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Preface

Computers have been used in the personal social services for over
a decade now. Most social services departments use them, as do
many probation services and larger voluntary organisations. Yet
they have not impinged much on the daily activities of social
workers, perhaps because they have been seen as tools of
management, or perhaps because it has been assumed that
bringing practitioners and computers together would be a recipe
for upheaval. After all, computers are more than just pieces of
equipment — they represent highly charged controversies.

The decision to write this book reflects the observation, which
must be clear to all of us, that computers are moving fast into
many aspects of our lives — into offices, schools, homes and the
contacts we have with ‘officialdom’. The computer seems unstop-
pable, and is already starting to wind its way into professional
social work. We cannot, and indeed may not, want to bringitto a
halt, so instead we need to understand it and put it to sensible use.
Computing can be studied as a separate subject, to be kept at
arm’s length by all but the enthusiasts and those who cannot avoid
it. That may be a viable approach to computer science, but it will
not serve for computer application, and it has proved challenging
to have the invitation from Macmillan and the British Association
of Social Workers to write about computers in a series on social
work practice. ‘ ,

I am grateful to several colleagues from the Department of
Social Work Studies at Southampton University, and to many
staff of government and local authority services for help in
gathering material. Mike Gardner from Hampshire Social
Services Department and Allan D. Maclean of the Home Office
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Research and Planning Unit have been especially helpful.
However, three people have made major contributions. Charles
Whaley, from Cornwall Social Services Department; gave me a
flying start by letting me have a copy of his study of computersina
local social services office (done as part of a post-qualifying course
at Plymouth Polytechnic), and with it an extensive bibliography.
David Ward, from Hampshire Social Services Department, gave
me time and documents for the case-study of Hampshire’s
computer system, and later made valuable comments on the draft
of Chapter 3. Sheena Kimberley talked to many social workers
about their attitudes to and experiences of computers, and has
also been a dependable ‘second opinion” on the script.

Thave tried to present a balanced view of the issues surrounding

the use of computersin the personal social services, but Ishould be
counted as a computer buff, who believes firmly in the creative
potential of the new technology within social work practice.
Southampton BRYAN GLASTONBURY
1985

Introduction

Can computers do social work? This is as pertinent a question now
as it was over a decade ago when it was first posed as the title of an
article in a social work journal (Abels, 1972). The fantasy should
not be taken too far into the realms of science fiction, to portray a .
vision of redundant social workers, and area offices full of TV
screens. Rather it is a practical question — what can computers do
to help in running social work agencies and providing services for
customers?

The purpose of this book is to answer such a question, and
many others which inevitably arise from it. As a society and a
work force we are right in the middle of a massive technological
metamorphosis. The young people coming up through schools
and universities are the first generation educated, however
skimpily, for the computer age. Today’s social workers, even the
young ones, come from the tail end of an era when a file is located
inside a manila folder, not in a data-base. Leaving aside the vital
question of how far the transition will go, it is likely that any move
towards new technology in social work will be uncomfortable. It
will involve new learning; it will continue to raise political and
ethical dilemmas; and the change itself will create more work,
especially during the years when old and new systems run side by

.side. ’ :

Much of the handling of computing has been designed or had
the effect of making adults feel inferior. On TV advertisements
smug ‘Acorn’-fed children look indulgently at- their stone-age
parents; the newspapers bombard us with reviews of the continual
flow of new systems; and the magazines show that computing
would win any prize for the speediest development of the most
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obscure and jargon-filled specialist language. Therefore any book
which wants to convince social workers that computers are not to
be feared, and do indeed have some utility, must begin with some
simple explanations and removal of mystique. This is the purpose
of Chapter 1.

The chapter offers answers to some basic questions — What is a
computer? What can it do? What is the difference between the
machine hidden in the bowels of County Hall and the small
keyboard plugged into the TV at home? Where do word-proces-
sors fit in? Are computers just for numbers, or can they really
handle words and concepts? Can they think? Do they have a will
of their own? What sort of jobs are they capable of doing which
might be of any practical use to a social worker? Among all the
jargon, what are the terms that it could be useful to understand? Is
it easy to use a computer without making it do something
disastrous? What does a social worker need to know so as to avoid
being confused or upstaged at meetings?

