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			Key points

			
					Social media presents significant opportunity for social service workers

					Social media, when used effectively can be a tool for workers to improve practice, encourage collaboration, create virtual communities of practice, facilitate greater integration and track CPD

					Social media is about more than just Facebook and Twitter; there are a range of other channels to help practitioners develop and improve practice

					Organisations should recognise the potential of social media for practice and be supportive of its use, providing clear guidance to avoid confusion and anxiety about risk

					Lessons on the use of social media can be taken from other disciplines including healthcare and education

			

			Introduction

			The opportunities presented to social service workers by the arrival of social media are in many ways unprecedented. Although the so called ‘digital revolution’ is not unique to social services, in few other disciplines are the challenges presented by the use of social media so blurred and fraught with potential risks to the professional.

			Understanding the social media landscape and the potential benefits for social care practice is vital for the workforce, yet research and guidance has been slow to keep up with the demand for support coming from those working within the sector. While anecdotal stories have highlighted extensive individual use of social media to improve and enhance practice, there is limited research available looking at the wider implications for the workforce. What research is available is relatively limited, with a focus on small-scale studies including specific caveats on social media usage, rather than large-scale generalisable and scalable research projects. This Insight seeks to address part of that gap. It will explore what is understood by 'social media'; perceived risks of using it; opportunities provided; relationship to workforce wellbeing; and future implications for practice.

			Context for practice

			In Scotland, the policy foundations to enable social service workers to begin using technologies more widely within practice have to a large extent already been laid, although specific guidance for practice could be clearer in some areas. Many of the latest Scottish government policies emphasise the opportunities that digital technologies, including social media, can have on both the practice and experience of care, and how they can support the wider agenda of person-centred care planning.

			Scotland's digital health and care strategy (Scottish Government, 2018) which builds on previous digital strategies, highlights that while there are opportunities to develop new technologies for the sector, there is also an opportunity to make use of existing channels which are already familiar to the general public, like social media. At a practitioner level the strategy stresses the importance of buy-in from all care delivering organisations and proposes that they should sign up to the Digital Participation Charter to ensure basic digital literacy among staff and embed it in practice.

			A Health and Sport Committee report (2018) on technology and innovation in health and social care identified that digital technology ‘has the potential to change the face of health and social care delivery’, and highlights the drive to promote technology enabled care, while stressing the importance of developing a national approach to align priorities, standards and the effective delivery of a digital approach to health and care at a local and national level. A report from Scottish Care (2018) highlights that digital tools have not only transformed the way staff work and communicate, but also have significantly impacted how and what data can and should be collected from service users.

			More than just Facebook: mapping the landscape

			Social media is a broad term, covering communication and interaction across a range of platforms and channels.

			The term ‘social media’ makes one immediately think of social networking sites like Facebook, Twitter and LinkedIn. While these are useful tools, they are not the only tools available to workers. The Scottish Social Services Council (2017) defines social media as the online platforms you ‘use to engage – to create relationships, have conversations and communicate with others’. It is a platform you use to upload content, share and interact with others, and is often closely associated with the rise in the use of digital technologies including smartphones and tablets.

			In January 2018, NHS Digital published a report, which highlighted the accessibility and availability of digital platforms to help social workers in their roles. The research, which was compiled from survey data, sought to understand not only how social work could be supported through the use of digital, but also to assess the current level of usage and understanding of digital technologies among the workforce. While more than half of survey respondents said they had access to a smartphone as part of their role, fewer were actually able to access case notes and other necessary documents digitally when outside the office.

			The survey found there was an appetite for greater and better use of digital media in day-to-day work, which practitioners felt would not only improve their ability to work more flexibly, but could also be used to forge better relationships with people who use services.

			An NHS Confederation survey (2012) looking at social media use in the public health and media sectors found that the vast majority of survey participants in senior roles were using social media, with preferred channels being Twitter, LinkedIn, Facebook and YouTube.

			Frederic Reamer (2013) and C Lee Ventola (2014a; 2014b) both identify multiple social media platforms and what their potential uses could be; the table below is an adapted version of the ‘types’ and ‘uses’ of social media platforms they present. It is by no means exhaustive; rather it is designed to be an overview, with options for further reading, of the types of social media that social service workers may come across in their work.


			
				
					
							
							Types

						
							
							Examples

						
							
							Uses

						
							
							Notes

						
					

				
				
					
							
							Social networking 

						
							
							
									Facebook

									WhatsApp

							

						
							
							
									Closed groups allow for a level of ‘safety’ for practitioners

									Peer support forum opportunities

									Helpful from practice as well as personal wellbeing perspective

							

						
							
							United Lincolnshire Hospitals NHS Trust (ULHT)1 uses a closed Facebook group to share patient feedback with staff. Groups can be created informally among staff and are safe spaces for colleagues to discuss practice.

