harm. What
this highlighted then is that social workers were being ‘dragged in ‘to the social
media environment. In this case, the social workers involved were found to be
reluctantly using social media against their will or moral principle. However,
based on their duty of care, they were left with a very minimal option but to access
the information sent to them. Despite this new development, it is evident that for
a majority of social workers their use of social media in practice was still being
determined by their comfort and ability levels; in navigating and
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using social media effectively in practice. Therefore, based on the findings, it is
evident that some social workers for example in the looked after child team,
assessments team and child protection team were intending to override the
current ethical code to use social media. They argue that their actions are justified
in the best interest of the child. This finding confirms those of Ryan and Garrett
(2017) who state that for some social workers especially for those in child
protection teams, they were willing to stretch and override the existing ethical
principles if this then entailed that children in their care were safe. However, it is
also evident that some of the social workers struggled in determining if their
actions were legitimate or illegitimate. This was due to their moral principle; as a
result, they faced an ethical dilemma. For these social workers can also be related
to the phrase 'damned if we do and damned if we dont’ (McAuliffe and Coleman,
1999).
Findings have also identified that in some situations, social workers reverted to
the use of social media with a focus on checking whether their clients were being
honest or not. What this seems to suggest is that social workers were using social
media to countercheck if their clients were telling the truth about their lives.
According to Clary (2014) by undertaking such measures, social workers were
looking for evidence of congruence intending to try and attain a clear picture of
their client’s lives. It is evident that social workers still used any information that
came to the attention of the social worker from a third party who, for example,
might have sent a snapshot of Facebook to the practitioner to
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raise their concern. However, despite this information being made available to
the social worker, questions were at times raised about the lack of clarity and
reliability of the information sent. This might be based on Boyd (2010) argument
about replicability, which is one of the key features of the social networking site,
where content sent online can also be duplicated. For the majority of social
workers, while considering the kinds of information gained from Facebook and
other social media site, there seemed to be an emphasis that social workers should
consider using such available information. Cooner et al. (2019) states that why
wouldn’t you use it when the information might be crucial in protecting children
(pg,17)
The search for such readily available information could also be linked to another
key feature of the social networking site of searchability. Boyd (2010) is of the
views that content in networked publics can be accessed through search. What
the findings indicate is that the use of social media in social work practice had
significant consequences for children, young people and their families. This is
based on the argument that where information had been obtained from Facebook
and other social media sites, clearly influenced some of the decision undertaken
by a social worker in protecting children. Citing an example provided earlier
where information obtained from Facebook had been used in tracing a missing
young person who had also started dealing drugs.
While the majority of social workers seems to adopt a cautious approach, a sense
of discomfort and what Cooner et al. (2019) suggest as an ill-at-ease
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accommodation of the practical approach and use of social media in social work
practice. It also evident that whether there was a presence of a broad policy or the
existence of specific legal guidance discussing the use of social media in social
work practice, individual social workers tended to analyse, what would the
potential harm or benefits of engaging with client’s information which is
available online. In some scenarios, social workers reverted to engaging in active
dialogues, which was on a case-by-case basis. As already reported, some of the
social workers discussed the ethics and their dilemmas surrounding their work
with colleagues, supervisor, their legal team. At the same time, others opted to
review their social media use in practice. However, it is also evident that there we
some situations when there was a grey area based on the ethical and legal
complexities such as where social workers had been ‘dragged into’ actions as a
consequence of other peoples’ use of social media.
From the findings, it remains clear that the use of social media as a form of
communication had contributed to what level of engagement between social
workers and their clients. This increased level of engagement and communication
has been described by LaMendola (2010) as increasing the social presence.
According to Gunawardena (1995)
social presences indicate the degree to which a person is perceived as a real person
in mediated communication (p.151).
In the conducted study, it was evident that the use of social media assumed a
significant role in increasing the social presence between social workers and
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some of the children and young people. This was also useful, especially to those
children and young people who were not fully engaging with the services.
Nonetheless, while social workers applied the use of social media to increase the
social presence between the two parties, the study findings indicate that the
majority of social workers were circumspect its use. Social workers suggested
that they remained reluctant in the direct use of social media as a sole means of
communication when engaging with clients. Therefore, this confirms Byrne et al.
(2019) study that social workers were only willing to use social media to engage
with their client in nothing more than short and superficial means of
communication. Social workers reluctant stance in using social media for
communication purposes was on the view that it offers the potential for confusion.
This being in terms of the nature of the existing relationship between the
professional and the client.
Furthermore, there was also a risk of personal information being exchanged
unknowingly between the two parties. Social media, as a form of communication,
facilitates contacts in 24 hours a day format. Therefore, there was a likelihood
this may further complicate the placement of boundaries between the social
worker and their clients (Byrne et al., 2019). What this then highlights is that
incorporating the full use of social media into practice remains a significant
challenge that social work as a practice seems not ready to accept as envisaged
by Simpson (2017). The challenges experienced in the adoption of social media
then seems not only to be from a skills perspective as argued by
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Taylor (2017) but most specifically, this is due to the existing practice dilemma
this generates. The dilemmas being both from an ethical and legal perspective
and could be significant in the way they affect the carrying out of responsibilities
by the practitioners. The findings reported in this study also illuminate on the
existing type of interactions using networked communication technologies and
social media, which social workers are encountering in practice. Therefore, these
need to be theorised and to be included in the care and control debate, while also
considering clients’ interaction.
The findings from the study have also echoed the presence of ethical dilemmas
experienced by social workers use of social media. These dilemmas have been
discussed by several authors, including Gabbard and Colleagues (2011); Mishna
et al., (2012) Breyette and Hill (2015) and Boddy and Dominelli (2017). It is
evident from the study that the easy access and spread of information in both
purposively and also in a reckless manner by children and young people social
workers were quickly becoming a fact of social work practice. As a result, Byrne
et al. (2019) argue that the very objective of social media –the secure exchange
of information –can act as an accelerant in social relationship facilitating
uncontrolled sharing among undefined persons (p.154).
Reamer (2017) argues that social media encompasses a collapse of social context
and social roles which have been known to complicate the navigation of
boundaries. While navigating of boundaries has always remained a complexity,
it remains a part of an individual's normal life. However, for child welfare
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practitioners, this has been termed as particularly problematic. This is due to their
recognition of the power implications of boundaries (Boddy and Dominelli,
2017). Therefore, for the majority of children and young people social workers
who have a statutory remit, this remains problematic. Breyette and Hill (2015)
study highlight that there are several emergent and novel challenges faced by
children, young people and families’ social workers in their use of social media
in practice.
Heron (2005) suggest that social workers should be aware of the intrinsic power
dimensions attached to their work, and therefore there have been prompted calls
for social workers to be aware of such power relations that surround their practice.
In order to achieve this Kondart (1999) suggests that social worker should
exercise a deep level of self-reflection, while also indicating a higher commitment
to anti-oppressive and anti-discriminatory practice (Dominelli, 2002; Thompson;
2016). However, while this is being encouraged in practice, there exists less
guidance and discussion on how such approaches should be adopted. There is also
an argument that if this approach is adopted, it needs to be at the forefront and a
guiding principle in online networked communication technologies. What this
indicates is that there is a scarcity of literature discussing the potential of the client
being subjected to oppression by social workers in an online digital context.
This, therefore, indicates that some of the challenges and opportunities created by
social workers use of social media have already been documented in some
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forum. For example, Parton (2006) argues that the emergence of new digital
technologies demands that social workers and social service providers have
reverted from being ‘social’ to ‘informational’ domains of practice. In similar
context Nellis (2010) and LaMendola (1988) while discussing the connection
between networked society and surveillance points out that technology has played
a significant role in altering and influencing the relation aspect in a relationshipbased profession like social work. The two authors argue that the more social
workers use technology, the more that it cannot be left solely to political and
market forces. Hence, Glastonbury and Lamendola (1992) highlights that
technology should be firmly placed ‘‘within the arena of public concern and
debate’’ (p.14);
However, Castell (2010) argues that technology should not be viewed as a critical
driver of any new and distinctive form of facilitating social organisation. While
distinguishing its role as a facilitator and where it has been implicated for the
social process, there is an expectation that individual should be able to use
technology in a legitimate way and for ethical reasons. One can then define that
individuals using technology in these circumstances should be able to exercise an
element of both care and control.
Social workers use of social media also facilitated the spread of information and
also access of client’s information without their consent. The impact of this was
that it undermined the client’s privacy and confidentiality. The search for client
online information without their consent in this study confirms Lannin and Scott
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(2013) views in which psychologists searched for their client information online
through social networking sites and the use of Google.
Based on the study findings, this draws our attention to the underlying dynamics
of power and control from the social workers. In this case, it encompasses the
collection of client personal information by the social workers in any context. In
the conducted study, this relates to the phenomenon of social surveillance, where
social workers reverted to accessing client information, which had been posted
publicly on social media forums. For the majority of social workers, this was done
in a focused manner and in a covertly way without the subjects’ knowledge. The
above statement confirms Marwick (2012) argument, which highlights the scope
of power asymmetry or imbalance, which characterises the social worker/client
relationship to be intensified through the use of social media.
One can argue that the evidence of power asymmetry was relevance to social
work as a practice based on one of its fundamental principles, surrounding the
professional commitment to the promotion of social justice (Dominelli,2004;
Banks,2016). This is while the majority of social workers seem to adopt a
cautious approach, a sense of discomfort and what Cooner et al. (2019) suggest
as an ill-at-ease accommodation of the practical approach and use of social media
in social work practice.
Consequently, while social workers can be able to access online client
information, this was not the case with their clients. As illuminated in the study,
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this also bears the hallmark of social surveillance as outlined by Marwick (2012).
According to Boyd and Ellison (2007), they argue that social networking site has
continued to be a dominating presence which have continued to support online
activities and as a result creating potentially new arenas which facilitate online
surveillance. Moreover, the two authors highlight that is looking at social media
from a perspective of users and visitors to these networking sites creates an
opportunity for the high level of surveillance. This being in the form of watching
and being watched, tracking and being tracked or the aspect of sharing and being
shared, which they conclude by suggesting that these activities are not necessarily
harmful. In looking at this from a care and control element one can then argue
that social workers were using social media on a case by case basis and where
social media was a form of social control to enhance children and young people
outcome this could be viewed as ethical as already outlined by Baine and Broek,
(2019) and Boyd and Ellison, (2007).
It also evident that whether there was a presence of a broad policy or the
existence of specific legal guidance discussing the use of social media in social
work practice; individual social workers tended to analyse, what would the
potential harm or benefits of engaging with client’s information which is
available online. In some scenarios, social workers reverted to engaging in active
dialogues, which was on a case by case basis. As already reported, they discussed
the ethics and dilemmas surrounding their work with colleagues, supervisor and
legal team. At the same time, others opted to review their social
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media use in practice. However, it is also evident that there we some situations
where there was a grey area based on the ethical and legal complexities of using
social media in practice. In such scenarios, social workers could be seen as
reluctant users of social media, perhaps due to the moral principles but were now
being forced to respond, based on what had been brought to light as a consequence
of their clients or other peoples’ use of social media. This left the social workers
in a difficult position in the sense that they had to override their moral stance and
respond to the welfare needs of their clients which had to take a priority such
circumstances. This is especially in a situation where the welfare of their client
was suffering or likely to suffer significant harm.
Therefore, based on the study findings, it is evident that there was a lack of clear
policy and guideline, which social workers could follow in their use of social
media in practice. Respectively, the absence of detailed policy and guideline
resulted in social workers to use their judgement and the existing literature to
assist them in navigating the already complex minefield. This was also used as a
guide to ensure that they are exercising good practice. Barsky (2017) highlights
some of the contextual factors that social workers need to place into consideration
in determining some of the ethical appropriateness that social workers need to
consider in their use of social media in social work practice. For example, there
is still a lack of a clear consensus in terms of whether social workers are justified
to access or search for clients’ information if this is publicly available. This study
has found that some of the social workers
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also experienced an ethical problem in term of searching for client information
which was available on social media. However, other social workers did not
perceive as an issue; neither did they have an ethical problem in terms of
searching for and accessing this information.
Their justification is that this information was available on the public domain, and
as a reason, there was no harm in accessing it. However, as highlighted in the
study, there was a lack of clarity as experienced by the social workers if this was
still justified or not. Therefore, this confirms findings in the study by Gabbard,
Kassaw and Oerez –Garci-(2011). Again, what this confirms is that the use of
social media by social workers to gather information was unacceptable in the
general child welfare context. However, this was termed as acceptable if the
search was designed to protect children and young people from risk, thus ensuring
that their welfare is given paramount consideration. Therefore, this also entailed
that other subject, for example, exercising and observing of clients right to
privacy and confidentiality could be seen a secondary where the wellbeing of the
child was at risk of harm (Breyette and Hill, 2015).
Based on the study findings it could be said that within the realm of child
protection there is still a scarcity of knowledge in ascertaining if social workers
were importing some of their social media behaviour into their professional
practice. However, at this stage, this was proving hard to determine as there was
a lack of enough evidence to support this claim. Breyettte and Hill (2015)
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confirm this as their study highlights the significance of incorporating policies
and guidelines into social worker’s professional curricula and agency policies.
Furthermore, Gabbard and Colleagues (2011) suggest that despite the lack of
specific ethical codes in regards to the use of social media, professionals should
be aware that their use of it retains the scope to breach client’s privacy, trust and
confidentiality when used disparagingly.
From the findings, it remains clear that the use of social media as a form of
communication had contributed to what level of engagement between social
workers and their clients. This increased level of engagement and communication
has been described by LaMendola (2010) as increasing the social presence.
According to Gunawardena (1995)
social presences indicate the degree to which a person is perceived as a real person
in mediated communication (p.151).
In the conducted study, it was evident that the use of social media assumed a
significant role in increasing the social presence between social workers and some
of the children and young people. This was also useful, especially to those
children and young people who were not fully engaging with the services.
Nonetheless, while social workers applied the use of social media to increase the
social presence between the two parties, the study findings indicate that the
majority of social workers were circumspect in its use. The social workers
suggested that they remained reluctant in the direct use of social media as a sole
means of communication when contacting or engaging with their clients. This
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confirms Byrne et al. (2019) study that social workers were only willing to use
social media to engage with their client in nothing more than short and superficial
means of communication. Social workers reluctant stance in using social media
as a form of communication was based on the view that it offers the potential for
confusion. This is in terms of the nature of the existing relationship between the
professional and the client.
Furthermore, there was also a risk of personal information being exchanged
unknowingly between the two parties. Social media, as a form of communication,
facilitates contacts in 24 hours a day format. Therefore, there was a likelihood
that this may further complicate the placement of boundaries between the social
worker and clients (Byrne et al., 2019).
What this then highlights is that incorporating the full use of social media into
practice remains a significant challenge that social work as a practice seems not
ready to accept as envisaged by Simpson (2017). The challenges experienced in
the adoption of social media then seems not only to be from a skills perspective
as argued by Taylor (2017) but most specifically, this is due to the existing
practice dilemma this generates. The dilemmas were viewed to be both from an
ethical and legal viewpoint in nature.
The findings reported in this study also illuminate on the existing type of
interactions using networked communication technologies and social media,
which social workers are encountering in practice. As a consequence, there are
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suggestions that this will need to be theorised and incorporated within the care
and control debate while considering their interaction with their clients.
The study has also echoed the presence of ethical dilemmas experienced by social
workers use of social media. These dilemmas have been discussed by several
authors, including Gabbard and Colleagues (2011); Mishna et al., (2012) Breyette
and Hill (2015); and Boddy and Dominelli (2017). It is evident from the study
that the easy access and spread of information in both purposively and also in a
reckless manner by children and young people social workers were quickly
becoming a fact of social work practice. As a result, Byrne et al. (2019) argues
that the very objective of social media –the easy exchange of information
–can act as an accelerant in social relationship facilitating uncontrolled sharing
among undefined persons (p.154).
Social workers use social media also facilitated the spread of information and also
access of client’s information without their consent. The impact being it
undermined the client’s privacy and confidentiality, which, as illustrated in the
study, draws our attention to the underlying dynamics of power and control from
the social workers. In this case, it encompasses the collection of client personal
information by the social workers in any context. In the conducted study, this
relates to the phenomenon of social surveillance, where social workers reverted
to accessing client information, which had been posted publicly on social media
forums. For the majority of social workers, this was done in a focused manner,
which in most cases was in a coercive way without
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the subjects’ knowledge. This confirms Marwick (2012) argument, which
highlights the scope of power asymmetry or imbalance, characterising the social
worker/client relationship, which seems to be intensified through the use of social
media.
Consequently, while social workers can be able to access online client
information, this was not the case with their clients. As illuminated in the study,
this also bears the hallmark of social surveillance as outlined by Marwick (2012).
One can suggest that the evidence of power asymmetry was relevance to social
work as a practice based on one of its fundamental principles, surrounding the
social work profession commitment to the promotion of social justice. In
discussing the element of power asymmetry Gilbert and Powell (2010) cited in
Tew (2016) highlights that;
Power is a concept that is often discussed as fundamental to the relationship
between the professional and the society in which they operate, but one rarely
conceptualised as both product and producer of such relationships (p.5).
Foucault (1977) argues that the use of power can be both repressive while at the
same time used as a creative which is underpinned by what he terms as
‘resistance’ practices. Gilbert and Powell (2010) suggest that clients are made
subject as a result of a powerful ‘managerial’ actor present in health and social
care.
They further argue that one of the primary issues in health and social care practice
in which a Foucauldian approach can be applied to illuminate its
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microphysics of power; which means that power relations exist and operates
through people can also be found with the exemplar of information and
communication technologies. Foucault (1977) views of surveillance are that this
is a primary technique in which an individual is the object of power/knowledge.
While Gilbert and Powell (2010 p.4) suggest social work as a practice can look
at Foucault views on surveillance as the architect to offer what they label as an
authentic ‘conceptual toolkit’ applied to interrogate power relationship between
social care professionals and their service users. While Foucault conceptual ideas
have been reported as accordant for applied social sciences, in applying his views
to social work as a practice one can then argue that social work and the profession
itself can be seen as an instrument of governmentality and an agent responsible
for instilling and reinforcing dominant state discourses. Besides, Gilbert and
Powell (2009) suggest that the existing power relation between professionals and
service users has resulted into service users being termed as ‘customers’ with the
health and welfare terms being replaced with consumers. What this has done then
is normalising of clients where they are made a subject through the use of
discourses and ‘social practices ‘for example, surveillance, power, assessment
and domination (Gilbert and Powell, 2010).
According to Stein (2016), while Foucault views have been that panoptic
surveillance remains present in physical institutions for example schools,
factories, prisons, hospital and the military, one can argue that panopticism is now
being used as a framework for analysing the use of social networking sites.
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Stein (2016) further argues that the panopticon exercises asymmetric surveillance
and at the same time asymmetric power. What this seems to suggest is that while
guards can potentially be viewing individual and monitoring majority of the
prisoners, this does not apply to the prisoner, as they are not in a position to see
the guards. What this suggests is that power remains omnipresent or ubiquitous.
This highlights that power remains visible to those who remain visible. However,
this does not apply to individuals who are monitored or under surveillance. In
relating these views to social worker use of social media, one can argue that where
social worker exercises online monitoring or online surveillance of the clients,
majority of them were not aware that they were being monitored through the
information they had posted on social media. The presence of this information,
which was available on social media was also accessible by social workers.
However, the majority of the clients were not aware if they were being watched
or not by their social workers.
In addition, Foucault understanding of panopticism was that this was present in
schools and hospital, with the view individuals were only considered to be a form
of information but not communication by those in power. Foucault further
suggests that adopting panoptic surveillance allowed one to obtain and maintain
power with ease as the chances for resistance were mitigated. It also allowed the
extension of power to be exercised to maximum capacity. It is viewed that social
networking sites do make use of the panoptic techniques where a state of
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permanent visibility is exercised, despite the users being ignorant of the data
mining techniques of both the government authorities and the site (Stein, 2016).
While permanent visibility remains innate with social networking medium, social
media users do voluntarily use a network, which allows them to be visible to their
peers. This visibility has been reported to be asymmetric, given the view that
social media users can only view an individual page at any given moment. Despite
this, there is an argument that through their use of social networking, medium
user information is potentially available to all to access. What this indicates is
that the social media user will have then opted into a situation of being viewed as
the panoptic prisoner and a member of the guard tower (Stein, 2016). This
indicates that social media users can also be termed as prisoners due to the
permanent visibility of their information. This is despite whether his or her page
is being accessed or not at any given moment. On the other hand, the user of the
information which is available on social media can then be identified as the guard
tower based on his or her ability to exercise surveillance and access the pages at
any given time and moment.
In relating this to social worker use of social media, one can argue that the client
can be viewed as the prisoner with their information being widely accessible
using social media. In contrast, the social worker can be compared in the same
vein to tower guard in the sense that not only can he /she enjoys the power of
accessing their client information without the permission or knowledge of their