This first chapter also tries to describe with precision just what
we generally assume to be encompassed when we use the umbrella
term ‘computer’. Strictly speaking the computer itself is a
relatively small part of the range of equipment. Most of the bits
(called ‘peripherals’) have to do with communicating in some
form or other with the computer — the keyboard, screen, printer
and so forth. Furthermore, much of our image of this scene,
whether of banks of flickering lights and whizzing spools from TV
films (totally obsolete from the technological point of view since
the 1960s!), or of vast stores of confidential and invasive personal
information, or of ‘personalised” advertising letters and bills for
0 pence, is only partly to do with computing. It is as much
connected with the development of telecommunications, which
allows us to pass and receive messages at very high speed over
great distances, and move around enormous chunks of informa-
tion at the pressing of a few buttons. On their own, computers
would have made much less impact if their technological develop-
ment had not paralleled similar advances in ways of communicat-
ing.
gChapter 1 will have a slant towards social work, but is mainly
concerned to offer a more general introduction to computing.
Those who are already well into computing can pass over it, just as
they can skip the early part of Chapter 2. This chapter starts with a
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brief history of computing, partly to explain why it is so often
referred to as ‘the new technology’, and partly as a feeder into a
discussion of the gradual intrusion of computers into the personal
social services. One of the conclusions to be drawn from a
historical review is that almost all the pioneering efforts, and the
bulk of current use, is in service management rather than front-
line practice. Social workers themselves, whether from lack of
opportunity or motivation, have tended to keep a distance, and
retain a commitment to traditional ways of working. In the
broader context of computer applications this places social
workers firmly in. the rearguard, though their colleagues in
America have been more adventurous. The chapter will not go
into any detail about technical developments, but it will advance
the argument that in most sectors of the economy computer
capability continues well ahead of actual use. Specifically in the
personal social services it is no longer relevant to talk of computer
possibilities as ‘on the horizon’ or ‘just around the corner’. A
recent survey by the Local Authority Management Services and
Computer Committee’s Social Services Applications Group
(LAMSAC, 1982) suggests that most, maybe all, social services
departments now have access to computers. Probation services
are moving in the same direction. But access is one matter, use is
another. Few if any of these agencies will be using more than a
part, sometimes a small portion, of the range of useful tasks the
coinputer could undertake.

The chapter also suggests that the development of computing in
social services departments has been somewhat opportunistic,
without testing feasibility in a careful and thorough way. It is
arguable that there is a rather wider range of issues worthy of
consideration than is generally acknowledged, and that these can
‘be structured into a coherent sequence of decisions to be taken in’
relation both to determining whether a computer is needed and
going through the process of installation.

Chapters 3 and 4 look in more detail at what is happening in the
agencies, both with routine computer work and some of the
pioneering and developmental activities. Chapter 3 is a case-study
offering a detailed narrative of a decade of computing in one
social services department. Hampshire has one of the largest
departments in the country. It has also been using computers
longer than most — since 1974 — and has invested in a large and
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continually growing management information system. More
recently the Department has started to involve front-line staff,
both in computer usage and programme development. Hampshire
is not offered as a case-study because it is ‘typical’ or because it is
the most advanced, but rather for the continuity and extent of
planning which has gone into the system, and the way all the
anticipated dilemmas and controversies have, at some stage in the
last decade, come to the surface. -

Hampshire’s arrangements are called a Management Informa-
tion System — appropriate in the early years, but less so following
recent developments. On a wider stage the concept of the
Management Information System (MIS) has faced many critics —
one commentator sub-titled a book on computers in welfare “The
MIS-match’ (Dery, 1981). Some of the criticism has focused on
the flaws and inadequacies of such systems; some has been
motivated by the feeling that there is little of value in all of this for
the practising social worker. Chapter 4 does not argue this issue
(later chapters take it up), but instead offers some of the raw
material which will help the reader decide if computers can and do
have a useful role in practice. The chapter will look at a variety of
computer applications in use among social workers, ranging from
calling up central data stores for information about clients and
resources, through programs for various forms of assessment
(welfare benefits is the best-known one), to computer-aided
decision-making and therapy. All of this is newer than the
management systems mentioned earlier, and therefore tends to be
experimental. In the context of computing ‘experimental’ is likely
to mean unreliable, inaccurate and hedged with limitations, but it
is important not to dismiss trial programs because they have
prolonged teething troubles. A lengthy refining and correcting
process (called ‘de-bugging’ in the jargon) is an integral part of
computer programming. The point about the applications des-
cribed in this chapter is that they are all in some form of use in
practical settings. They are not in the realm of wishful thinking
or nightmare!