						
					

					
							
							Professional networking

						
							
							
									LinkedIn

									Twitter

									Diigo

									SlideShare

							

						
							
							
									Record and view professional and academic profiles

									Create professional networks

									Explore practice and connect with colleagues nationally and internationally

									Keep up to date with research/policy

							

						
							
							Research around the use of social media in professional networking in healthcare and medicine considers potential benefits for job progression, keeping up to date with innovative practice, and the benefits of engaging with people about issues on a professional level (Ventola, 2014b).

						
					

					
							
							Multimedia (e-notes, videos, live streaming, podcasts)

						
							
							
									Evernote

									YouTube

									Vimeo

									Instagram

									VoiceNotes

							

						
							
							
									Take and save notes ‘on the go’ and easily organise them

									Ease of sharing best practice with colleagues

									Alternative ways to communicate with and engage colleagues

									Enhanced visibility

							

						
							
							The Open University2 regularly publish webinar and podcast sessions for social service workers.

							Social Care TV3 is a platform used by SCIE where new publications and best practice are made available through video.

						
					

					
							
							Blog writing

						
							
							
									WordPress

									Tumblr

									Medium

									Blogger

							

						
							
							
									Provides an effective way to reflect on practice

									Can be published anonymously but shared and read widely

							

						
							
							Many care workers are encouraged to blog both during training and once they are practising. In July 2018 NHS England4 ran a ‘blogging month’ campaign encouraging nurses to blog about their experiences and link them to a number of hashtags and Twitter accounts to allow others to see them.

						
					

					
							
							Workforce planning

						
							
							
									Slack

									Workday

									Jointly

							

						
							
							
									Day-to-day planning as well as wider strategic workforce planning

									Can be used by practitioners as well as management to ensure the needs of the team are met

							

						
							
							Calderdale council5 developed a case management tool to support their day-to-day work, in areas such as child protection, looked after children, and fostering and adopting.

						
					

					
							
							Professional, interdisciplinary collaboration

						
							
							
									Trello

									Dropbox

									Google Docs

							

						
							
							
									Sharing information across teams

									Collaboration among teams

									Multiple authors can contribute to, amend and read documents

							

						
							
							North Tyneside Council6 are developing an integrated system where social housing, health and social care teams all use the same systems to share information about at-risk tenants.

						
					

					
							
							CPD monitoring and e-learning

						
							
							
									CPDme

									Specifically designed apps and training sites

							

						
							
							
									Logging and tracking CPD

									E-learning and webinars

									Support and learning from teaching staff, as well as peers

									Apps which use scenario based games to ‘play out’ scenarios and consider potential outcomes

							

						
							
							CPDme is widely used in the NHS.

							The Skills for Care ‘Digital capabilities in social care’7 report found that 95% of organisations used e-learning courses to support staff development.

							Academics at the University of Birmingham developed The Social Work Social Media App8 which enables staff to experience real-life scenarios in a simulated environment – make decisions and see the potential outcomes of choices.

						
					

				
			


			

			
				
					1	Using social media to share patient opinion with staff: https://bit.ly/2RJ3c6h

				

				
					2	Open University webinars: https://bit.ly/2QwiCFW and podcasts: https://bit.ly/2GWNoIG

				

				
					3	Social Care TV: https://www.scie.org.uk/socialcaretv/

				

				
					4	Care together, share together blogging campaign: https://bit.ly/2TyUuoj

				

				
					5	Council on track to implementing new social care management system: https://bit.ly/2siCxyt

				

				
					6	Approaches to integrated housing, health and social care services: https://bit.ly/2TAPO17

				

				
					7	Digital capabilities in social care: https://bit.ly/2TB9uSq

				

				
					8	The social work social media app: https://sites.google.com/site/socialworksocialmedia

				

			


			Understanding risk to reap the reward

			One of the most common barriers to the uptake of social media within social services is anxiety among both professionals and organisations about the potential challenges, ethical considerations and risk in relation to social media use. Boddy and Dominelli (2017) explore the challenges of what they refer to as the ‘new ethical space’ that has been created by the rise in the use of social media. They discuss the importance of social workers retaining their own professional judgement when it comes to scenarios like boundary crossing, and call for greater organisational support and guidance to help social workers make informed decisions when using social media. While this research is mainly focused on direct engagement with service users, the findings are applicable to the social services profession more broadly.

			Actions like changing names or leaving out identifying factors when discussing cases online, even in a closed group, or removing names from scenarios in blogs, are some of the ways researchers suggest social workers can use their professional judgement to mitigate for risk around safeguarding (Greer, 2016). One of the key messages from the research and existing guidance is to always stop and ask colleagues if you are unsure at any stage.