271

clients, but they can do it anytime to carry out their role which might be viewed
as legitimate or illegitimate or ethical or unethical.
According to Salvo (2004), the use of information and communication
technologies in current social work practice has created novel spaces where
meanings are organised. This effectively offers a platform where activities such
as assessment and establishing new opportunities for surveillance of both social
workers and service users (Garrett, 2002,2005).
Salvo (2004) discusses the need to organise information so that it can make sense
to those who make use of it, while at the same time indicating its democratising
potential which according to Gilbert and Powell (2010) is promoted through
participation. However, in social work practice, Freedom of Information and Data
Protection have circumscribed the application of these technologies, which, as a
result, have created a contradictory stance, which enables and restricts access to
information.
In this study, it was reported that surveillance of clients by social workers during
their work was undertaken without the client’s consent. In some of the cases, the
social worker did seek legal guidance and protection from their legal team. This
was concerning the navigation of social media within the paradigm of regulatory
control and legal rights (Bekkers et al., 2013).
Social workers searching and accessing of client’s information online using social
media was seen as unacceptable by the majority of social workers in this study,
even in situations when the client’s account was in ‘public’ state. In
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looking at this argument, one can then argue that social worker, in this case, might
perhaps look at this from a “front stage/backstage” distinction as outlined by
Goffman, (1959). What this suggests is that in most cases social workers were
accessing their client online information with the views that
the client was unlikely to imagine his or her social worker as one of the audiences
for what they were presenting on social media (Byrne et al.,2019).
According to Vitak (2015), one tactic commonly applied in imagining the
audience has been trying to predict individuals who are most likely to view the
content. However, predicting an individual has been a complex challenge even in
situations where the audience presents as bounded. One can suggest that when
social media users, in this case, children and young people crafts post with an
intended audience in mind they, in most cases, overlook less visible members. In
addition, they tend to focus on those individuals whom they usually have the most
contact typically based on comments shares and like (Litt, 2012; Bernstein et al.,
2013). The study by Bernstein et al., (2013) explores both self –reported and log
data and from their findings, it was evident that majority of social media users on
platforms such as Facebook, cannot accurately account and assess their full
audience. This was in terms of the piece of shared content, with most reported to
have underestimated the reach of their disclosures (Bernstein et al., 2013).
Therefore, their shared content reached out to those labelled as an unintended
audience with social workers falling under this category.
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However, as outlined in the study majority of social workers argued that there
was a need for an ethical exception to be exercised in situations where the risk
assessment had warranted it, which could then equate to the ethical use of social
media. Moreover, where children, young people and adults were involved and
considered to be vulnerable, some social workers were of the view that they
would search for and use information extracted from social media. However,
from a professional view, some of the social workers felt that they would not
search for client information, which is available on social media. They argued
this was an unethical misuse of power and client exploitation as it was done in a
devious manner as has already been discussed. This would then reinforce a study
by Barnet et al. (2007) examining the use of deceit in exploiting clients in
psychology.
While social workers reported that the use of social media in social work practice
was rapidly becoming widespread, there was an argument that this needs to be
considered as part of an assessment toolkit. Therefore, social workers needed to
be more familiar with the overall use of social media in practice. As Megele
(2014) confirms, given that most child welfare practitioners have highlighted that
social media use in social work practice has rapidly increased, we need as a
profession to look at the use of social media as part of an assessment toolkit which
every practitioner must have-this is on their social media policy.
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Reamer (2017) argues that social media encompasses a collapse of social context
and social roles which have been known to complicate the navigation of
boundaries. While navigating of boundaries has always remained a complexity,
it remains a part of an individual's normal life. However, for child welfare
practitioners, this has been termed as particularly problematic due to their
recognition of the power implications of boundaries (Boddy and Dominelli,
2017). Breyette and Hill (2015) study highlight that there are several emergent
and novel challenges faced by child protection and young people social workers
in their use of social media in practice.
While it remains tempting for social workers to continue accessing client
information without consent, Voshel (2015) suggests that social workers should
at all times avoid violating the fundamental principle of social work which also
includes accessing of clients’ online information without their consent. However,
the writer acknowledges that this remains a challenge, and it entails social
workers to exercise resolve and their ethical awareness.
However, as confirmed in the study, there were cases where information that had
been obtained without consent had been used for safeguarding and protecting
children and young people who were at risk of significant harm. In that case, one
can argue that despite social workers use of client information obtained without
their consent being termed as illegitimate it was also seen as legitimate in the
sense that it helped in keeping children and young people safe.
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From the study, it is evident that social workers have the option to use social
media for looking up information about their clients. However, not only must
children and young people social workers consider the ethical aspect of searching
for client’s online information, but they must also consider the impact this might
have in terms of establishing a trusting working and therapeutic relationship with
their clients. More importantly, this also raises numerous aspects of concern.
Citing an example, what might be the effect of searching for client information
on the therapeutic relationship between the two parties,

where the client

discovers that the practitioner had accessed their private information without
seeking the client consent.
It is clear that searching online for client information influences the therapeutic
relationship on a particular individual basis, with profound consequences. For
example, this harms the bond of trust between practitioners and clients. It also
raised the question of whether searching for client information without consent
was a sign of a failed therapeutic relationship. As a result, Stellpflug and Bern
(2008) state that practitioners should not abuse the relationship of trust with their
patients to satisfy their own needs and interests. This would entail that a clear
violation of professional boundaries and guidelines where a practitioner searches
for client’s information online out of curiosity. Conversely, are there reasons that
would make searching of client’s information legitimate if the use is legitimate,
how should social workers proceed with information found on social media.
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As social workers continue to face the complex practice realities, there is
undoubtedly a need for practical guidance and support from their employers,
regulatory bodies, professional bodies and educators. Furthermore, social work
standards, codes and guidelines remain undoubtedly critical in helping social
workers to navigate the emerging complex practice realities as a result of their
use of social media in practice (Breyette and Hill, 2015). However, as technology
changes rapidly and the same as its use, it can be argued that the directive
guidelines may be termed as out-dated before they are even disseminated.
Furthermore, social workers will need more education regarding the two general
principles, such as the need to observe the client’s privacy and consent. Observing
the two elements will prove more useful in terms of guiding the practitioners to
make complex calculations with regards to their use of social media in practice
which is often affected by context (Barsky, 2017).
According to Taylor (2017), skills and development of child welfare practitioner
also remain fundamental. Byrne at al., (2019) argue that in order for social
workers to protect themselves and their clients on social media, there is a need
for practitioners to undergo basic training. This should encompass ways on how
to implement and manage privacy settings across an expansive range of social
media platforms. Nevertheless, due to the existing power dynamics involved in
social surveillance, it is essential to place into consideration the extent to which
social media use in practice has driven the debate regarding care
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versus control to a new spectrum. Moreover, there is a need to consider what type
of knowledge will be helpful to social workers to enable them to engage in both
anti-oppressive and anti-discriminatory practice, while also exercising critical
reflection in this domain.
This is because, at times, this left them uncertain in terms of identifying what
was ethical practice and what could be termed as unethical practice using social
media. It also confirms the lack of comprehensive and contemporary discussion
based on the complexities and interrelationships between social media, social
work practice and social work ethics identified by Boddy and Dominelli (2017).
Under these circumstances, this calls for a more nuanced understanding of ethics
in online spaces (Boddy and Dominelli, 2017).
Stanfield and Beddoe (2016) argue that where this specific research is lacking
including the practice implications, there remains a significant risk, that there is
a high likelihood that we will divert our focus on the teaching skills of social
media in social education. This being at the expense of looking or instead
assuming a more critical approach that enables and also recognises the use of
social media at a professional context in a more creative manner. This also
concerns its ethical use and where social media has been used to exercise care
and control in both legitimate and illegitimate means. The existing literature
seems to also call for social work as a profession to swiftly move and make the
necessary adjustments to take advantage of social media on behalf of vulnerable
clients that they represent.
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6. 3 Summary
In summary, this section has discussed the findings and how they relate to the
current literature review. In addition, how the findings seem to affect the original
hypothesis has also been discussed. One can argue that there are several ways in
which social workers can use social media which are related to their role, which
is set up in legal statute in England. However, social workers have a dilemma
always through their caring responsibilities to look after the welfare of the
children; but also, how the states ask social workers to control family life in their
protection of children. As a result, social workers always have to try and
successfully manage and navigate the two critical concepts of care and control,
and social media has come into that dilemma and complicated it further. An
overview of some of the significant findings of the study has also been discussed.
The next chapter will now discuss the conclusion, implication for practice and
recommendation.