However important it may be for social workers to be
understanding, appreciative and sympathetic about computing
there remains the task of taking the plunge and becoming a
‘hands-on’ user. This is likely to mean either working with a desk-
top micro-computer or sitting at a terminal. There is little

Introduction 5

difference. The micro will be all together on the desk, either in a
single container, or as an array of equipment connected by a
tangle of cables. There may be a few ‘setting up’ activities before
getting into action, but the micro is seen as a more immediately
responsive piece of apparatus, more ‘user-friendly’. A terminal is
‘remote’ in the sense that it connects to the computer proper at
some distance, often in another building or place. There is no
setting up because someone else is looking after the computer, and
the opening task is ‘keying in’, which is equivalent to applying for
and establishing the right to communicate.

Chapter 5 looks at what is involved in becoming a user. It is not
a d-i-y guide (anyone who is going to work at a computer can
expect an introductory course), but aims to tackle two major
impediments to social workers moving easily into the role. One
concerns the mystification surrounding computing, a theme
which will already have been touched on in an earlier chapter.
Indeed the concept features regularly in social work itself, so the
term ‘de-mystification’ will be understood in its multiple nuances.
There is an entertaining side to the strained efforts of a computer
specialist and a social worker to talk to the other, each in his or her
own jargon, but it is also a serious and harmful block. Should the
social worker speak computerese? Is there scope for a common
language? What are the similarities and differences in the mental
processes of the two?

The second impediment derives from the fears many social
workers have that in order to use computers they will have to
undertake a whole new range of learning. There is a specific fear
that this will require a high degree of numeracy. This chapter will
clarify the distinction between programming a computer, which
requires special skills and knowledge, and using a computer,
which needs no more than a short orientation course. It is
important to get across to social workers the message that there is
no great complexity about using computers, and that the skills

‘they already have need little supplementing. Indeed the additional
abilities are equivalent to being able to use a credit card in a slot
machine and do simple two-finger. typing.

Chapter 6 moves away from the descriptive and specificinto the
broader context of the social, political and professional issues
circumscribing the use of the full technical potential of computers.
These issues in turn are enveloped in an ethical debate about the
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rights and wrongs of employing such powerful systems. One focus
is on the memorising capacity of a computer, and the way this can
be used to build up massive stores of data about individuals and
families. Part of the worry here is simply the scale of operations,
the fact that what has replaced traditional filing systems is so
much more mind-boggling in its size. Probably more important,
however, is the relationship between these big data stores and the
state of security in which they are held:Does the system allow too
many people access to confidential personal information? Is there
illicit access? Are there behind-the-scenes exchanges of informa-
tion between the organisations controlling data stores? What has
happened to traditional professional attitudes towards confiden-
tiality?

- A further concern, particularly among those who have used
mass data storage, is about its reliability and accuracy. Can
computer files be kept sufficiently up to date to be of any use to
social workers? And are they? Can they make mistakes in the
information that is stored and later revealed? Can we trust this
sort of recording as much as older methods? Can it be sufficiently
comprehensive, or will it be distorted by the need for brevity and
standardisation? There is a phrase in computing, ‘garbage in —
garbage out’, which implies that if computers ever make a mistake
itis because fallible humans have offered incorrect material or bad
instructions. Is this really so?

Social workers are likely to share the concern about the impact
of new technology on employment, both in relation to themselves,
and for the possible effect on secretarial and other colleagues. The
threat to employment takes specific forms in questions about the
precise tasks computers could take over from agency staff. Could
computers take on direct interaction with customers, for example,
as the duty officer taking initial referral information? Will locally
based clerical tasks largely vanish? Are these real threats?

The ecarly developments of computing in the personal social
services, with their strong slant towards management uses, had
limited appeal to front-line staff because there seemed to be no
immediate advantages. Social workers were being asked to fill in
rigidly structured forms, designed for a clerk to key in to the
computer, but in response to this extra job the computer gave
them nothing back, not even a ‘thank you’. It remains pertinent
for social workers to ask — “What’s in it for us?” —and to go further
and wonder about the impact on professional standards and

—— e
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practices, as well as on day-to-day social work activities. Chapter
7 focuses on the social work task, and questions whether a greater
use of computers will destroy the ‘essence’ of social work. Will it
damage the personal nature of the work, with its emphasis on the
relationships between workers and clients? Does it undermine the
principle of treating cach client as unique? Will it make social
workers more like impersonal service dispensers? The answer to
such questions may well depend on the clarity and firmness of
social workers’ responses to the encroachment of computing, and
on their success in gaining a mastery over its application.

