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ADSW is working with local authorities to improve understanding of social 
work services in Scotland amongst the public and the wide range of 
stakeholders with which we work.  
 
This toolkit is designed to help PR and social work staff in local authorities to 
take part in the campaign.  
 
The on-line version of this toolkit will be updated in order to showcase 
examples of activity carried out and enable councils to share their experiences 
and offer advice. 
 
This toolkit has five parts 
 

1. The purpose of the campaign 
2. How the campaign works 
3. Achieving positive coverage for social work 
4. Taking the story forward - PR alert guidelines 

 



 
 

 

 

Part 1:  The purpose of the campaign 
 
Recent media coverage of social work has presented the profession with challenges which 
must be addressed if we are to maintain the trust and the confidence of the public.  
However, we know that there are no quick fixes and that we are dealing with deep rooted 
attitudes, which will take time to shift.  
 
The campaign led by ADSW, with the support of the Scottish Social Services Council and the 
Association of Social Care Communicators, aims to create a framework for improving 
awareness and understanding of social work services which can be sustained long term 
through a communications network.  
 
The work, which will has a strong media focus, is designed to support the objectives of 
Changing Lives.  The success of the campaign will depend on the participation of social work 
services staff and communication teams in local councils. 
 
We want to maximise opportunities to showcase best practice in a way that reflects the 
value and diversity of social work services.  At the same time we will use this opportunity to 
improve the way we co-operate on managing issues that present risks to the reputation of 
the profession. There are three key strands within the campaign, all of which require the 
involvement of individual councils.  
 

 Real life stories: A case study-based approach designed to show how the successful 
involvement of social workers changes lives, for the better.  This involves identifying 
compelling human interest stories which reflect the diversity of social work and 
communicating them in a way that safeguards the interests of the individual.  We 
will depend on local councils to identify case studies.  These could be used locally 
and nationally through a range of media including features, broadcast material and 
in communication with opinion leaders. 

 

 Social work champions: We will work with social work services locally to identify and 
support a panel of social work champions made up of prominent figures (including, 
where possible, former/current service users).   The ‘champions’ will provide 
comment to support campaigns and initiatives and speak up for the profession in 
public and the media.  We will support them with briefings on current issues.   
 

 Celebrating social work success: As with individual case studies, we are planning to 
gather examples of achievements and best practice in terms of programmes and 
projects undertaken. We will seek to feature these in Scotland-wide media as the 
basis for news, features and broadcast packages. We are also planning to use this 
information in a programme of direct communication with stakeholders including 
MSPs.  As part of this process, we will harness internal communication channels to 
give social work staff key facts and arguments to help them become ‘ambassadors’ 
for social work. 
 



 
 

 

 

Alongside this we are also planning to improve co-operation on the management of 
potentially negative issues and using comment from ADSW and other bodies in these 
circumstances. This is particularly important where the local authority may feel constrained 
from commenting for reasons of confidentiality.  
 
 
 
 



 
 

 

 

Part 2:  How the Campaign works 
 
The aim of the campaign is to ensure that there is more coverage in the media which 
improves understanding of the role and contribution of social work services and the people 
who work in those services. In practice there are three ways in which news stories can be 
issued or placed: 
 

 The local authority can issue/ place the story themselves either in local regional or 
national media. In these circumstances it would be helpful if the authority  
 
o  alerts Pagoda PR and ADSW so that the activity can be put in the planner 
o  provides copies of any press releases and briefings 
o  provides copies of any coverage so that ideas can be shared amongst the  
              network 

 

 Pagoda or ADSW can issue the story for national use. This would take place where 
by linking with other case studies or national themes there is an opportunity to 
secure wider media coverage.  

 

 A third party body, champion or commentator would place the story, offer a quote 
or prepare a letter/opinion piece  
 

ADSW will be focusing on particular themes over the course of the year. A timetable of 
these is attached. This does not mean that there would be an exclusive focus on these issues. 
 
ADSW may also issue press releases linked to events or announcements over the course of 
the year where case studies may be required to support the story. Alerts may be sent to the 
network requesting case studies. 
 
In practice, stories may take a variety of forms: 
 

 Press releases focusing on new initiatives, human interest case studies etc 

 Press releases that are a ‘call to action’ featuring best practice as examples 

 Case studies and feature ideas for print media which are placed with specific 
 media 

 Case studies / initiatives presented as packages for broadcast use (e.g. with 
 services users, social work staff and third party commentator as interviewees 
 and project setting as background) 

 Profiles of individual social work staff 

 Reactive comment or statements on current issues 

 Opinion pieces and letters by social work leaders / third party champions 
 
 
 

 
 



 
 

 

 

Key Messages 
 
Whichever approach is adopted the overall aims remain are to improve understanding of 
social work services and communicate the following messages 
 

 Social workers use their skills to help improve the lives of individuals, families and 
communities across Scotland 
 
This message ensures that we very clearly explain the contribution and expertise of a 
range of social workers in achieving positive outcomes for people. This would help 
address the widespread lack of clarity about what social workers do and reinforce 
respect for the role of social workers and social work services. 
 