CHAPTER 7 CONCLUSION, IMPLICATION FOR PRACTICE
AND RECOMMENDATION
7.1 Introduction and study conclusion
This section summarises the main findings and considers the implications for
policy and practice. The study demonstrates that children and young people social
workers need more clarity and guidance to support them to navigate a complex
digital minefield. This digital minefield arises from social workers’ use of social
media in practice in the absence of clear direction and guidance
concerning the ethical/legitimate and unethical/illegitimate use of social media.
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Their approach to the legitimate and illegitimate use of social media is
complicated by the concept of care and control. Social workers sometimes justify
their use of information from social media on the basis of their duty to protect
children and young people: however, it is evident that not all such use was
unethical.
The study points to the lack of an ethical and legislative framework, which could
be used as a guide to support the ethical use of social media in practice. This is
all the more important at a time when perennial issues surrounding the misuse
and use of social media have continued to be widespread. The study has also
identified that there were mixed responses in terms of identifying and in exploring
how social workers have been utilising social media in exercising client's online
social surveillance. In the majority of the cases, this was without the client's
consent and awareness (Zubolf, 2019; Mishna et al., 2014; Sage and Sage, 2017;
Gleibs, 2015). The majority of social workers suggested that online surveillance
using social media was unethical, and it should not be encouraged. However, the
need for social workers to safeguard children was overwhelming and therefore
sometimes overrode ethical concerns. While the majority of social workers were
uncomfortable in the use of social media in practice, some seemed to be
comfortable in its application despite the lack of a moral, ethical or legal
framework. Beddoe suggests that
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to avoid social work going down a similar morally indefensible road, or
more accurately to remove it from the road it is already on, we need to find
ways of using social media as a possible resource in child protection. This
is while also protecting vulnerable service users from being harmed by
unthinking, unethical, illegal social media use. (2019, p.18)
The findings demonstrate that while the use of social media in children, young
people and families practice is being advocated for by social workers and their
line manager, there is still a wide gap in terms of the present policy and theoretical
understanding of the ethical or unethical use of social media in their day-to-day
practice. As a consequence, there is a need for all stakeholders involved in the
provision of social work practice to come together to identify the best way
forward in promoting the ethical or the legal use of social media in the daily
practice of the profession. Without this, the lack of clear strategy and strong
leadership are harming the ethical use of social media in social work practice
(Mearns et al., 2015).
Based on the study findings, one can argue that managerialist discourses, which
have already been discussed in the literature review chapter, have also contributed
to the adoption of social media in social work practice. This managerialist
approach was at the expense of supporting frontline practitioners and their clients
in navigating the complex decision-making required, which resulted in social
workers being at an ethical crossroad. This is because majority of social workers
felt that there was a lack of support from their respective
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management teams in regards to decisions making which involved the use of
social media in practice. Furthermore, with the social work practitioner success
now being measured on the basis of whether or not they have met the managers’
set target. As result, social workers resulted in using all means available,
including the use of social media to monitor clients with an aim of conducting
and undertaking their role.
Social workers in the study reported that they were left at 'a middle point' as they
could not ascertain what was ethical or unethical use of social media.
The study has also highlighted that there was a lack of clarity about the
public/private axis, focused on whether social workers should access online client
information without their consent or permission. The majority of social workers
argued that this was an acceptable practice/defensible practice, especially with
regards to protecting and safeguarding children at risk. Moreover, this was
ethical, in situations where the client's privacy settings allowed individuals to
exercise open viewing of client's information. However, there was an argument
that, regardless of the situation, social workers need to respect the client's right to
privacy, confidentiality and human dignity. Where social workers resorted to fake
accounts using pseudonym names to access client's information without their
knowledge or consent, this was a subversive coercive and unethical practice of
exercising social control. The use of fake accounts using pseudonym names
intending to access client’s online information was rapidly becoming a
widespread practice in children services
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practice. The majority of practitioners saw it as part of a social work tool, which
had now become normalised. These fake accounts and use of pseudonym names
were being used mostly in situations where the social workers wanted to correlate
and also triangulate information being offered by the clients. They were also used
where clients were not fully engaging with the practitioners. However, there was
a divergence of opinion from social workers, where online surveillance had been
exercised, intending to protect children.
Interestingly, despite the prominence of the use of social media in social work
practice the study highlighted that majority of the social workers were not aware
of the RIPA Act (2016) and that they were still coming to terms with the
application of GDPR (2018). Where some of the practitioners were aware of the
RIPA Act (2016) and GDPR (2018), they still did not fully apply it in their
engagement with their clients. The majority of social workers suggested there was
still a lack of clarity in regards to its application in practice, such as its use for
online surveillance. Moreover, the need to safeguard and protect children led to
the majority of social workers to override the ethical concerns, which also led to
children and young people right to privacy and private life being overlooked.
Social workers’ use social media in their practice involved professional
uncertainty, professional anxiety, power differences between the client and the
practitioner in regard to risk-taking. According to Cooner and Beddoe, this shapes
how social work practitioners engage with the professional ethics of social media
use in a professional capacity (Cooner and Beddoe, 2018).
283