The chapter will move on to look at the view that computers just
mean extra work for social workers, without, at present, offering
much to ease tasks. A central reason for accepting this assessment,
at least for a tramsitory phase lasting several years, is the
likelihood that new computerised systems will not be allowed to
stand alone until they have proved themselves adequate and
reliable for a reasonable trial period. Social workers will therefore
be expected, along with their colleagues, to contribute to these
new developments while simultaneously maintaining most of the
older routines. A big risk is that this transitory phase will become
institutionalised into a chronic duplication of functions. An
American study (Dery, 1981) has suggested that social workers
may be tempted to see a useful opportunity in such duplication.
One set of data, a doctored set, is put on the computer for
management, so that managers get the picture the field staff want
them to have. The other set, kept on traditional locally based files,

contains the ‘real’ records.
There seems to be a widespread acceptance that increasing use

will be made of computers in the personal social services, but the
likely pace of development is disputed. Advocates of slow
development can point to the lack of clarity about the direction of
new initiatives, especially in social work practice, and reinforce
this view by drawing attention to the scarcity of resources to invest
in equipment. The alternative view cites the undoubtedly substan-
*tial technical potential for useful computer activity in the agencies.
Furthermore, the last decade has been one of innovation in
management information systems, and this is now moving into a
phase of consolidation. The innovative focus may well switch to
social work practice, particularly if the challenge takes the
imagination of program (software) writers.

The final chapters look ahead to likely developments in the next
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few years and decades, so before leaving the present Chapter 7
poses a leading question — Does computerisation work in our
personal social services? Is there enough evidence from experience
so far to justify moving ahead with confidence, not only into new
technology investments, but also into abandoning ways of

conducting social work practice and administration which have

lasted as long as social work itself? :
Chapter 8 looks at the prospect of a decade of development in
social work practice, not in general terms so much as in the day-to-
day activities of agency staff. Where will computers fit in? What
tasks will computers be doing? How will this impinge on social
workers’ daily work patterns? It is repetitive and tangible tasks
that can most easily be set up for computers, so what precisely are
the functions under consideration? The creative approach is to see
this sort of computer involvement as meeting important needs for
the social worker, in strengthening and speeding up the support
aspects of the job, so leaving the worker more time for direct work
with clients, and providing the information base for a more
reflective approach to professional activity. There remains,
however, another angle to be recognised. Will the computer be
used as an excuse to downgrade social work, and possibly reduce
the number of staff ? Put another way, will it be used narrowly asa
tool for greater productivity, rather than as an opportunity to make
a jump forward in the quality of social work performance?
Computers could become a boon to the social worker, but there is
every risk that in the hands of insensitive political and managerial
conirol they could add to the already high stressfulness of the task.
The last chapter is more speculative, and will crystal-gaze into
the more distant prospects for social work. Clearly the computer is
not going to be the central catalyst in social work changes. There
will be political decisions about the kind of society we are to have,
and the meaning that will be given to the term “Welfare State’.
There is no reason to suppose that the relationship of social work
to other services will change dramatically, so social work will
continue to respond to the dynamics of society, to levels of
employment, family breakdown, crime or communal disruption.
However, on the assumption that social work will remain a
predominantly reactive profession (assuming indeed that it con-
tinues as something approaching a ‘profession’ rather than a
social policing employee role), then the computer will need to
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accommodate to the well-established values of personal service.
One specific and relevant change in society can be anticipated —
the upsurge in familiarity with computers among the community,
and therefore in the customer population. If we can assume
familiarity and a willingness to communicate via a computer
among people who want personal social service, then the machine
will no longer be a block to the establishment of appropriate
treatment relationships. The era of keyed-in d-i-y contacts and
assessments cannot be far away.