 Social work services benefit all sections of the community and contribute to the 
success and well-being of Scotland  
 
By showing how social work services benefit all sections of society we would challenge 
views that associate social work only with economically disadvantaged groups, personal 
failure or deviant behaviour. Instead we would aim to positively show how social work 
interventions lead to successes – which benefit everyone in Scotland (including national 
outcomes within national performance framework). 
 

 Social workers work with other services to help people find their own solutions to 
problems 
This theme challenges the perception associated with many public services, of 
fragmentation, duplication and inefficiency. It also reinforces the idea of personalised 
services with the individual, family or community as an active participant at the centre of 
the process. 

 



 
 

 

 

Part 3:  Achieving positive coverage for social work 
 
The challenge 
 
Securing positive coverage of social work services is not easy.  There are many reasons why 
positive stories do not see the light of day.  
 

 Day to day social care often lacks the strong news hooks required 

 People who have benefited from the support of social work services are often 
reticent about talking about this in the media 

 The role of social workers as enablers or facilitators can be less compelling in news 
terms than other people within the story (e.g. foster carers and children may be of 
more interest than social workers) 

 Some media may distort stories with a damaging impact on service users, prompting 
people to avoid the media 

 Front line staff are either not aware of what would make a strong story, lack the time 
or do not know what to do with one 

 
When positive stories do appear the role of social work services may be invisible.   When 
programmes and case studies are covered they may not fully attribute the role and 
contribution of social work services. This is often because:  
 

 Many branches of social work services use other descriptions (e.g. criminal justice)  

 Within wider partnerships the specific role of social work services can be lost 

 Social work is often contained within wider council departments 

 Many staff do not have social work in their title 

 Social work services involved often seek a low profile where they are in an ‘enabling 
role’, preferring to ensuring that users are credited with securing their own solutions 

 
Overcoming these challenges 
 
1. Ensuring social work services is credited in the story requires a positive action to 

 ensure that it is embedded in the story.  
 
 This could involve: 

  

 Making sure that the words social work/social work services are in the first 
paragraph of any release and are repeated  

 That third parties commenting specifically refer to social work services/social 
work 

 That people quoted are, where possible described in a way which makes it 
clear that they are part of social work services 

 That the specific contribution of social work services are told in a clear and 
compelling way, with individual members of staff being identified where 
possible 



 
 

 

 

 
2. Capturing potential stories requires an effective process of involving social work 

 services staff in the process  
 

 People working in social work services should be encouraged to be on the 
lookout for potentially positive stories through issuing simple 
guidelines/briefings 

 

 There needs to be a clear process for passing on any story ideas and ensuring 
that they are ‘cleared’ by social work services management. This requires 
clear communications channels (see next section on the alert system) 

 

 Some authorities have nominated a champion with the social work 
department to seek out stories to pass through. Elsewhere training and 
development staff are often effective sources of case studies 

 
3. Identifying risks and agreeing the ground rules avoids problems later 
 

 Building confidence from people who form part of the story may require 
reassurance about how the story is used. It is important that any participants 
are fully aware of how the story may be used, what they may be asked and 
what will be expected of the participant. 

  

 What media would be appropriate? Just print media (if so which)? Are people 
prepared to be interviewed, have their picture taken or use their full name? 

 

 Some support and preparation may be required to support both social 
workers and service users being interviewed 

 

 It may be possible to agree ground rules with the journalist and what they are 
prepared to discuss, whether they use their real name etc. This should be 
confirmed in an e mail 

 

 Sharing information on journalists and requests received through the 
network can help identify both risks and opportunities 

 
4            Learning the lessons 
 

 It is important that lessons are learnt and experiences shared within the 
network. That’s why we want to capture examples of things that worked – 
and things that didn’t.  

 
 
 
 



 
 

 

 

Part 4: Taking a story forward – PR alert system guidelines 
 
The purpose of the PR alert system is to capture local information on case studies, potential 
champions and examples of successful programmes in a way which can then be used at a 
Scotland-wide level.  We also aim to use this as a mechanism for ideas and best practice.  
 
Once these have been gathered the authority may take the view that it would prefer to manage 
the media itself, but simply keep the campaign informed. In some circumstances it may choose, 
having assessed the risks, to take no action at all. However, many of the same principles apply 
irrespective of whether the story is used locally, nationally, is put out by the authority – or 
centrally. 
 

1. Real Life Stories 

For this part of the campaign we are looking for compelling human interest stories designed to 
reflect the diversity of social work.  
 