With regards to online surveillance, especially for clients who did not want to
engage with the services, social workers use of social media in their practice in
such scenarios could also be seen as a coercive, unethical or illegal. While this
was an attempt to gather more information to exercise the element of care by
some social workers, it also constitutes social control. One justification for
exercising this kind of online surveillance was that it was a way of triangulating
information and exercising their statutory duty of care. In the same vein, Cooner
et al. argue that
such practice can also be related to the utilitarian basis for most social
workers, this was a strategy used to cope, in terms of the anxiety, risk and
for workers and the organisation to defend themselves (2019, p.18).
This practice also relates to Ferguson’s point (2018) that practice is sometimes
geared to ensure that the practitioners did not experience the unbearable feelings
or not being satisfied that children and young people under their care were
adequately protected and safe from harm.
However, the culture of children and young people social work practice and more
so, child protection, produces a lot of tension and anxieties for child welfare
professionals (Munro, 2010; Thompson, 2013). Child protection in particular
entails making correct judgements about the safety and wellbeing of children
under their care (Munro, 1996; Bosman-Sadie et al., 2013). In that sense, one can
then argue that child welfare practice has now been made more complicated by
the rapid emergence and the widespread use and misuse of
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social media by social work practitioners (Munro, 2010; Megele,2018; Simpson,
2017; Cooner et al., 2019). This suggests that unless this emerging complexity is
addressed and fully acknowledged and unless meaningful support is offered to
social workers, there is the danger that most social work practitioner's use of
social media will continue to encounter many ethical dilemmas, risks, dangers
and practice anxiety. Therefore, what is clear is that social workers will need to
fully and robustly engage with new technologies including the use of social
media, rather than passively exercising the adoption of these technological
changes. However, for such development to be achieved, this will only be
possible where social work professional practice remains proactively involved
with the continuous robust information technology development in the field
(Baker et al., 2018). Citing an example BASW and HCPC have been encouraging
social workers to participate in an online survey aimed at gathering feedback in
relation to their digital skills and capabilities. The key aim of the online survey
has been to involve frontline social workers by asking them for feedback on how
they use technology in their practice and what they feel could be done to ensure
that they were fully supported in using technology in their role. The online survey
was asking social workers about their learning needs and journey, their
experiences to date, what they already know, what their workplace needs are and
their educational needs in relation to their use of digital technology in practice.
The project encouraged participation professionals from all different levels,
those in direct practice, newly qualified
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and social workers in supervising, leading and in management roles (Haynes,
2019). This proactive involvement was aimed at exploring core digital
competencies and how they can be integrated into the existing and developing
framework for social workers training, continued development, practise and
regulation (Haynes,2019).
It is also evident that children and young people social workers can use social
media in innovative ways to not only interact with their clients but also in the
dissemination of information. However, social workers must exercise caution and
also critical awareness in terms of acknowledging the benefits and risks of
utilising social media. A failure to acknowledge this can negatively affect the
client-practitioner relationship and the public view of the profession. It is also
evident that the use of social media in social work practice has potential in terms
of improving the client's outcomes, but this potential cannot be realised without
greater control and guidance.
It can be concluded that the study indicates that child welfare practitioners had
developed an appetite for more meaningful and better use of social media in their
practice. Additionally, most practitioners felt that this would not only improve
their ability to exercise the element of care and control more legitimately but also
to work with more flexibility. In the same vein, the study shows that the use of
social media could be used to forge and establish a better relationship with the
clients, a view also shared by Jackson, (2019).
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7.2 Limitations of the study
In discussing some of the limitations of the research, the study sample was one of
the challenges experienced. Although I did set out to interview a large number of
social workers forty-seven of them responded to the online survey and, in the end,
twenty social workers were interviewed. Although I collected quantitative data,
the small sample number made it challenging to find significant relationships
within the data: for most analysis, this would require a larger sample size. The
small numbers also made it difficult to achieve a sample that would be considered
representative of social workers to whom the results could be generalized. In
addition, there was also a gender imbalance in terms of the participants. The
numbers of female social workers were higher than male social workers.
Although the current female to male social work split is 75% female to 25% male,
there is a need for future research studies to consider encouraging more male
social workers to take part in research in this field. Although there is rich
qualitative data, it would have been interesting to find out what the quantitative
aspect of the study would have illuminated with regards to social workers use of
social media in children, young people and family’s practice.
7.3 Possible Limitations to the Researcher
Access to social workers working in children, young people and families’ teams
was a significant challenge. This was primarily due to constraining factors, for
example, heavy caseload, pressure and demands of the role and time constraints.
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With such limited access to social workers, there were situations when a planned
interview had to be rescheduled several times. Again, based on the sensitive
nature of the study, there was also a sense of anxiety from the social workers
being interviewed and their line managers, as the majority were not sure if their
use of social media in practice was allowed or not. Moreover, in some cases, we
had to rush through the interviews as the majority of social workers found it hard
to dedicate a full 50 minutes to 1 hour to undertake an interview, due to the
demanding nature of their roles.
Although, it would have been interesting to interview service users to ascertain
their views (for example, in regards to where social workers had accessed their
online information obtained using social media without their consent) this was
not possible. Some of the factors hindering this were the challenges in obtaining
ethical clearance from both the university and the local authority. As it was taking
too long to secure. Moreover, the complexities surrounding obtaining of
permission from the parents or carers to access and interview children and young
people who are in contact with or receiving services from social workers was
observed as another challenge. In addition, there was also an indication that the
local authority was reluctant to grant such kind of an ethical permission and with
greater reason where children and young people were involved in the use of social
media.
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7.4 Contribution to Knowledge
The study shows that in relation to both care and control elements of social work,
social media was being used both legitimately and illegitimately, and ethically
and unethically in practice by children, young people and families’ social
workers.
Further findings suggest that a minority of social workers had used social media
legally and ethically in their practice, while also exercising the care and control
elements. Nonetheless, majority of the practitioners were using social media
illegitimately and unethically in exercising both elements of care and control; as
a result, the study found that they were not viewed to be doing a satisfying job in
regards to their use of social media in their practice. A key finding from the study
is that social workers lacked a legislative framework and guidance for their use
of social media in practice. Therefore, social workers used the current social work
ethics that they have to act as a guide.
Even though some social workers presented as confident in their use of social
media, for example, in the provision of therapeutic service and in forming of and
establishing trusting working relationships with the clients, the majority were not.
Social workers not only struggled in making decisions related to their use of
social media but also in identifying when was it appropriate and when not to use
it in their practice.
Another significant key finding is that social worker involved with children and
young people require an in-depth understanding of the world of social media if
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they are going to care for and actively enhance protecting and safeguarding
children and young people they work with and work for. In order to do that they
have to possess a stronger understanding and also the development of a strong
and clear critical analysis, reflection and evaluation in terms of the implications
around the use of social media in social work practice, this is based on the
argument that when they make inaccurate decisions it makes it more challenging
within an already complicated field in which they operate. This cutting-edge
research is ground breaking in terms of our understanding of what social workers
do and the impact their actions and inaction have in regards to the safety of
children and young people that they have a duty of care to safeguard. The research
will enable social workers to have an in-depth understanding and assist in shaping
how the use of social media in practice impacts on key practice issues in terms of
the expectations of clients they engage with in relation to its use. This groundbreaking research will not only help in their development of critical skills, critical
awareness and competence, but also help in improving their technological
awareness needed in order to access and evaluate what could be viewed as
ethical/unethical and legitimate/illegitimate practice around social workers use of
social media for work purposes.
The research has contributed in presenting some consensus surrounding the
importance of embedding and mapping social workers’ capabilities around their
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digital technology into the current existing framework, standards and professional
regulations with an aim of identifying and presenting a coherent professional
response. As a result, this research will better equip children and young people
social worker not only in their development of their e- professionalism but also
in term of their digital professionalism. This being based on social workers core
professional values and strong vision surrounding the benefits of exercising safer
and sound digital social work practice that clearly resonates with practitioners.
Importantly, as the use of social media in social work practice tends to generate
a lot of ‘moral panic’ this ground- breaking research will also provide a key
platform for both social workers and students to exercise critical reflection,
awareness and reflexivity on the risk narrative while also considering children
and young people’s digital rights. The researcher also argues that this should not
be exercised subjectively or sparingly to inform social work practice but should
be fully adopted as a key and central feature in helping to illuminate the individual
action of social worker in their practice.
While it remains evident that social work has been slow in adopting the use of
social media and digital technologies in their practice, it is clear that both have
remained an integral part of children and young people lives and a form of
identities. For social workers this plays an increasingly integral and significant
role in child protection and in safeguarding cases. Therefore, this ground-
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breaking research will empower social workers to deliver timely, effective and
responsive services. The research has also illuminated a systematic approach and
offered social workers an in-depth understanding of online risk and a much clear
methodology which can be utilised for assessing online risks which has been a
challenge for a majority of social workers. Moreover, it is significant that social
workers will need to fully assume the responsibility to recognise the importance
powerful, transformational, developmental, implications, ethical, unethical
challenges and opportunities associated with social media use in social work
practice.
In conclusion, social workers relied on their moral judgment and were left with
few options to consider, about their use of social media in practice. Therefore,
they reverted into the use of social media in exercising unethical practice. It
therefore evident that social workers in children and young people practice are
struggling to understand how the tensions between care and control and
associated ethical dilemmas can be managed.
This section has discussed in summary for some of the key points from the study
and the contribution to knowledge. Now I will move on to implications for
practice and recommendations.
7.5 Implication for Practice
This section will now discuss what my study findings illuminate in regards to
social workers’ use of social media for work purposes.
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Given the existing increasing complexities of risks and opportunities that social
media and the Internet poses and further the responsibilities of children and young
people social work practitioners, the question remains how do we then address
the widening faults lines? The starting point should be to engage in a balanced
debate considering the latest trends and research (Simpson, 2006). Social work
practitioners do need to acknowledge that like many adults, they too as
professionals have fallen into the trap and been seduced by the colourful
ideological myth, perception and discourses of the golden age of childhood
(Simpson, 2016). The trap being mentioned here was in relation to the fact that
despite the widespread use of social media by children and young people,
majority of social workers were still struggling to come to terms with their clients
switch from not only being physical to virtual. Therefore, this at times made it
difficult for social workers to unpick some of the virtual risk children and your
people were being exposed to through their use of social media. This was based
on the assumption by some social workers that children and young people still
lacked the full technological know-how in successfully navigating their online
presence. Furthermore, there is also an urgent need to recognise our confusion
around children and young people use of social media. An example of this is
where, on the one hand, we commend children and young people for being digital
natives, digitally savvy and au fait with the complexities of technology, but then
condemn them for being public and not in public and for accessing sexually
explicit, racist, and radical materials, as well as knowingly
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and unknowingly divulging personal details that expose their vulnerability
(Livingstone, 2005, p 164) Are we not also acting in contradictory ways, using
this information without consent to start proceeding against them?
It is also essential that social workers are able to critically analyse social media
use while accurately understanding the role it plays in the lives of clients and the
potential it possesses (Hitchcock and Young, 2016). As social media becomes
more ingrained in current society, there is an urgent need for its adoption and
acceptance in social work practice to become more normalised. It is of great
importance, therefore, that experienced social workers, student social workers
and newly qualified social workers are all supported and encouraged to cultivate
their digital skills and to consider the ethical implications of using social media
as an engagement and advocacy tool. Megele (2014) suggests that supporting
each other in attaining a desirable level of confidence with our use of digital
media will enhance our ability to communicate more effectively with clients, and
to work together to combat new forms of inequality.
Social workers have to familiarise themselves with the more modern
sophisticated world of digital technology and the online communication mode, as
most children and young people practitioners are of the views that such
technology does affect their day-to-day work as they work with human beings.
However, it is now crystal clear that the rapidly evolving digitalised society will
not wait for those who are slow in adopting the digital turn, as it is rapidly
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adopting online and mobile technology, bringing the fear that social workers may
be left behind. Ilona (2014) suggests that changing the communication mode has
not only impacted the format in which current society communicates online but
also in terms of the societal discourses around how we communicate. For
example, the use of social media has not only changed the way children and young
people communicate, but also greatly impacted on the level of individual privacy
and confidentiality. Information shared privately can also end up being quickly
and easily accessed by an unintended audience.
Therefore, using online technologies like social media in social work practice
remains a relatively new phenomenon. However, as social workers continue to
use online technologies more frequently, there is a need and time to consider the
implications for their professions Code of Ethics and Standards of Practice.
Kimball and Kim (2013) argue that for a social worker to engage with client
professionally online, they need to adopt a checklist, which would support them
in this. The checklist should help ensure the following:
 Social workers while using social media do consider the client’s privacy
and confidentiality.
 Social workers to consider their social media connection with clients is it
for personal or professional purposes
 Social workers when using social media in practice should strictly
observe that the best interest of the service user is central.
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 Social workers when using social media while engaging with clients should
behave with honesty and integrity, while ensuring that their behaviour
online does not damage the clients, public and organisation confidence.
It is essential to identify how, despite the above-mentioned points in the checklist,
and they seem to explicitly omit attention to the legal obligations, which have
already been discussed in the earlier chapter. The basis for practice is that social
workers have a full understanding of the ethical, social media use. Children and
families’ social worker must ensure that they have also developed an in-depth
understanding of different social media platforms, identifying risks while also
maximising their opportunities. At the same time, their assessment approaches
must be tailored in a way that ensures that their social media use and its effects
on those of different ages and background have been considered. Child welfare
service providers will also need to consider their role in educating child welfare
practitioners about the risk of using social media (Willoughby, 2018). In addition,
child welfare practitioners need to attain an understanding of the impact of social
media on the lives of children and young people. This is significant as it will assist
child welfare practitioners in ascertaining the legitimate use of social media in
exercising the element of care. It will also help in identifying the illegitimate use
of social media in exercising the element of control.
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The study suggests that social workers failed to ask relevant questions in regards
to the clients’ online presence. Therefore, this was still not being reflected in the
children and families’ assessment, resulting in another missed opportunity to gain
an in-depth understanding of their client’s social media use.
In addition, despite the widespread use of social media in social work practice,
the profession should exercise caution by ensuring that this should not be viewed
as a replacement for the traditional face-to-face model of practice. However,
where applied social media should be used as an extra tool for example in
assessment and in child protection cases in helping and supporting the
development of efficient and effective practice (Jackson, 2019; Sage and Sage,
2017). In the same vein, it important for child welfare practitioners to identify
what is the potential risk and what are the solutions. Turner (2016) suggests that
social work practitioners and their organisations should frequently have an open
dialogue, which maybe in form of workplace discussion, supervision and jointly
developed agency policy in regards to the use of social media in practice. These
dialogues should aim to discuss the ethical and unethical use of social media,
while also considering the element of care and control in social work practice.
These dialogues should also help in outlining ways of improving current practice.
Moreover, broader implications for improvement will entail social workers using
social media in practice to encourage partnership working and greater
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engagement between other professionals and interdisciplinary working. This will
involve working closely with other players, for example, health, education, police
with the intention of ensuring and promoting the well-being of the child. There is
also a need for social workers to build relationships between themselves, children,
young people and the families. This, together with more comprehensive learning
in regards to how social work can integrate practice more thoroughly to improve
partnership working, needs to be encouraged (Greer, 2016). Social media also
presents avenues and opportunities for positive risk-taking within the boundaries
of social work organisations, with the aim of improving outcomes for both clients
and the professional. Some of the outcome improvement might perhaps include
fostering a stronger trusting working relationship between the practitioner and the
clients. It might also lead to an enhanced clarity of communication (Jackson,
2019; Greer, 2016). Social work practitioners need to consider utilising the Code
of Ethics as a guiding framework when deciding whether to engage in social
media and to improve their practical digital literacy skills to help them use social
media in social work practice successfully (Sitter and Curnew,2016).
7.6 Recommendations
This section will now set out to discuss the recommendation with the latter part
highlighting and organising the recommendations in different categories. This
will be to help identify the roles to be undertaken by various organisations on
institutions in implementing them.
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As outlined at the commencement of this research it was not apparent at that
juncture if there was any clear guidance and guideline for social workers and this
still remains. Therefore, there is an urgent need for policy and guidance to be
produced offering more clarity and true complexities around the challenges faced
by social workers use of social media for work purposes.
Significantly there is a robust and a critical need for social workers to be educated
right at the beginning and through their professional training around the effective
and safe use of social media for work purposes. This education must be embedded
and become part of their social work curricula. A majority of social workers are
of the view that current university training has failed to address their digital
readiness for practice and therefore requires a strong need for skills, policy and
ethics to be taught in social work qualifying programmes (Goldingay &
Boddy,2017).
There is also an ongoing acceptance by social workers, while in practice to
repeatedly refer back to Social Work England guidance around the use of digital
technology which highlight about individuals being IT and digitally literate. This
indicates that individuals do not only know how to use computers, but it also
means it portrays the ways services users can use their digital lives and their social
media presence which has become an essential part of modern lives for majority
of our clients and individuals in the current digitalised society. The benefit of this
being that it will allow social workers to innovatively and
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positively adopt their practice to help accommodate and address their client’s
needs in a rapidly changing digitalised society. This understanding is especially
vital when engaging with children and young people who would appear to have
more confidence and mastery over their digital transformations and who in most
cases seems to enjoy a seamless online to offline persona transition in their lives.
In order to further improve and develop the use of digital technology in social
work practice social workers should also consider the use of Continuous
Professional Development (CPD) as a way of constantly keeping abreast with the
latest development around the use of digital technology and social work practice.
There is further need by the researcher to work closely with BASW and in
collaboration with SWE in the development of special guidance and codes around
the effective, timely and safer use of social media in social work practice by the
child welfare practitioners.
Furthermore, there is an urgent need that practice model and tools need to
regularly be revisited to properly equip both social worker and social work
students for the rapidly evolving digital world. There is also an evolving need to
ensure that the existing requirements surrounding students learning and
development pre and post social work qualification need to be subjected to
through appraisal for learning and development pre- and post-qualification
alongside research findings stemming from reports on digital ability and
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socialisation of students in the journey towards readiness for practice (Taylor,
2017).
Based on the research outcome there is a need to publicise the risks surrounding
the use of social media in social work practice. As a result, there is a significant
need to get the audience which includes social workers, service users and all key
stakeholders on side, this being in consideration of my contribution to knowledge,
which is not only unique, but it’s also based on the strong views, that this is also
a high-level ground-breaking research. Importantly, it is also the first time this
kind of research has been undertaken both nationally and internationally and
therefore there is now some strong crystal-clear evidence social media remains
an important tool that social services need to have in their tool kit of practice.
There is a desirous need for all the key participators and co-production principle
to assume a strong position to underpin the development and installation of digital
technology including the use of social media in practice. In order to achieve this
social workers and experts by experience should play a key meaningful role to
facilitate this. A principle -based approach will also need to be adopted in
devising a legislative framework, which would be more likely attuned to the
constantly evolving nature of information technology and the presenting new
kinds of harms which are more likely to emerge in the future (Archbold et
al.,2021).
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Local authorities to work closely with regulatory bodies, BASW, and SWE in
encouraging the safer positive use of social media in social work practice by
making social media use as in integral part of the practice tool kit. This is
based on the view that when used effectively social media, can be a tool for
social workers to improve practice, encourage collaboration, create virtual
communities of practice, and sharing of best practice around safeguarding and
protecting children, facilitate greater integration and can also be used to track
Continuous Professional Development (CPD).
From the findings social workers also recognised that safety risk being
experienced by children and young people are posed more by behaviours and
values online than the digital technologies itself. Therefore, this calls for a shift
in approach which entails that, rather than adopting a draconian restrictive access
to technology and as a means of enhancing e safety among this client group one
can argue that we need to empower learner to develop safe and responsible online
behaviours as a way of protecting themselves every time they go online
(Atkinson, Furnell and Phippen,2009).As a result, it is significant that social
workers will need to adopt and exercise a serious understanding and enhancing
e-safety awareness among children and young people, as a means of protecting
the next generation.
Based on the study findings it can also be recommended that it is fundamental
that children and young people social workers will need to enhance their digital
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citizenship and also take time to develop their digital professionalism. This will
act as a mean of ensuring that they are technically enabled, professionally
prepared and ethically informed to respond, support and safeguard children and
young people in both online and offline in an effective, timely and in a purposive
manner (Megele and Buzzi,2020). Social workers will also need to exercise
critical reflection and reflexivity in the light of social justice and social
changes around the use of social media in practice (Westwood;2019; Boddy
and Dominelli,2017). This will entail a need to illuminate and highlight the
power of political activism available online, this is because a failure to adopt
these measures might be seen or may be interpreted as a tool of supporting
digital rights inequality (Westwood,2019; Simpson,2020).
Consequently, while the use of social media in social work practice is in no way
meant or designed to act as a replacement for the traditional model of practice,
social workers are encouraged to embrace it as a tool which can be utilised to
support the development of more effective and efficient practice. Social work
practitioners should view it as a better tool to enable them undertake their work
more confidently. However, for this to be achieved social workers will need to
recognise the underlying potential risk, while also offering solutions. Turner
(2016) argue that this could be seen as an opportunity for social work as a
profession to open up a dialogue between organisations and their workforce in

303

regards to the benefits and risk of using social media. Furthermore, should be
adopted while identifying ways in which social media can and should be used
legitimately and also in ethical way as a means of supporting the practice needs
of practitioners. In a summarised format the researcher has recommended the
following action to be considered.
Social work England (SWE) is the primary specialist regulator and its role should
ensure that;


Social media policies should be consistent across all local authorities or
nationally, which will somehow enhance uniformity in its application to
some extent, a national guideline.



There is a need for strict policy the same as the Data Protection guidance
to be established which would offer protection to both clients and
practitioners where the use of social media in the gathering of clients’
information is involved.



Need for outlined implications in cases where social media has been used
in inappropriate ways by social workers.



There is an urgent need for SWE to support and fund more evidence- based
research discussing the use of social media in children and young people
social work practice.
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There is a need for SWE to ensure that social workers across all local
authorities nationally are exercising a shared value in terms of their use of
social media.



A need to start thinking of how we can incorporate the use of social media
in future social work practice and how this can benefit clients,
professionals and the child welfare organisation they are working for.



Encourage and support local authorities to be involved as research partners,
digital champions and digital leaders within the online sector.



As a way of improving ethical capability, BASW has identified that there
is a need for social workers and expert by experience to be consulted in the
development, design of digital technologies.

In terms of the local authorities, they will need to ensure that;


Social work does need to move with time, and as a result, the need to
embrace the use of social media in practice.