The technology of computing and communicating has progres-
sed with astonishing speed in the last few decades, and there is no
reason why it should slow down, so potential is likely to keep its
place well ahead of application, and our aspirations will not be
held back by technical limitations. One of the achievements of
continual miniaturisation in the equipment is to bring down
costs. Computing will get progressively cheaper relative to more
traditional techniques. It will also become much less realistic to
label a computer a ‘Dumb 1’ (Healey, 1976, p. 41), because the
future will bring artificial intelligence. The chapter discusses what
we mean by that term and what a computer armed with artificial
intelligence capabilities might be in a position to do for social
workers and their clients. Perhaps one will become a Director!
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Computer Myth and Reality

A large part of this chapter will be concerned to start an essential
process in any discussion of computing among those who are not
specialists in the subjeet, not part of an ‘in-group’. That is Qe-
mystification, clearing away the layers of complexity which
impede easy understanding. Complexity surrounds, first of all, the
very definition of the term ‘computer’, which can be used to
indicate one specific item of equipment, or as an umbrella label for

a range of equipment (hardware) and programs (software). More -

difficulty stems from the technical language of cqmpl}ting, a
jargon which has developed with great rapxd1ty,‘pr1rpar11y from
American sources, and is a mixture of abbreviations, newly
created words and a distorted use of everyday terms.

Once we are clear what we are talking about when referring to a
computer and some of the more common terms in the same
context, it becomes easier to consider what it is that computers can
actually do. This in turn leads up one useful blind alley —
indentifying the myths and making clear what cannot be done —
but more importantly begs a vital question. What usefulness can
computers possibly have for social work?

What is a computer?

There are many introductory books to computing, some offering
a decidely technical approach (for example, Lewin, 1972; Hea¥ey,
1976), some aimed at the layman but not shirking some teqhnlcal
aspects (Fry, 1978), and others taking a more discursive line (C.
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Evans, 1979). Any reader who wants to investigate the binary
system and Boolean algebra (the underpinning of computer

_architecture), the working of semi-conductors (the basis of

computer engineering) or anything else about the intestines of a
computer can follow up some of these publications. For all
practical purposes there are many things we do not need to know
about computers, and which we can add to the general pile of
mysteries around us, like what makes refrigerators work or why
cocoa will not dissolve in cold water. Simply because computers
are part of what we regularly refer to as ‘new technology’ there is
no overriding imperative to strive for total comprehension.
Certainly it is fashionable to be able to impress and upstage other
people at a meeting, as well as confuse them, by an over-casual
recital of technical phrases; but social workers need to see such
behaviour for what it is and not be deluded into thinking that
there exists some vital area of knowledge and wisdom from which
they are excluded. Social workers are not designers or builders of
computers, and most likely not writers of programs; they are
(potential) computer users, and as such need a relatively unclut-
tered range of knowledge.

This book will use ‘computer’ as an umbrella term, covering a
whole system, and including the programs or instructions by
which the system functions. Technically the computer is the heart
of the system (often also called the CPU or central processing
unit), while all the other devices around it (the peripheral
hardware or peripherals) represent forms of communicating or
interacting with the central core. Conceptually that may be a
useful way to view the system, but from a practical viewpoint it is
deceptive because the peripherals are quite likely not to be visually
or physically separate from the CPU. Sometimes they are all in the
same cabinet, and with most home computers there is no obvious
core or CPU because it is hidden under the keyboard (which
conceptually is a peripheral!).

It is helpful to haveé an image of the CPU as containing three
items: a memory store which can be filled with words and figures,
a machine for manipulating all the material in the memory and a
controller which passes on our instructions about precisely what
manipulating shall be undertaken. If we follow certain rules then
the controller also has the ability to understand the messages we
transmit.
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There are numerous devices for communicating with the
computer. Some allow us to pass messages (input devices), of
which much the best known is the keyboard; this looks, and to a
considerable extent behaves, like a conventional typewriter
keyboard. Others are for the computer’s response (output devices)
and include the TV screen (monitor or VDU — visual display unit)
and printer. Still more serve both purposes and these are especially
concerned with material that is to be stored for later use. Thereisa
limit to the storage capacity of computers, even the very big ones,.
so when it gets full (or when, with a home or small office computer
it is time to switch the power off) extra storage has to be found.
This is almost certain to be a cassette recorder, using ordinary
cassettes (for the cheaper home computers), or a disk drive, using
small flexible plastic disks, like a gramophone record (a ‘floppy’),
or a bigger thicker disk (a hard disk). These are called input/
output (I/O) devices because they can both record transmissions
from the computer and play them back again.