Ideally it would be more effective to have examples where it is possible to identify the client, 
particularly where the client is prepared to talk to the media.  We would ensure they are fully 
supported with this.  Examples may include: 
 

 Very elderly people living independently, discussing how the support of social work 
services enabled them to retain independence 

 Disabled people supported in taking up mainstream employment 

 People who have been supported in managing mental health issues 

 People who have come through the local authority care system 
 

The case studies would seek to: 
 

 Highlight the skill and personal commitment of the social worker(s) 

 Illustrate that the circumstances which prompted the involvement of social work were 
entirely ‘normal’ and understandable – combating stigma 

 Where possible, illustrate the positive role of both the social worker and the individual  

 Give the person featured the opportunity to tell their story and positively comment on 
the role of the social worker and other workers, to challenge negative perceptions 

 By implication, show how society benefited from the involvement of social work 
services 
 

Depending on how appropriate the case study is, the story could be used in a wide range of 
ways, including: 
 

 Broadcast packages with interview opportunities 

 Feature material  

 National case studies to illustrate a key social work issue 

 Case studies for local media 



 
 

 

 

 Individuals featured and social work staff would be invited to the Parliamentary 
reception  to meet their local MSP 
 

How the system will work 
 

1. Local authorities develop their own system for gathering case studies and other 
examples to support the above campaigns.   
This will involve making social work staff aware of the campaign and the need to identify 
potential case studies. This will depend largely on internal communication within social 
work departments. Timeliness is clearly an issue and in many cases there will be a need 
to ensure that stories are fed through quickly. 
 

2. Gathering and evaluating case studies  
These case studies would be routed through to a collection point by e mail. They would 
then be evaluated by the Social Work department’s PR contact in association with a 
designated senior manager in social work in terms of whether: 

 the case study has sufficient news value 

 it meets the above criteria for the objectives of the case study 

 there are any factors which would prevent publicity 

 consents may be required from clients or other agencies 
 

If these criteria have been satisfied the council would consider whether to issue the 
story themselves or whether it would benefit involving ADSW/Pagoda, possibly with 
other case studies to secure wider coverage or coverage as part of a wider piece 
involving more than one authority. In the latter case the PR alert form would be 
prepared and sent to socialwork@pagodapr.com. In the former case Pagoda PR would 
be notified in order that the story can be included in the planner. 

 
3. Consideration for national coverage 

Where it being used nationally through ADSW/Pagoda PR, the local PR contact will 
discuss with ADSW/Pagoda PR how it should be used. This would include, for example, 
consideration of whether it would be used alongside other case studies, for example, in 
feature material. 
 
National coverage would be monitored and evaluated by Pagoda PR. Local coverage 
would be supplied to Pagoda by the local PR contact to form part of wider evaluation. 
 
PR alert forms would be maintained on a database by Pagoda PR. However, where they 
are not used immediately, Pagoda PR would be responsible for checking with the PR 
contact whether any of the details had changed before they are used in order that the 
appropriate checks can be made in relation to the approval of the client. 
 
Examples of case studies and their use would be collected and used in an on-line guide 
which can be accessed by local authorities (potentially alongside an e mail alert system). 
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2. Social Work Champions 

We are maintaining a panel of social work champions made up of former/current service users 
and prominent figures. This could potentially include prominent figures such as MSPs or 
academics whose own views or experiences have made them supportive of social work. 
We would use these to: 
 

 Provide local and national comment to support national campaigns and initiatives 

 Write letters to newspapers and blogs responding to current issues relating to social 
work or social workers – especially where there is misrepresentation 

 Speak positively at events and in debates (e.g. MSPs), citing the valuable contribution of 
social workers 

 
The objective would be to provide credible third party endorsement, independent of the 
profession itself. The process would not constrain individuals from offering independent 
comment which may on occasion be critical of social work. 
 
How the system will work 
 

1. Potential champions would be identified by ADSW, SSSC or local social work departments 

and approached to identify whether they would be willing to participate.  

2. These champions would be supported by Pagoda/ADSW with background briefings. This 

would include standard briefings on issues as well as key facts and figures about social 

work (potentially also including case study material from above section) 

3. When issues arise where a response would be helpful, champions will receive an e mail 

alert and assisted with offering comment where required. 

3. Celebrating social work success 

There are already examples of good practice from social work departments in terms of 
positively promoting achievement - and the campaign aims to extend this further.  Examples 
could range from particularly innovative programmes through to positive inspection results. We 
would use these examples for: 
 

 General feature pieces on changes and improvements in social work 

 Securing national coverage for stories of local success 

 TV documentary opportunities (or tailored broadcast news packages), podcasts for use 
on websites and other online media, such as social networks 

 E-zine communications with key opinion leaders such as MSPs 

 Exhibitions and a parliamentary reception showcasing best practice. 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 

 

How the system will work 
 

1. Councils will identify programmes which reflect innovation and good practice 

2. The PR contact for the social work department would identify those with news value and 

discuss with Pagoda PR opportunities to use the case studies as part of a national media 

or other PR activity. 

 