A need for regular training around the use of social media in social work
practice, these training should be made mandatory to both social work on
placement student and practising social workers in the children and
families’ services.



Local authorities should consider setting up their private social media
accounts, which social workers can use for work-related purposes.
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These private accounts should be used for communicating with their
service users and also exchange practice improvement information with
other partners for example school, universities, police and other
stakeholders.



Line managers and Head of Service should also have a better understanding
of how social media works. This will help them have a better understanding
of some of the ethical dilemmas and challenges faced by social workers in
practice.



Local authorities should regularly update their social media policies to
ensure it is keeping pace with digital technology, which keeps changing
rapidly.



Local authorities need to establish digital champions and digital leaders.
These champions will support the creation and enhancement of digital
skills in practice.



Local authorities will need to consider the checks and balances of using
social media. This will entail balancing out what information will be
missed by not using social media and against the negative view of being
intrusive.



To regularly ensure that digital training is to be fully embedded in
safeguarding and supervision training and meeting respectively, this will
help social workers to be in touch with what is happening online.
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Social worker will need to be encourage to explore and engage with digital
technology, as this has been identified as one way to enhance relationshipbased practice, while also improving the experience of children and young
people in their care.



In exercising what has been known as ethical capability, there is a need for
head of service together with their line manager to identify and address
social workers training need while ensuring that this are discussed during
supervision.



Social workers and their services users will need to start playing an active
role in assisting to shape policy and practice as a of way assisting more
social workers to be digitally literate and competent. They should also be
actively involved in decision-making processes at both local and national
level in matters related to improving the use of digital technology in social
work practice.

In terms of social workers’ use of social media in practice, they will need to
ensure that the following points have been observed;


There needs to be clear and explicit protocols to be observed in regards
to exchanging of information between the practitioner and the clients



Social workers while need to consider asking clients for their consent if
they are to access service user’s information, which is available, online.
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There is a need for children and young people online report to be included
in the children, need and families as that is currently missing in most
assessments conducted. This is despite majority of children and young
people tend to spend a lot of their time online through social media.



Social workers should also exercise common sense reaction in the use of
social media in their practice.



Social workers do not need to be social media experts when exercising
online safeguarding but should always exercise critical judgement.



Social workers will need to be critical when reviewing online information,
triangulating information and also in exploring multiple hypotheses.



Social workers will need to distinguish and also evaluate the reliability and
credibility of the information obtained through social media.



Social workers should take time to reflect on their use of social media to
avoid being oppressive and offensive.



Social worker, while reflecting they will need to consider how their actions
will impact on their clients on whom they are offering services.



Social workers will need to address their fears on how they can ethically
and legally use social media in their practice.
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Social workers to ensure that they are using social media professionally in
practice to enhance the safeguarding and protection of vulnerable clients.

In addition, there is a need for education institutions offering social work
degrees to ensure that;


Social media use in social work practice can enhance the safeguarding and
in the protection of vulnerable clients when used professionally.



Social workers will need to be critical when reviewing online information,
triangulating information and also in exploring multiple hypotheses.



Education institutions offering social work qualifying training course
through their educators should prepare social work students for
professional social work practice, including consideration for positive use
of social media.
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Appendices
Tables 2.2 Summary of Article reviewed.

Title Authors and Year

Sample
Selection

Social Media use in child
welfare Practice
(Sage and Sage,2016)

Participants
recruited
through
nonprobability
snowball
sampling.

Type of
Participants

Methods
applied.

Size

Risk of
bias.

Outcome and
summary of
evidence

Child
welfare
practitioner
and student
social
workers

Online
survey

171 child
welfare
practitioners
took part in
the study

The study
failed to
explore
breadth of
other issues
related to
social
media use
in child
welfare
practice. An
example
included
issues
surrounding
youth in
foster care

Need for
further
research to
enhance
understanding
in relation to
actual utility
of client
searches using
social media,
perceived
impact on
child safety
and wellbeing,
and actual
risks and
benefits
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and their
related to
relationship. vulnerable
families in
The data
relation to
collected
children
was not
services
statistically
agencies
analysed
social media
with an aim
use. .Agencies
of reporting
to work
relationship
closely with
between
social workers
variables.
in formulating
The survey standards for
the most
response
beneficial
was from a
utilisation of
small
social media
number of
tools.
social
workers
from within
3 state
region
therefore
giving only
a snapshot
of
experiences
from a
small
number of
participants,
which
might also
be
influenced
by policies
and shared
experiences
of the child
agencies in
which they
work for.
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Title of the Author and
Year

Sample
selection

Type of
Participants

Methods
applied

Not all that
is solid
melts into
air? Careexperienced
young
people,
friendship
and
relationships
in the
'digital age'
(Sen,2015)

Participants
were
selected
using
purposive
sampling.

Children and Face to face
young
unstructured
people care
interviews.
leavers and
child welfare
practitioners.

Size

Bias

Summary of
evidence.

10 children
and young
people .This
entailed

The sample
obtained
was very
minimal
which ca
not be
presented as
a true
reflection of
all care
levers

Little
evidence
present in
relation to
whether
professionals
includes the
consideration
of social
media during
their
engagement
with looked
after children
and care
leavers. A
need for
further
research
aimed at
gaining
further insight
of their
understanding,
attitudes and
practices in
relation to
client’s use of
social media
they engage
with. This will
facilitate the
identification
of
professional
needs for
development.

6 care
leavers and
4 looked
after

All the
clients as
participants
came from
the same
region and
therefore
most likely
influenced
by the
agencies
attitude,
policies and
experience
around their
use of
digital
media.
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Title of the Author and
Year

Sample
selection

Type of
Participant
s

Methods Size
applied

Bias

Summary of
evidence.

Social Media and Child Welf
are: Policy, Training, and the
Risks and Benefits From the
Administrator's Perspective
(Tonia; Ann; Nora 2016).

Iterative
sampling
was
employe
d

Child
welfare
practitioners
and their
training
administrato
rs

Online
survey
was used

The small
sample size
of the state
level training
administrator
s and the
largely
unknown
generalizabili
ty of results.

Social media
use in child
welfare
practice has
its own risks
and benefits.
The risk can
however be
addressed
through
training, open
discussion
and
information
sharing.
Findings
suggest that
there also
exists a gap
between
acceptance of
risks in social
media use in
child welfare
practice and
the congruent
policy and
staff training
provided to
support staff
training,
offered to
ensure
practitioner
competence

14 social
work
training
administrato
rs
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while
engaging
online with
clients in a
safely
,ethically
and
confidentially
manner.

Staying in Touch in the
Digital Era:
New Social Work Practice.
(Simpson, 2017).

Stratifie
d
purposiv
e
sampling
techniqu
e.

Children
and young
people and
child
practitioners
social

Mixed
method
approach
online
survey
and
focus
groups

8 young
people as
participant.

Small sample
size therefore
generalizatio
n is difficult
to achieve.

Findings
obtained
suggest that
the function
of mobile
communicati
on and
technologies
in terms of
establishing
of social
presence with
clients with
an argument
stemming out
of this
suggesting
for the
proactive
adoption and
utilisation of
mobile
devices as
part and
parcel
component of
direct social
work
practice.
Human
interaction
using
529

technology is
likely to
increase
therefore a
need for
social work
practitioner
to establish a
stronger
footing in
digital
presence and
technology.

Despite the
rapid digital
transformatio
n in social
work
practice,
there is a
need for
practitioners
and social
work
organisation
and agencies
to respond
positively to
the emerging
new complex
ethical and
organisationa
l challenges. .

Title of the Author and
Year

Sample
selection

Type of
Participant
s

Methods Size
applied

Bias

Summary of
evidence.

The utilization of social
media for youth outreach
engagement: A case study.

Purposiv
e
sampling
was

Young
people and
children and
families
social work

Focus
groups
and
intervie

The selected
affordance in
this study is
not a
representatio

It is remains
a big
challenge for
social worker
to full adopt

(Chitat and Holosko,2017)

183 young
people
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utilised

practitioners

ws

n of full
range of
social
affordances.
The
conducted
analysis did
not
encompass
user
expectations.
The
conducted
study only
explored
what the
researcher
identified as
the
engagement
processes of
the clients,
hence not
covering
other phases
like
evaluation
and
interventions.

the use of
social media
in practice
despite the
existing
policies and
guideline as
they have
been termed
to be
unclear..

Social
workers have
also reverted
into using a
virtue-based
ethical
decision
making at the
expense of
principle –
based ethical
decision
making,
which in
most cases is
in need of a
contextualise
d
interpretation
and
adaptations.
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Title of the Author
and Year

Sample
selection

Type of
Participants

Methods
applied

Size

Bias

Summary of
evidence.

Digital
technologies,
children and young
people's
relationships and
selfcare. Children's
Geographies, 14(3),
pp.282294.(Wilson,2016)

Purposive
sampling
was
applied

Children and
young people
children and
young people
in care and
care leavers
and social
workers

Interviews

22

Small sample
size which
might not be
a reflection of
all young
people in care
therefore
difficult to
generalize.

Media
suggestions
on the use and
application of
digital
technologies
by children
and young
always
viewed from a
risk –focused
approach.

The inclusion
of 2 over 18
year old
might also
impact on the
results

Need for
future
research to
explore ways
in which
such
digital
technologies
used in selfcare might be
identified and
supported in
general terms
within care
relationship.
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Supporting students
to use social media
and comply with
professional
standards

Purposive Social work
sampling students
Was
applied

Interviews
semi
structured face
to face

10 students

Cartwright,2017)

Title of the Author
and Year
Cyberbullying on
Online Gaming
Platforms for
Children and
Youth(McInroy and
Mishna,2017)

Small sample
used which
could not be a
full
representation
of other
students
,hence
difficult to
exercise
generalization

Social work
could be used
to enhance
learning
through
sharing of
learning
materials,
Other
reported
being
cautious in
their use of
social media
as a tool for
professional
development.

Sample
selection

Type of
Methods
Participants. applied

Size

Bias

Summary of
evidence.

Stratified
Random
sampling

School going
children and
young people

727

Participant in
quantitative
research were
all boys. Only
a small
number of the
pupils
participated
in the
interview.

Cyberbullying
on game
console is
becoming a
worthy
concern

Mixed
methods
online survey
and interviews

Individual
perceptions of
cyberbullying
by both boys
and girls may
vary in
describing
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their
experience of
cyberbullying

Title of the Author
and Year

Sample
selection

Late Adapters?
How Social
Workers Acquire
Knowledge and
Skills About
Technology Tools

Purposive Social work
sampling supervisors

(Goldkind et
al.,2016)

Type of
Participants

Methods
applied

Size

Online
371
Questionnaires
Social
work
supervisors

Bias

Summary of
evidence.

Sample was
largely made
up of female
supervisors
Age 40-60
with 16 plus
years of
experience.

Hesitant pace
of adopting
digital
technology in
the practice

Study
undertaken in
one
geographical
area.

There was
lack of
information
in relation to
the practice
setting.

Self-selection
of participant
bias related to
volunteer
effect

For successful
integration of
technology
into practice
will require
further
research
aimed at
refining the
existing
description of
structural
cultural and
conceptual
barriers
preventing
technology
adoption in
social work.

A need for
resources
which support
technological
adoption in
social work
practice.
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Title of Author and
Year.

Social Work and Social
Media in Aotearoa New
Zealand:
Educating
Social
Workers across Shifting

Sample
Selection

Type of
Methods
Participants. Applied.

Purposive Social
sampling workers
was used
for this
study.

Size.

Bias.

Small sample
size which
Mixed
12
might not be
method
participants.
a reflection of
approach
all young
people in care
Interviews
therefore
and
difficult to
Online

Summary of
Evidence
social media to
be embedded in
social work
course delivery
As a way of
impacting
knowledge and
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Boundaries of Social

survey

Work Identity

Stanfield and Beddoe
(2016).

Navigating Ethical
Purposive Social work
Challenges in Social
sampling lecturers.
Media: Social Work
Student and Practitioner
Perspectives.(Beaumont,
E., Chester, P. and
Rideout, H., 2017).

Case
Study.

2 lecturers

generalize.

skills in its use.

The inclusion
of 2 over 18
year old
might also
impact on the
results.

Student to be
supported in
creation of
online identity

Lack of
generalisation
due to the
small sample.

A need for
social work
student to
exercise being
digital
professionals
and exercise eprofessionalism.
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Title of
Author
and Year.

Sample
Selection

Type of
Methods
Participants. Applied.

Social
work and
social

Clustered
Random
sampling

School going
young male
adults and

Size.

Online
527
questionnaires

Bias.

Summary of
Evidence

Effect size
reported in the
study were

Call for social
workers to
utilise their
536

media:
Online
helpseeking
and the
mental
well-being
of
adolescent
males
(Best et
al.,2014).

technique
was used

StreetLevel
Strategies
of Child
Welfare
Social
Workers in
Flanders:
The Use of
Electronic
Client
Records in
Practice
(De Witte,
2016).

Purposive
sampling
was used.

social
workers

termed as
small despite
the statistical
significance.

online
knowledge in
their practice
as that is where
the profession
is headed.

Only male
participants
were included

Social work as
a profession
need to
recognise the
Confounding
rapidly
development
changing
factors may
generational
have
contributed to shift in terms
of help seeking
different
and at the same
answer being
given. This is time begin to
increase their
despite the
understanding
cohort being
and knowledge
in the same
in regards to
age group
quality online
they all had
mental health
different
developmental services which
are available
stages
‘out office
hours’

Children,
young people
and families
social
workers.

Semi
structured
interviews

15 social
workers

With one
social worker
being
interviewed
per region this
might not
present a true
reflection of
the other child
welfare
practitioners

Most social
workers as
identified by
other research
reverted to
making own
strategic and
moral
decisions with
regards in
ways that they
used ICT
systems.
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Title of Author and Year.

Sample
Selection

Supervisor and policy roles
in social media use as a new
technology in child welfare

Participants
Child welfare
recruited
practitioners
through non- and intern.
probability
snowballing
sampling and
selfidentification.

(Sage,Sage; Melvin,2017)

The Impact of Electronic
Communication
and Social Media on Child Welfare
Practice (Breyette and Hill,2015)

Participants
selected
through a non
probability
snowball
sampling.

Type of
Methods
Participants. Applied.
Mixed
methods
including
the use of
online
survey.