			Another key takeaway from the research is from an organisational perspective. Organisations, in particular local authorities, do not like to be exposed to risk, and in many instances social media is viewed as a risk (BDO, 2015; Mack, 2013). There is a need to address the inherent unease around social media within organisations, and to highlight that the potential benefits for employee wellbeing and practice far outweigh any potential risks, provided they have proper guidance and structures in place to support staff who choose to use social media in their work (Morgan, 2004).

			Positive risk-taking is a concept of increasing interest in the sphere of adult social care (Titterton, 2010). However, particularly in relation to ‘new technologies’ managing and supporting risk-taking in practice can be challenging. Morgan (2004), who has written on positive risk taking in social work, emphasises the importance of a culture of professional support for frontline staff, which in many instances comes from senior management, and specifically their influence over practice. To enable staff to feel confident in promoting risk-taking in practice, Morgan suggests managers need to have a good understanding of positive risk-taking and be able to articulate the rationale for it, with defined accountability, transparency and opportunity for reflection and change if it is needed. This approach to risk-taking requires a significant level of trust and communication within social service teams and senior management, but as Morgan and others have shown, the potential benefits can be significant (Morgan, 2000; Taylor, 2006).

			Challenges around GDPR and cyber security pose significant worries for individuals and organisations, particularly those using social media platforms like Evernote, Dropbox or Slack to communicate and share documents remotely. Having robust security systems and efficient software is important, as is effective training for staff. Organisational investment in this is important, and while there is a limited amount of research carried out in a social services specific context, studies conducted by the Local Government Association (LGA) and the local government professional magazine, MJ, show that organisational investment in software and training has a significant long-term benefit, not only for reducing risk, but improving overall proficiency (LGA, 2016; Jameson, 2014).

			What the research consistently stresses is that social service workers should apply common sense when using social media, and if they are ever unsure should approach a colleague or senior member of staff to discuss. (Carson and Stevenson, 2017). Similarly, organisations should not be afraid to take opportunities to learn when mistakes have been made. The research highlights that while organisations, particularly those who operate in a care environment are traditionally very risk averse, putting frameworks and national level guidance in place to safeguard staff, as well as service users, would allow social care teams to innovate when it comes to social media.

			The new way to create modern communities of practice

			Hennessey and Anderson (2013) outline a useful working definition of ‘traditional’ communities of practice, suggesting that they are groups of people who come together regularly to discuss and share knowledge and expertise on a shared subject area. They go on to say that they can be useful vehicles for promoting integrated services by bringing together practitioners who may otherwise not collaborate. This definition is widely supported across the literature (Wenger, 2010; Lomax, 2015; Pyrko and colleagues, 2016)

			Using social media to support the creation of communities of practice can encourage the creation of connections even further afield and break down many of the traditional barriers associated with communities of practice. It has been found to be particularly helpful in forging relationships between policy makers, practitioners and academics, who may find it quite difficult to communicate due to geographical or time constraints (Reeves, 2017; Pyrko and colleagues, 2016). Modern communities of practice, also referred to as Virtual communities of practice (VCoPs), operate in the same way as traditional communities of practice in principle, but allow for greater flexibility, inclusivity and more extensive, longer term discussion (Ford, 2015; McLoughlin and colleagues, 2018).

			Research has shown that Facebook, WhatsApp and Yammer closed groups are potentially useful for social workers, although the research for social care more generally is less robust. Walsall Council has used Yammer since 2010 and has, according to anecdotal evidence (Hardy, 2014), found that usage has encouraged collaboration and greater integration. Other groups who have used platforms like Twitter suggest that using social media creates a more equal footing for interaction, lifting barriers and encouraging discussion across ‘professional levels’ (Hitchcock, 2016). Twitter also enables professionals to keep up-to-date with the latest academic research and policy developments. Social media platforms allow for a level of professional networking, which many in social care may struggle to engage in otherwise (Morgenshtern and colleagues, 2014).

			The Health Foundation (nd) has created a guide for those using social media in online health care improvement, with suggestions on how it can be used more widely, and how and why others should be encouraged to use it to create more vibrant communities of practice.

			Research from the University of Edinburgh (Daneshvar and Anderson, 2017), investigates the current and possible future for social media as an enabler of co-production in health and social care. Further research from Daneshvar, Anderson and colleagues (2018) explores how specific platforms like Facebook, Twitter and blog sites can support principles of co production in social work with older people. They found that social media platforms open up discussion and make practice more transparent.

			A tool to facilitate excellence

			Social care can and should look to other disciplines to see how they are using social media effectively. It provides an opportunity to learn from other disciplines, including health, education and housing, but also within the profession itself (LGA, 2014).

