
Care is something we do and something that we are 

The precepts of neoliberalism are inimical to the provision of care. 

Brannan and Moss identify the fundamental problem.. new capitalism calls for 

individualism, instrumental rationality, flexibility, short term engagement, 

deregulation, and the dissolution of established relationships … Caring relationships 

are predicated upon an expressive rather than instrumental relationship to others. 

They are based on trust, commitment over time and a degree of predictability (2003 

p 202) 

Neoliberalism also valorises two dominant discourses governing thinking about work 

with children: protection and rights. Protectionism is paternalistic, viewing the child 

as weak, and denying them a voice. Children’s rights approaches privilege the 

autonomous individual, and emphasise rights over relationships, and universal 

principles over concrete situations. Neither is sufficient in offering an rounded 

understanding of how to care for children. 

The relational dimensions of social work/care … are obscured by the rational-

technical focus of managerialism (Meageher and Parton 2004) 

Are we now living at the time of a conjuncture where the fork in the road is 

reached? 

Is social work/care an ethical intent or a set of empirical of outcome-based 

possibilities?  

Is social work/care in reaching moral decisions to be informed by objectivity, 

rationality and general principles or connection, compassion, intuition?  

Care as an ethic of care, of relationships, a practice rather than a set of rules 

of principles 

Tronto conceptualises care as ‘a practice rather than a set of rules of principles …It 

involves both particular acts of caring and a ‘general habit of mind’ to care that 

should inform all aspects of a practitioner’s life (1994 0126-7) 

Sevenhuijsen states that ‘an ethic of care is concerned with responsibilities and 

relationships rather than rules and rights; it is bound to concrete situations, rather 

than being formal or abstract; and it is a moral activity rather than a set of principles 

to be followed’ (p59) 

Care as something we do has 4 elements: attentiveness, responsibility, competence, 

responsiveness. 

To work in residential child care, to follow Phelan (1999), is to act as an ‘experience 

arranger’, someone who creates opportunities in the real world for people to 

experience themselves as competent and successful.   (Smith 2009) 

Rights, protection, or planned interventions …achieve any meaning and perhaps 

ethical substance when grounded in the everyday experience of upbringing. (Smith 

2009) 



Self-realisation comes through and as a result of relationship rather than 

autonomy. 

This turns the idea of the autonomous individual on its head.  

‘… children grow through being cared for and, in turn, caring. If children are not 

cared for, there is evidence that they cannot care for others…. Children in care need 

care. It is for this reason that care is the core of our profession, and this should not 

be forgotten… (Austin and Halpin 1989) 

Residential child care brings change through the everyday. Change comes through 

explanation, demonstration correction and repetition (Smith ibid) The growth of a 

child comes not through prescriptivism but through acquisition.  

This is a devastating critique of any manualisation of care.  

It is also a devastating critique of the proposals for unregulated settings, divorcing 

care from support.  

It also a devastating critique of the penetration and colonisation of the social 

work/care lifeworld that the proposals for the unregulated sector have received 

support from within social work/care. Both knowledge and practice have been 

colonised, see next section for explanation.  

Caring care 

Maier (1979) differentiates physical care and ‘caring care’. What transforms the 

former to the latter is the personal connection, that someone truly is present, 

attentive and responsive. This comes in small ways such as the ruffling of hair or 

knowing what they take in their tea. Caring only comes meaningful when it is 

personal. 

Who ruffles your hair if there is only support? 

Who remembers what you take in your tea? 

‘…  without this connection, without the feeling in the relationship, the people do not 

matter to each other’ (Ricks 1992)  

This presents a fundamental question for the proposed unregulated NMS - If support 

must not have care included then what is it?  

Care (if) emptied of its potential (becomes) a dried up expression for how to manage 

an underclass of disadvantage (Cameron 2003 p91-2) 

As culture beats strategy, then knowledge beats evidence  

Caring interaction itself provides direct knowledge (We are being led down a road of 

evidence that can preclude knowledge e.g.  only the last 5 years of evidence rather 

than a lifetime of knowledge 

What counts for knowledge needs to be located in what goes on in the relationship 

established between the children and those working with and for them 



The location of knowledge is in the caring relationship. 

Knowledge is socially constituted in the customs and practices of particular groups. It 

is neither universal nor objective, but it identified in the coai, processes that exist 

within particular disciplines or workplaces. Knowledge is what is meaningful to 

workers in a particular setting is mediated through the participation of tgh4e co-worjs 

in a particular endeavour. They constitute what is termed a community of practice… 

(Smith 2005 p267) 

The community of practice in residential child care is rarely acknowledged or tapped.  

Knowledge needs to fit and derive from what practitioners’ experience in the real 

world rather than located in policy documents, practice standards or in the 

performance criteria prescribed in vocational or competency-based models for 

training.  

Knowledge and decisions that follow them are made through a process of inferential 

discovery based on trial and error (Webb 2006 p 130) rather than through some 

more ‘scientific’ deductive process.  

(Note: developed from a source document - Mark Smith ‘Rethinking Residential Child Care’ 

who is aware and agreed its use) 