Child welfare Online
practitioners survey

Size.

Bias.

Summary of
Evidence

171 child
welfare
workers and
interns.

Response
bias was
reported.

Further studies
assessing
social worker
use of social
media.

136 child
welfare
practitioners

A lack of
existing
standardized
tool for
information
collection.

Study purely
descriptive
due to
exploratory
nature of the
research
study.
Bias of
respondent
due to
survey being
conducted
online. On
standardized
survey
leading to
with validity
and
reliability.

Need for
another
research to
assess actual
prevalence and
frequency of
social media
use within
child welfare
settings.
Emergence of
new digital has
led to child
welfare
practitioners to
experience
distinct
benefits and
challenges. A
need for more
research on
impacts of
technologies.
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Title of Author and Year.

Sampling

Type of
Methods
Participants. Applied.

‘’It just crept in”: The Digital Age
and Implications for Social Work
Practice

The use of
purposive
sampling was
exercised

Social work
practitioners

(Mishna et al., 2012).

Size.

Mixed
15 social
method
work
through
practitioners.
the use of
focus
groups and
interviews.

Bias.

Summary of
Evidence.

Sample
mainly
composed of
older
experienced
social work
practitioners.

Worker made
decision based
on cases by
case where
they did not
agree with the
set
organisation
stance.

Missing out
on the
younger
digitally
native
generation.
Self-selected
and
voluntary
participant’s
suggested a
need for
caution due
to
generalizing
of findings
to social

Online
communication
in social work
practice is so
entrenched it
cannot go
unnoticed.
An expected
rise in demand
for and use of
digital
technology in
social work
practice.
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work
practitioners.

1.1 Identificatio

PRISMA 2009 Flow Diagram

Records identified through database
searching
(n =148)

Additional records identified
through other sources
(n = 6)

1.2

Eligibility

1.4 Screening

Records after duplicates removed
(n = 87)

Records screened
(n = 87)

Full-text articles assessed
for eligibility
(n =49)

Records excluded
(n = 40)

Full-text articles excluded, with
reasons
540
(n = 32)

Studies included in
qualitative synthesis
(n = 17 )

Table 2.1
Key word used in the search for Articles

Social work +social media+ legitimate care + control, social work + social media+ illegitimate
care+ control ,social work +social media +ethical care+control,social work +social media
+unethical care+control,Social work +social media+ client information. Social work +social
media+ children and service users information, social work + clients data, social work +social
media children and young people, Social work+ social media +service users information, social
work+ social media + customer information social work patients information, social work+
internet +children and young people social work+ ICT+ children, social work +digital technology
+children, social work + digital young people+ adolescent, social work +information technology+
social media, social work + social media +digital surveillance, social work+ ICT+service user
information, social work +social media+ customer information, social work +digital technology +
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service user information, social work+ care and control + information technology, social media +
social work+child welfare services, social services children + child welfare services+ social
media+ client information, child protection service + social media

Appendix 1
Information Leaflet for social workers
Social workers use of social media to interact with clients Information about the project for
social workers
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What does the study involve?
Please do kindly accept my request and invite to be a participant in my research study, which is part
of my PhD Degree, at the University of Bedfordshire. As a result, this leaflet will provide you with
the necessary information you will need to know about my study and further assist you in making a
voluntary decision in regards to taking part in my research. I would therefore highly appreciate your
participation as this will also enhance and promote evidence-based practice in social work practice,
while using social networking sites.
Title of the study.
Social workers use of social networking site to interact with clients.
Research Aims.
My research study is aimed at exploring more on the social workers use of SNS when interacting with
clients (children and young people) while on practice. This is whilst in consideration of aspects like
confidentiality, dual relationships, privacy and data protection
What is the next step?
I would therefore like to have a one to one form of conversation (interview) to enable me find out
your views and thoughts in relation to my study topic. The interview will last between 30-45 minutes.
Data and Information security.
Please be advised that data and information collected during this study will be strictly confidential and
anonymous. If for education purposes I am to use any of the information you have provide to me for
my thesis or publication this will be through your granted permission and consent first. However,
where there are concern and safeguarding issues in regards to the welfare of the child being at risk,
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information gathered will be shared with the relevant safeguarding institutions in a very sensitive and
professional manner.

Participation in the study.
Participation is voluntary, please if you are interested kindly fill in, sign the consent form, and hand it
over to me. Kindly be informed that you can withdraw from the study a maximum of 2 days before
the actual interview date by informing me.If you accept to take part in this interview, I will contact
you within 2 weeks to make the necessary arrangement in terms of the interview date, venue and time.
During the two weeks period please be informed that it is still within your right to withdraw from the
study without giving any explanation. I will highly appreciate your views, thoughts, practice
experience and also in taking time to participate in my study many thanks.
Chapter 2
Why take part
As a participant in this study, you and your other selected colleagues will assist me to inform how
social worker interact with clients online using social networking sites. Being the first of a kind in
England I believe it will be an exciting journey which be significant in helping create new level of
knowledge that will also improving social work practice, in an era where social networking is on a
trajectory rice in social work. This will also improve social work practice between practitioners in
children and young people services
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Having finished all my planned interviews, I will write up all my research including
my findings, which will hopefully mark the end of my study leading to an award in
PhD Degree. It is also my intention to write journal articles and various chapters in
some books in direct relation to this study. The information gathered will be very
useful to social workers in promotion of evidence-based practice while engaging with
their client’s .I do appreciate your consideration in taking part in this informative
interesting study. If interested in the final finding or in case of any other queries or
concerns please feel free to contact me. You can e-mail me at:
paul.onginjo@study.beds.ac.uk: University of Bedfordshire, Park Square, Luton, LU1
3JU, Bedfordshire. Alternatively, if you have any further queries or concerns about
the study please do not hesitate to contact my Director of Studies Dr Liesl Conradie :
email address
:liesl.conradie@beds.ac.uk
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Chapter 2 Support services for Participants
Despite the research presenting with low level of risk in situation where the
participants might present as distressed or anxious following a data collection
process, it will be important and advisable for one to seek and access the
available support services or. Some of these supports include G.P Surgeries
through the NHS, in house counselling available within the local authority and
other external voluntary and charitable For example in Luton and Bedfordshire
some of the support services can be accessed at:


Bedfordshire Counselling Centre



Tonic Talk Counselling and Psychotherapy



Counselling Foundation



Counselling and Psychotherapy (www.itsgoodtotalk.org.uk).



Luton Wellbeing Services.

Thanks so much for your Time…

Appendix (2)
Information Sheet for Consent to be interviewed
I hereby volunteer to take part in a research study being conducted by Mr Paul Onginjo from the
University of Bedfordshire

Yes/No

It has been explained to me and I full understand that the project is designed and at data collection in
regards to social workers engagement with clients information using social media in England
Yes/No
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I fully understand that the interview will last for approximately 40-60 minutes

Yes/No

My participation in this project has been voluntary without any form of coercion, intimidation or
pressure

Yes/No

It has been explained to me that I can withdraw from the interview at any point during the interview. I
can also decline to answer question I feel uncomfortable with

Yes/No

I understand that an audiotape will be used for this interview and notes will be also written during the
interview. However I also do understand that if I opt not to be tape-recorded taken only Notes will be
written during the interview.

Yes/No

I understand that the researcher will exercise a high level of confidentiality and anonymity and
therefore I will not be identified by any means or form of any identity. However, the subsequent uses
of records and data will be subject in line with Data Protection Policies and the outlined standard data
use policies.

Yes/No

I understand that this project has been granted approval by the University of Bedfordshire Research
and Ethics Committee, who I can also contact in case of any concerns.

Yes/No

I have read and fully understand and also an explanation has been provided to me and have had all my
questions answered to my satisfaction. As a result, I voluntarily agree to participate in this study. I
have also been provided with a copy of this information sheet
Participant Signature…………………………..Date…………………………………….
Researcher Signature…………………………..Date……………………………………

……………………………………………Thank You……………………………………………….
Appendix 3

Informed Consent Form (Interviews)
Title: Social Workers and Social Media in England
Name of Researcher: Onginjo Paul Department/Institute: Institute of Applied Social Research
(UOB) Luton Bedfordshire
Address: University Square, Luton, Bedfordshire LU1 3JU Tel: 01234 400400
I am a Research Student in the department of Applied Social Science at the University of
Bedfordshire Luton Bedfordshire England. As part of my research study, I am conducting interviews
with the support of my Director of Studies Liesl Conradie from the University of Bedfordshire. The
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purpose of this study is aimed at examining children and young people social worker use of social
network when engaging with clients in England.
As a result am inviting you to kindly participate in my data collection process, which will support me
towards my research. Please be advised at an earliest opportunity that participating in the study is
completely voluntary and there will be no form of coercion or pressure for you to participate. Your
participation in this study will not only benefit you, but will also be beneficial to your colleagues and
other social worker all over the country.
You may withdraw from this study 5 days before the start date of the actual data collection day.
Please do however feel free to discuss any question you might have in relation to this study. All
information that will be obtained in this research study will be kept strictly confidential and will also
be anonymous. This will be achieved by use of special unique reference and use of pseudonym.
Please do restrain from putting any information in this or any other form that may make it possible to
identify your identity.
This being a precautionary measure aimed at protecting individuals’ identities. This consent from will
be accorded the highest level of privacy and confidentiality and will be sealed in an envelope and
thereafter stored separately in a secure filing cabinet. The result s of this study will be disseminated to
the entire participant through their respective line managers, while also exercise a high level of
confidentiality to ensure no individual will be identified.
If you have any further questions or concerns about the study please contact Paul Onginjo
(principal researcher) tel: 07518248347 or email: paul.onginjo@study.beds.ac.uk
This study has be given approval by the University of Bedfordshire Research and Ethics Committee
Please be hereby informed that by signing this consent form is an indication that you have
fully read and understood the above information and therefore agreeing to participate in this
study.
Participant Signature…………………………………………… Date………………………………

Appendix 4

Informed Consent Form (Online Survey).
Title: Social Workers and Social Media in England
Name of Researcher: Onginjo Paul Department/Institute: Institute of Applied Social Research
(UOB) Luton Bedfordshire
Address: University Square, Luton, Bedfordshire LU1 3JU Tel: 01234 400400
I am a Research Student in the department of Applied Social Science at the University of
Bedfordshire Luton Bedfordshire England. As part of my research study, I am conducting a survey
with the support of my Director of Studies Liesl Conradie from the University of Bedfordshire. The
purpose of this study is aimed at examining children and young social worker use of social network
when engaging with clients in England.
As a result, am inviting you to kindly participate in my data collection process, which will support me
towards my research. Please be advised at an earliest opportunity that participating in the study is
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completely voluntary and there will be no form of coercion or pressure for you to participate. Your
participation in this study will not only benefit you, but will also be beneficial to your colleagues and
other social worker all over the country.
You may withdraw from this study 5 days before the start date of the actual data collection day.
Please do however feel free to discuss any question you might have in relation to this study. All
information that will be obtained in this research study will be kept strictly confidential and will also
be anonymous. This will be achieved by use of special unique reference and use of pseudonym
.Please do restrain from putting any information in this or any other form that may make it possible to
identify your identity .
This being a precautionary measure aimed at protecting individuals’ identities. This consent from will
be accorded the highest level of privacy and confidentiality and will be sealed in an envelope and
thereafter stored separately in a secure filing cabinet. The result s of this study will be disseminated to
the entire participant through their respective line managers, while also exercise a high level of
confidentiality to ensure no individual will be identified.
If you have any further questions or concerns about the study, please contact Paul Onginjo
(principal researcher) tel: 07518248347 or email:paul.onginjo@study.beds.ac.uk
This study has be given approval by the University of Bedfordshire Research and Ethics Committee
Please be hereby informed that by signing this consent form is an indication that you have
fully read and understood the above information and therefore agreeing to participate in this
study.
Participant Signature…………………………………………… Date………………………………

Appendix 5

Information sheet for social workers to interviewed
Participant Unique Number……………………Date………………………………………
I hereby volunteer to take part in a research study being conducted by Mr Paul Onginjo from the
University of Bedfordshire
I fully understand and it has also been explained to me that the project is designed for data collection
in regards to social workers engagement with client’s interacting with clients using social media in
England
It has been explained to me that I can withdraw from the interview at any point during the interview. I
can also decline to answer question I feel uncomfortable about.
I understand that an audiotape will be used for this interview and notes will be also be hand- written
during the interview. However, I also do understand that if I opt not to be tape recorded handwritten
notes will therefore be written during the interview.
I understand that the researcher will exercise a high level of confidentiality and anonymity and
therefore I will not be identified by any means or form of any identity. However, where there is
potential risk of significant harm to child confidentiality will be breached in a professional and a
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sensitivity way as the welfare of the child is always paramount. The subsequent uses of records and
data will be subject in line with Data Protection Policies and the outlined standard data use policies.
I understand that this project has been granted approval by the University of Bedfordshire Research
and Ethics Committee.
I understand I can contact the main researcher or the Researcher’s Director of Studies in can case of
any concerns in regards to this research.
I have read and fully understand and also an explanation has been provided to me and I have had all
my questions answered to my satisfaction. As a result I voluntarily agree to participate in this study. I
have also been provided with a copy of this information sheet
Please if you agree to be interviewed sign them form and return it to me (Researcher)
Participant Signature …………………………..Date…………………………………….
Researcher Signature…………………………..Date……………………………………

Appendix 6
Personal statement for social workers to participate in survey/questionnaire
Participant Unique Number……………………………….Date………………………
I hereby volunteer to take part in this research study being conducted by Mr Paul Onginjo from the
University of Bedfordshire
I fully understand and it has also been explained to me that the project is designed and at data
collection in regards to social workers engagement with client’s information using social media in
England
It has been explained to me that I can withdraw from the study at any point during the survey. I can
also decline to answer question I feel uncomfortable about.
I understand that the researcher will exercise a high level of confidentiality and anonymity and
therefore I will not be identified by any means or form of any identity.
I understand that the subsequent uses of records and data will be subject in line with Data Protection
Policies and the outlined standard data use policies.
I understand that this project has been granted approval by the University of Bedfordshire Research
and Ethics Committee.
I understand I can contact the main researcher or the Researcher’s Director of Studies in can case of
any concerns in regards to this research.
I have read and fully understand and also an explanation has been provided to me and I have had all
my questions answered to my satisfaction. As a result, I voluntarily agree to participate in this study. I
have also been provided with a copy of this information sheet
Please if you agree undertake this survey sign them form and return it to me (Researcher)
Participant Signature …………………………..Date…………………………………….
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Researcher Signature…………………………..Date……………………………………
Social Media Interview Questions
Unique Reference Number…………………………………
Date………………………………………………………….
Time………………………………………………………….