			The report Social media and e-participation in NHS Scotland (Healthcare Improvement Scotland, 2013) reviews progress on how NHS Scotland is using social media and e-participation tools to engage with patients, carers and the wider community, and looks at the levels of uptake among specific NHS boards. This effective use in health services suggests that there can be some lessons taken from the roll out within health which could provide useful foundations for any roll out of use across the social services sector.

			Social media is increasingly being promoted as a tool for newly qualified social workers as part of their training, with many social work departments at universities using Facebook groups and encouraging students to ‘get creative’ with apps like YouTube and Snapchat. This use in a ‘safe’ environment allows them to get to grips with social media and how it should and should not be used in a professional context (Lomax, 2015; Cooner, 2013). It also teaches them about the importance of boundaries and the right to privacy away from work. However, for many within the workforce, social media is something that they have had to adapt to ‘on the job’, rather than something which has been integrated into work from the beginning. It is vital that social workers who have been practising for a number of years, or who are returning to the profession are given suitable time and support through mentoring and CPD training to make best use of social media.

			Social media tools for mapping professional and workforce development are increasingly being used by organisations keen to push staff development, both with newly qualified practitioners and those who are experienced within the workforce to maintain excellence in practice (Rossi, 2015).

			CIPD research (Gifford, 2014) suggests that social media can also be a potentially useful tool for senior staff to communicate with others in the team. It can provide an opportunity for those who feel less comfortable with face-to-face meetings to instigate conversation, and can also be useful for managers to ‘just check in with staff’ to see how they are, particularly if those staff are not regularly in the office.

			Implications for personal wellbeing

			There is a growing body of literature which relates to effective practice and the impact that stress, ‘burnout’, depression and other work-related mental health issues can have on individual practice and team morale (McFadden, 2015; Revalier, 2016; Greer, 2016b). With this, there is also a growing awareness of the importance of social media in supporting personal wellbeing. In their research, Ravalier and Boichat (2018) explored social worker wellbeing in detail. They examined the impact of workload, support and working conditions on levels of stress and job satisfaction among social workers. While not focussing specifically on social media, they highlight some of the stress impact that can be caused by social media, particularly in relation to public criticism of social workers on social media platforms, something which, of those who took part in their survey 6 in 10 said they had experienced.

			However, it is not all bad. As highlighted, communities of practice can, in the right context, provide an opportunity for professionals to communicate with other social service workers, both within their organisation and outside; this is for many a positive therapeutic experience. The use of forums can provide a ‘safe’ environment among colleagues from similar backgrounds who can act as a sounding board and support network (Gandy-Guedes, 2016; Westwood, 2014).

			There are opportunities for personal reflective practice; blogging and note-taking apps can provide useful opportunities for social workers to keep diaries which they can use to create a learning log. These have been shown to help the workforce at a personal level, but can also be useful for those in a leadership role to use anonymously as examples of good practice, or opportunities for improvement (Ventola, 2014).

			Additionally, literature focused more on management perspectives has shown that social media provides potential opportunities for staff who work remotely to work more flexibly, allowing them to complete paperwork or attend meetings while they are out of the office through document sharing apps or video conferencing software which can be used on tablet computers or smartphones. As highlighted, Nottinghamshire Council equipped staff with iPads which allowed them to do virtual paperwork ‘on the go’ and to easily keep in touch with colleagues (Donovan, 2014). However, it is also important to stress, that while a potentially invaluable tool, the ability to work anywhere, should not be seen as an invitation to work anytime and staff should, as Greer (2016a) emphasises, be reminded that they also have the right to ‘switch off’, even when using those technologies that promote 24/7 connectivity.

			Implications for practice

			The implications of social media for social services practice are wide ranging. Social media is in no way designed to be a replacement for traditional models of practice. Instead, it is a tool to be used to support development and more effective and efficient practice, with more and better tools to help practitioners in their work.

			For the workforce and the profession, it is important to recognise the potential risks and to offer solutions. As highlighted by Turner (2016), it is an important opportunity to open up a dialogue between organisations and their workforce about the benefits of using social media and how it can and should be used to support the practice needs of staff.

			Wider implications include: driving innovation within the workforce; fostering greater engagement and partnership working between professionals; promoting greater integration between disciplines such as health; and wider learning around how social services teams can integrate practice more thoroughly, to work more closely and better align services (Greer, 2016). Social media use also presents opportunities for greater positive risk-taking within organisations, where staff are encouraged and supported to manage risk, on the expectation that it will lead to far improved outcomes for people and services.

			Conclusion

			Social media has the potential to be a revolutionary tool for social service workers. The research highlights that despite concerns, innovative, creative and informed staff, who use social media effectively with knowledge and support regarding risks and uncertainties around practice, will help the profession to innovate and develop, and support the workforce in unprecedented ways, to the benefit of practitioners, organisations and service users alike.
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