Appendix 7

Sample Interview Question for Social workers use of SNS

1) Which social media platforms are you currently using to engage with your client?
a) why are you using this site?
b) easier accessibility, cheap, convenience
2) How active are you on social media during practice hours?
3) Which social networking site are you a member?
a) Do you use a pseudonym name on SNS
4) Why did you choose this site over the other?
a) is due to work colleague influence, family or clients
5) Do you engage with your client’s online and offline?
a) if not why is this
6) Have you ever received a request from your clients?
a) Did you accept, block, refuse or ignored/declined the request
b) What was your reason for any of the above action?
7) How do you think the use of social media impact on ;
a) professional-clients trust
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b) professional-client privacy
c) professional-client level of boundary
8) Are any of your co-workers friends with any of you clients?
a) through family links or other means
9) What do you anticipate as some of the challenges that face professional-clients use of SNS sites
when engaging with clients?
10) Do you think your organisation has a clear social media use policy?
a) in relation to engaging with clients online/offline
b) in relation to clearly outlined and acceptable ways of effective use of SNS
11) If you concerned about a young person wellbeing would consider using SNS?
a) to find out his/her wellbeing’
b) try access his/her last (SNS wall post)
12) How would that make you feel where the client has not given consent?
13) Would you respond to your client queries through SNS out of working hours?
a)if not why
b) and if it’s an emergency how would you handle the situation.
14) Do you use your private profile or you have created a work profile for interacting with your
client using SNS.
15) Do you think the use of social media should be fully embraced in social work practice?
a) What are some your reason for this

Appendix 8
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Conference attended as a speaker.
Making Research Count University of Bedfordshire (U.K) Nov 2015.
Social work International Development University of Gothenburg Sweden Social July 2016.
IAASW International Conference Paris France June 2017.
Social Work Education and Social Development Dublin July 2018.
EASSW Conference Madrid Aug 2019.

Sample Questions for Online Survey

1. General Demographics:
Please state you age …………………Gender…………………..
2. Which social networking site services do you use
Facebook, Bebo, LinkedIn, WhatsApp, Blackberry Messager, Snapchat, Twitter, You Tube
Please state below, you can also include others SNS site not mentioned
3. Do you use social networking site to interact with your clients(C and Y.P)
If yes do you do it at work or outside working hours?
4. How do you feel about looking what clients have been up to using SNS?
5. What other purposes during your practice do you use SNS for
6. Would you request for clients permission to look at their SNS profile?
7.

What are your view on social worker use of SNS to interact with clients

8. Would you use a personal profile, work profile or a set up group profile?
9. Would you consider checking a missing client using SNS with or without the permission of
your line manager?
10. Would it be of concern to you if one of your client’s parents, teachers, family or friend were to
be one of your SNS friends?
11. Would you consider being friends or accepting a friend’s request with one of your clients?
If so what would be some of the concerns
If not why would you refuse to accept him/her as a friend
12. How long do you spend in a day interacting with a client online?
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(During working hours and off duty hours)
13. What are some of your concerns when interacting with clients using SNS
(Is the interaction online the same as offline or are they similar)
14. Do you believe interacting with client online using SNS can impact on the element of
professional-clients level of trust?
15. Do you think the benefit of keeping in touch with a client on SNS outweighs the negatives?
(To the social worker and to the clients)
16. As a practitioner what would concern you if your clients comes across your online SNS
profile?
17. Would you consider addressing client’s issues, as a result of information about through SNS
while you are off duty?
18. Do you think the use of SNS in social work practice should be fully incorporated and
embraced?
19. Do you belief that the BASW social media policy provides a clear guidance on its use by
practitioners?
20. Please click or Type Yes or leave your contact detail if you would like to take part in the
interview part, otherwise you can click or Type no if you not interested.

Tables 4.1
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Themes:
Communication

Themes:

Themes:

Theme:

Theme:

Theme:

Reluctant
users

Legal
Framework

Professional
use of
Facebook

Clients
Rights

Professional
Boundary

Code

Code

Code

Code

Code

Code

Use of
Facebook,
WhatsApp.

Being drawn
in.

GDPR Lack
of
Knowledge.

Use it
upright and
upfront

SW want to create
physical
boundaries

GDPR and
Social
Workers

SW should
review safe
use of SM.

SW tight on
protecting
clients
Rights.

Local
authority
quiet on
GDPR.

SW being
rationale on
social media
use.

Risk of
Anonymous
Misinterpretation
referrals
of Information.
being sent to
Clarity in using
SW through
social media
use of social
with SU.
media.
Clear agreement
on use of social
media with
clients ‘like a
contractual
agreement’.
Validity of
information
retrieved from
social media.

SW few
Confirmation
know about
of an
RIPA (Act).
allegation.

Tight on
protecting
clients
Rights.

I don’t like to talk
to clients on
Facebook.

Use fake name to
keep professional
boundaries.

You should
never forget
who you are
as SW.

Uses when
needs
arises.e.g
safety
concerns.

Fear of
Breaching
clients rights.

For
safeguarding
purpose
example
searching for
missing
Less
understanding child.
of RIPA Act
x4

Right to
family life

Need to exercise
open
communication
with clients.

Old school
SW reluctant
in adopting
social media
use in
practice.

GDPR will
make things
more
complex.

enhancing
SW and
client
working
relationship

Right to
Should separate
protection
professional and
from
public lives.
maltreatment
and Freedom
of
expression

Working in
partnership with
clients.

Social media
is complex in
children
practice.

Complexity
of Human
Rights, Right
to Family and
Welfare of
the child. &

Used for
contacting
missing
client.

Client social
media
profile seen
as private
space.

Communication
Virtually
complicated

Keeping in touch

Review safe use of
Facebook.
Exercising clear
boundaries with
clients

Avoid personal
space intrusion.
Blurring of
professional/public
boundary.
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with clients

C.A(1989)

Need to inform
clients about
inclusion of
social media in
assessments

Check but
also consider
partnership
working with
police.

Few aware of
GDPR and
RIPA (2000)
Act.

Agree with
clients what info

Facebook
referral
through
snapshot
image sent to
SW.

RIPA was
complex and
hindering
safeguarding

to include from
social media.

Preliminary Themes

Others none
users of
FB/Reluctant
users of
social media.

I have received
friend request but
want to delete
them
Avoiding elastic
boundary crossing.

A (key SWs= social workers)

Themes: Online

Themes:

Themes:

Themes:

Theme:

Theme:

Surveillance

Professional
anxiety

Social Work as an
Ethic based practice

Digital Divide

Use of Pseudonym
name/ ‘Fake names’

Lack of polic y

Code

Code

Code

Code

Code

Code
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Checking client’s
information
without consent.

SWs use it to
collate what
information
client is telling
us offline/online.

SW using social
media as an
investigative
tool.

Lack of clients
social media use
not reflecting on
CNF.
CNF not
reflecting clients
social media use

SWs Fear of using
Social media

SWs Fear of being
exposed online.
Panic tension and
anxiety of using
social media.
SW fear of getting
it wrong on social
media.

I feel its intrusion of
their privacy.
SW respectful to
clients Rights.
SW should respect
client’s info.

Reluctant user not in
line with BASW and
HCPC Code of
practice.

In assessment team
uncertainty if they
can use social
media.

Morally not
acceptable
(Intrusive).

Uncertainty of
speaking to the
right client through
texting.

SWS it is unethical to
look for client info on
social media.

Cautious approach
in use of social
media.

Morally unethical
accessing client info
without consent.

Long way to
narrow digital
gap between Old
and Young SW.

Need for SW to
be technically
savvy.

Older SW think
to know they
understand
social media
better than their
clients.

SWs had little
technical
knowledge.

SWs need better
understanding of
YP virtual life.

Lack of clear
guidance.

At times SW were
being discreet to gain
more information.

A need to
further review
our policies an
practice.

Personal safety,
threat/harassment
from family and also
family protection
(SW family safety).

Change to mitigate
identification. X7

Avoid client
intrusion.

Need for a cle
agreement and
protocol
discussing
social media
use in practice

A national
guideline woul
be beneficial.

Used to gather
information
coercively when a
child is at risk.
UASC-used real
name on Facebook

I have not been
in a position to
search clients

Fear of breaching
client privacy and
confidentiality
Rights

Feel/inappropriate
intrusive using a
private account to
look for client
information

SW I would
exercise
surveillance if it
is in a
professional
manner.

Misinterpretation of
Information.

Accessing client
inform should be
done ethically and
professionally

SW used real name
for client to know its
SW
communicating.x3

Morally invasive and
against Human
Rights Act

SWs not being honest
on their use of social
media

Client at risk SW
justified to use
social media.

SWs need to be
update with
social media use

Use of Real name in
varying moments.

SW used real practice
name
Reason being
practising integrity.

Table 4.2
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Current policy
based on Dos
and Don’ts

Lack of clarity
in regards to
information
found online.

Key CNF-Child and Family Assessment –Sws-Social workers

Themes:
Private and
Public

Themes:

Themes:

Themes:

Theme:

Theme:

Privacy and
Confidentiality

Validity of
Information

Need to
seek for
consent

Lack of
Moral /Legal
framework in
social worker
use of social
media.

Safeguarding and
protection

Code

Code

Code

Code

Code

Code

SWs should
not access
clients
information
on social
media

Unfortunately,
as SWs if you
hear something
you have to
respond to it.

How valid is
the
information
being
accessed.

SW need to
seek for
consent

Lack of
guidance and
policy to
guide their
use.

SWs would access
client’s info where
there is
protection/safeguarding
issues.

Online
information
remains
public
intended for a
certain
audience

SWs checking
client info
breach of
privacy and
confidentiality.

SWs cannot
gain
consent by
omission.

BASW and
HCPC lack
clear
instruction on
social media
use in
practice.

SWs working in
partnership with police.

It still private
as I am
finding other
avenues to
look for this
info.

Need to know
and nice to
know we have
to be sure.

The client
must grant
consent to
SWs

Local
authority
policy and
guidance is
based on Dos
and Don’ts

SWs using social
media searching for a
missing client.

No consent
intruding of
client’s privacy
and
confidentiality.

Respect of
client
information.

Accessing
online info
violation of
privacy.

A form of
contractual
agreement
with clients.

Getting
complex
public/private
information.
Social media
is historical
leaving a
digital
footprint.

Therapeutic
boundary

SWs lacked
moral/legal
framework.
SW should
not exploit
client’s
naivety of
lack of online
awareness

SWs -Major
concerns/significant
risk of harm yes I will
search for client’s info
online.

SWs used social media
for tracking and
finding missing person.
SW used to contact
missing vulnerable
clients.
Safeguarding and
protecting and caring
seemed to override
each other

-SWs asked to
use current
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crossing.

Lack of
clarity online
/offline
information.

ethics to guide
in social
media use

Data protection
and
confidentiality.

Using client
info without
consent
‘immoral’

SWs receive
anonymous
referral which
you cannot
ignore

SWs has a Duty of care
to clients (x8)

SWs to exercise
Accountability.

Table 4.2(ii)

Theme:

Theme:

Professional
boundary.

Communication

Code

Code

Non consented
use of client info
leads to power
misuse.

Friend request risk
of boundary
crossing

Theme: Online
Surveillance

Theme: Power

Code
Compiled to check
with a view to
exercise
safety/protection.
Same as
eavesdropping.

Theme:
Trust

Theme:

Code

Code

Code

Exercise open
communication
where SW will use
social media x 8

Clarity from
start in regard
to social
media use.

Want to know
more they are
not engaging.

Enhance trust

Just being
curious

Doing it as am
being just
nosy.x5

Use it to confirm
fears
Online surveillance
for personal safety
aggressive clients.

Abuse of power.

Exercise eprofessionalism.

SWs to exercise
clarity from the onset
of social media use

SW and client Professional
relationship is curiosity.
built on trust.
Quick glance x5

Keeping in touch
with clients.

Breaking of
trust where
client realises
SW has
accessed their

Online/Offline
professionalism
Fear of missing out
on protecting
clients.
Online surveillance

Equal social
media access to
both clients and
SW.

Blurring of
professional
boundaries.

Quick and Short and

SWs needs
justification as
to why??You
searching for
client online
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reason duty to
protect.

SW seemed to
indicate justification
for only surveillance

Clients putting
care meeting on
social media
exposing SWs

Refusing clients
friends request.

Need to maintain
professional-client
boundary

efficient.

profile.

info.

Keeping in touch
with vulnerable
clients.

Generate
major
mistrust from
clients

Can we justify
reason for
checking

Promote
communication with
clients.

Client’s protective
of social media
account.

Blurred
professional-client
boundary.

Open communication
enhance relationship
building.

Refused
friend request
due to level
of trust.

Reason for
accessing
client’s info.

SW also feeling
vulnerable. As
clients can also look
them up.

Sending client
social media
request.

Complexity of
managing
user/professional
boundaries using
social media.

Communicating with
missing clients.

Openness
with clients
you as SW
will check
their social
media site.

Justification of
action why you
searching clients
info

Looking at client’s
social media digital
footprint.

Power misuse and
intrusive use of
social media
without client
consent.

SW at time used
coercive
relationships

Use social media to
get in touch with
families (UASC).

Client to be
informed
where
information
was retrieved
from.

Needs
justification for
searching client
info.

Monitor client
movement.
Duty of care
Protecting client

Client risk of
significant harm

Theme: Online
Surveillance

Client feel cared for

Establishing working
relationship with
children in care

(why are you
searching)

Theme: Rationale
to informational
Theme:

Theme:

Theme:

Theme:

Triangulation of
information

Relationship
building

Duty to
protect and
safeguard

Assessment
purposes

Code

Code

Code

Code

Code

Code

SWs keeping a
closer observation

Confirming of
allegations.

Informational
gathering giving
false

SWs seeking consent
assist in relationship

Client in care
feel cared for.

SWs using info
from social
media for
560

on clients

Checking
something with
the client.

pretence.

building

Keeping a closer
observation on
clients.

To confirm
concerns.

Social media being
used as a tool for
information
gathering.

SWS seeking consent
shows respect for
client information.

SWs lack of private
profile hindered
information
gathering.

Client online
personae different
from offline

SWs Need for
information is
overwhelming

SWs to exercise
Respect for client
private info

SW partnerships
working with
Fostering and
Adoption team

Online search
unethical.

Clients being
evasive with info,
while info on
social media
being different.

Desire for
information
gathering by SWs
remain high.

Using social media to
check with client on
their wellbeing and
welfare.

Getting pictures
from Facebook
for life story
work.

SWs use of social
media Monitoring
client movement
aimed to protect
members of public

Dishonest clients
SW backing their
statement through
social media.

Using Facebook
to look at the
bigger picture.

assessment

Client feel a
sense of
hope.

Info gathered
used to probe
more of client’s
life.

SMs used to
enhance
information for
assessment.

Social media being
used as an
investigatory tool

SWs social
media a quick
way of
information
gathering.

SWs Searching for
missing clients(x6)

Establishing
working
relationship with
children in care

Load of info from
clients social media
account
Attaining a bigger
picture when client
is risk to self and
public.
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Table 4.3

Theme:
Communication

Theme:

Theme:
Professional
use of social
media

Theme:
Power

Theme:

Theme:

Right to
Privacy

SWs as non-users
of social media in
practice.

Code

Code

Code

Code

Code

Code

SWs used social
media for keeping
in touch
professional and
clients.x7

Multiple
relationships
through
interconnection.

SWs should not
be posting
client info
online.

SWs have
investigative
power.

Need to
observe
and
respect
clients
right to
privacy

Some SWs Felt it
was unprofessional.

Multi /dual
relationship.

Assessment team
find it faster and
cheaper.
Risk of multiple
relation through
other online
connection.

SWs need to
identify safer
way of using
social media

Would prefer
working with the
police for e.g. in
missing child case

SWs do not
have
authoritative
power to
investigate

SWs not 100% sure
if they can use it or
not.

Online personae
increase chance
of multi
relationship.

SW should
empower but
not exert
power x3

Too intrusive to use
social media in SW
practice.

SWs expressed
risk of being in a
multi or dual
relationship.

Power
imbalance
between SWs
and client
always
overlooked.

SWs Just didn’t
want to use social
media as felt it was
full of false
pretence.

Find it immoral.
SWs at risk
of power
misuse

In case of
safeguarding issues
preferred to use the
police (partnership
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working).
SWs not
because we
can doesn’t
mean we
should be
accessing
client
account

SWs as non- user
has many complex
ethical issues.

Table 4.4
Themes :Online
Surveillance

Theme:

SWs used social
media as an extra
investigative
tool.

SWs Keeping in
touch
professional and
clients.x5

Social media an
extra tool in
social workers
kits to use
ethically.

Assessment
team find it
faster and
cheaper.

Theme:

SW use of
SWs use of social
social media as media searching
a vehicle for
for missing client.
communication

Theme:
Lack of moral
Judgement by
s.w

SWs used social
SWs exercised
media in Searching case-by-case basis
for missing clients decision-making.

SWs were using
client mutual
contact and friends
to try access
missing client’s
location.

Theme: Use
of
Pseudonym
name/ ‘Fake
names’

Theme:

SWs used real
name in
varying
moments.

Clarity
from start
in regard
to social
media
use.

Trust

At times SW
were being
discreet to
gain more
information.
SW changed
name for their
Personal
safety,
threat/harassm
ent from
family and
also family
protection (sw
family safety).

SW changed
name to
mitigate
identification.
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X8
Social media
being viewed as
a vital tool in
practice.

Exercise open
communication
where SW will
use social media
x12

SWs tried to
contact missing
client using social
media

SWs prevalently
left to own
judgement in
regards to social
media use

Enhance trust.

Avoid client
intrusion.
Used to gather
information
coercively
when a child
is at risk.

SWs and
client
relationship is
built on
trust.

UASC (SW)used real
name on FB.
Keeping a closer
observation on
clients.

Clarity from the
onset of social
media use

SWs used client
last post location
in trying to locate
missing client.

SWs exercised
case-by-case basis
decision-making.

SWs used real
practice name
reason being
wanted to
practice with
integrity.

Breaking
of trust
where
client
realises
SW has
accessed
their
profile.

Generate
major
mistrust
from
clients
Lack of private
profile hindered
information
gathering.

Keeping in
touch with
clients.
Quick and Short
and efficient.

SWs used real
name for
client to know
its SW
communicatin
g them .x3

Refused
friend
request
due to
low level
of trust.

.
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Theme:

Theme:

Theme:

Theme:

Theme:

Theme:

Online
Surveillance

Trust between
social workers
and clients

SWs need to
maintaining
professional
boundaries

Moral
Judgement

Breaching of
clients
privacy and
confidentialit
yy

Lack of
social
media
policy
and
guidance

SWs suggested
that they would
exercise
surveillance if it
is in a
professional
manner.

Clarity from
start in regard to
social media
use.

SWs wanted to
create physical
boundaries

Lack of guidance
and policy to
guide SWs in their
use of social
media.

Accessing
client’s online
info violation
of privacy.

Lack of
clear
guidance.

Client at risk
SWs justified to
use social media.

SWs and client
relationship
were built on
trust.

SWs use of
social media
was resulted in
breaking of trust
where client
realises SW has
accessed their
profile without
consent.

Clients needed
openness where
information had
been gathered
through social
media
SWs used social
media to collate
what information
client is telling
us offline/online.

SW and client
relationship is
built on trust.

SWs use of
social media
should be done
with a level of
openness
between the 2

Through use of
fake/accounts
name to keep
professional
boundaries.

SWs need to
review their safe
use of social
media.

SWs need to
separate
professional and
public lives in
online interactions
with clients.

SWs not being
honest on their
use of social
media.

SWs should not
exploit some
client naivety in
terms of lack of
safer online
awareness
practice.

SWs should avoid
client personal
space intrusion.

Client social
media profile
seen as private
space.

SWs need to
know and nice
to know
approach also
led to breach
of client
privacy and
confidentiality

SWs declined
friends request
from clients.

SWs should
always be
exercising clear
boundaries with
clients.

Breaching of
client’s
privacy and
confidentiality
led to
therapeutic
boundary
crossing.

BASW and HCPC
lack clear
instruction on
social media use
in practice.

Risk of
significant
harm SWs
overlooked
client’s
privacy and
confidentiality
.

SWs lack of

A need to
further
review
SW
policies
and
practice
guidance
around
use of
social
media.

Need for
a clear
agreement
and
protocol
discussing
social
media use
in
practice.

A
national
guideline
would be
beneficial
but was
lacking.

Lack of
clarity in
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SWs using social
media as an
investigative tool

parties

SWS should avoid
Blurring of
professional/public
boundaries

Coercive social
media use
generated major
mistrust from
clients.

SWs to avoid
client personal
social media space
intrusion
SWs to exercise eprofessionalism
always.

Blurring of
professional/public
boundary.

Local authority
policy and
guidance is based
on Dos and
Don’ts.

gaining
consent led to
privacy and
confidentiality
breach

regards to
informati
on found
online.

SWs argued
that
unfortunately
if you hear
something
concerning
client welfare
you have to
respond to it.

Current
policy
based on
Dos and
Don’ts

Lack of
clarity in
regards to
info
found
online.
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Stage 4 Review Themes. Table 4.5

Theme:

Theme:

Online
Surveillance

Use of social
media as a vehicle
for
communication
purposes.

Online search
unethical.

Promote
communication
with clients.

Theme:
Social
workers as
‘reluctant’
users of
social media

Theme:

Theme:

Theme:

A need for
social
workers to
gain
Consent
from the
client.

SWs as nonusers of social
media in
practice.

Trust
between
SW and
client

Being drawn
in through
anonymous
referrals
being sent to
SW through
use of social
media.

SWs needed
to seek for
consent
before
accessing
client’s
online
information.

SWs felt use of
social media in
practice was
unprofessional.

Openness
with clients
when SW
checked
their social
media site.

Confirmation
of an
allegation

Clients
viewed to be
protective of
their social
media
profile

SWs found it
full of many
ethical
complexities.

Monitoring
client
movement
aimed to
protect
members of
public

Open
communication
between SW and
clients enhance
relationship
building.

SW used
social media
when needs
arised.e.g
safety
concerns
&risk of
significant
harm.

Client must
grant
consent and
must view
information
gathered and
how used by
SWs

Would prefer
partnership
working with the
police for e.g. in
missing child
case

Social media

Communicating

Old school

SWs lack of

Uncertainty if

Client need
to be
informed
where
information
was
retrieved
from.
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being used as
an investigatory
tool

with missing
clients.

SW reluctant
in adopting
social media
use in
practice.

gaining
consent was
against
Ethical
Principals

they allowed to
use social media
in practice

SW used social
media to get in
touch with families
(UASC).

SW viewed
social media
use as
complex in
children
practice.

A form of
contractual
agreement
with clients.

Found it to be
too intrusive in
SW practice.

Load of info
from clients
social media
account

Check but
also consider
partnership
working with
police.

SWs using
client info
without
consent was
termed as
‘immoral’

NQSW felt the
guideline for
using it were
‘grey’ and strict

Attaining a
bigger picture
when client is
risk to self and
public

Anonymous
Facebook
referral sent
to SWs which
they had to
respond to.

Seeking
consent
shows
respect for
client info

Just didn’t want
to use it as full
of false pretence.

.
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Table 4.5 Subthemes
Theme
Online
Surveillance

Theme:
Breaching of
clients privacy
and
confidentiality.

Subtheme:

Subtheme:

‘Just being
curious’

Public and
Private debate

SWs
reported that
they wanted
to know why
their clients
were not
engaging.

SW should not
access client’s
info on social
media

SWs were
online
monitoring
clients as
they were
just being
‘nosy’

SWs wanted

SWs argued that
online
information
remains public
once it is in
public domain.

Five social
worker argued
that it remained
private as it was
for an intended

Theme: Social
workers as
‘reluctant’
users of social
media in
practice

Theme:

Theme:

Social
workers as
‘reluctant’

A need for
social
workers to
gain
Consent
from the
client

Subtheme:
Moral
principles

Subtheme:
Social work
as an ethicbased
practice

Subtheme:

Three of SW
felt it was
unprofessional
to use social
media in their
practice.

Three of
SW felt that
use of
social
media was
an intrusion
of client’s
privacy.

Non
consented
use of client
information
was viewed
as power
misuse.

SWs would
prefer
working with
the police e.g.
in a missing
child case
than accessing
client social
media

users of
social
media in
practice

SWs should
be
respectful
to clients
Rights.

SWs should
respect

Theme: Lack of
social media policy
and guidance

Subtheme: SWs
experienced fear,
SWs misuse
tension and anxiety
of power
of using social
through non
media in practice.
consented
access

Coercive
use of client
information
accessed
through
social
media was
seen as
power
misuse.

SWs expressed Fear
of using SM.
Fear of being
exposed online.
Panic tension and
anxiety of using
social media.
SW fear of getting it
wrong on social
media.

In assessment team
SWs expressed
uncertainty if they
can use social media
in practice.
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to satisfy
their
professional
curiosity
hence online
surveillance.

client’s
information
available
online

audience.

One SW
suggested that
client online info
was still private
as she had to
find other
avenue to look
for tis
information.

The three
SWs felt it
was morally
not
acceptable
(morally
unethical
and
intrusive).

Use of
concealed
identity was
also seen as
misuse of
power

SWs adopted an
over-cautious
approach in their use
of social media

Table 4.5.1 subthemes.
Theme:
Social
Breaching of
workers as
clients privacy
‘reluctant’
and
users of
confidentiality.
social media
in practice

Theme:

Theme:

Social
workers as
‘reluctant’

SWs use of
social media as
a vehicle for
communication

Subtheme:

Subtheme:
Public and
Private debate

Subtheme:
Social work
as an
ethicsbased
practice

Subtheme:

‘Just being
curious’

Subtheme:
Moral
principles

SWs reported
they just
wanted to
confirm
client’s
online/offline
personae in
some cases.

Two SWs
argued that
there was a lack
of clarity in
regards to
public/private
information
posted online.

Three of the
SWs felt it
was too
intrusive and
unethical

The three
SWs
suggested
that
accessing
client’s
information
online was
not in line
with BASW
and HCPC
Code of

Seeking verbal
consent assist in
relationship
building

Theme
Online
Surveillance

Theme:

users of
social media
in practice

Enhanced
Relationship

Theme:

Subtheme:
Triangulation
of information

Confirming of
allegations.

SWs using
social media to
checking
concerns if
there is
correlation.
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practice.

SWs have
investigative
power.

Power
imbalance
between SW
and client
always
overlooked.
SW do not
have
authoritative
power to
investigate.

SWs should
empower
clients not
exert their
power
oppressively

Just didn’t
want to use
social media
termed it as a
tool full of
false
pretence

SW it is
unethical to
look for
client info on
social media.
Morally
unethical
accessing
client info
without
consent.

SWs wanted
to avoid a
situation
where they
were
24/7/365 a
day practice
through
social media
usage.

Respect for
client private
information.

Using social
media to check
with client on
their wellbeing
and welfare.

Client felt cared
for where
communication
was exercised.

SWs used social
media when
client offline
personae was
different from
online.

To confirm
concerns using
Facebook to
look at the
bigger picture

Table 4.5.2 Subthemes

Theme: Social workers as
‘reluctant’ users of social
media in practice

Theme:
Social workers as
‘reluctant’

Theme: Lack of social media policy
and guidance
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users of social media in
practice
Subtheme: Moral principles

Subtheme: Social work as
an ethic based practice

Subtheme: Fear and Anxiety

Just didn’t want to use it as
full of false pretence.

Three SWs felt it was
inappropriate intrusive using
a private account to look for
client information

Fear of breaching client privacy and
confidentiality Rights

In case of safeguarding issues
preferred to use the police
(partnership working).

Accessing client information
should be done ethically and
professionally

Misinterpretation of Information.

Find it immoral and unethical

Morally invasive and against
the Human Rights Act

Find it immoral

Sws suggest it goes against the
SW ethic and values.
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