A distinction was made earlier between the concept of a
computer (defined from now on as the total system) and its visual
appearance. It is helpful to hang on to the understanding that
conceptually all computers are much the same, though computer
specialists might have apoplexy at such an assertion. The purpose
of this generalisation is to make the point that the enormous visual
disparities do not indicate totally different types of equipment and
functioning, and the social worker should take reassurance from
knowing that the home computer is really only different in scale
(manly speed of activity and size of memory) from the county
council machine. Visually the home computer is small, portable
and usually plugs into a TV and cassette recorder which are often
used for other purposes. The more expensive personal and small
business computers are self-contained desk-top machines, usually
with disk storage, because it is quicker, more reliable and has
greater capacity, and usually with a screen designed to give a

crisper picture and cause less eye strain than conventional TV.
Some home computers are made with a restricted use, normally
for taking games cartridges only, and some office machines are
also limited (or ‘dedicated’), most commonly to word-processing.
They are still computers, despite the limited range of functions.
All of the computers mentioned in the previous sentences could
also be accurately called micro-computers, meaning both small-
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scale and derived from micro-technolo gy (i.e. using micro-proces-
sors or chips).

If a computer is not a ‘micro’ it may be called a mini-computer
though this is becoming an uncommon label and it is more likel);
to be a ‘mainframe’. These very large computers were the first to
be designed and produced, and remain those with the largest
capacity. Most local authorities and government departments,
not to mention other big institutions, will probably have a
mamfram_e computer capable of holding an enormous data store
anq carrying.out a range of tasks. More of this later. Visually a
mgmframe may well occupy a large space (sometimes air-con-
ditioned to keep the atmosphere dust-free), often out of sight of all
but those who work to maintain and operate it. It is the remote
tqrmmals,made up of keyboard and screen, which will be the only
visible part to most social workers. These terminals may have a
dirf:ct cable link to the rest of the computer, if it is in the same
buﬂding,’ if it is further away, British Telecom provides the
connection,

Mention of terminals gives the opportunity to take up a point
made in the Introduction - that the technical developments which
make possible such labels as ‘new technology’ are only in part
connected with computing. Another important aspect is the
growing scope of telecommunications. Together they have been
titled ‘Information Technology’ (dT). Computers store and
process the information while communication networks spread it
around, so without the transmission potential computers would
be restricted to much more localised activity.

As a'posteript to this section here is a true story to illustrate the
confusion which can be caused by getting immersed in jargon and
abbreviation. The author was attending a meeting with officers
from anumber of agencies to discuss collaboration between social
services and education. A social worker took the o'pportunityv to
turn the meeting into an impromptu case conference about a 14-
Jyear-old boy who was a source of worry. After due deliberation
the group decided that what the boy needed was a spell of IT. Over
lunch it emerged that the social worker understood this to mean
Intermediate Treatment, the education welfare officer anticipated
a programme of Industrial Therapy and the boy’s head teacher
was planning how to find a place on a course in Information
Technology. : :
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What can computers do?

The speed and volume of activity will depend on the capacity of
the machine. Speed shows itself most clearly in how long the user
has to wait for the computer to meet a particular request, though
very often if there is a wait the cause of delay lies ip one of the
peripherals. Cassette recorders and printers are certaml){ liable to
slow down processes and it is generally true that mechanxqal parts
of the computer system work more slowly than electronic parts.
There is another way for delays to occur, brought about by the
way some computers receive requests from the user. .As a
community accustomed to home computing we tend to thmlg of
computers relating directly and immediately to instructions (being
‘interactive’), but many of the older and larger machines were not
designed to work in this way. Instead they could only tgke
instructions (via punch cards, for example) in a form which
inevitably meant that the user submitted a job, went away and
came back later for the results. More to the point, this problem of
having to wait for a job to be done, perhaps by joining a queue
(often through what is called a ‘batch’ arrangement) persists with
many mainframe computers to the present time. The cause is the
need to have a queueing system when there are many users of the
same CPU. Jobs can be requested through a keyboard, but if a
‘batch’ system applies the response may come hours or even days
later. Such an arrangement has little if any value for soc1?11
workers (as the later discussion of Hampshire’s developments will
‘indicate), though it may be less inhibiting for managers. For a
computer to have any effectiveness in social work practice a pause
of maybe thirty seconds in front of a screen will not be
troublesome, but ‘a wait of several hours for some case-file
information might be impossible to handle. Put the other way
round, any computer system which is going to be hplpful in s‘omal
work practice will have to be interactive and immediate (‘on-line’).
The volume of material a computer can deal with will depend
largely on the size of its memory compartment, and how
efficiently material can be compressed into it. The big computers
have massive memories, way in excess of the needs of any single
user, so it is rare for a user even to know what the nominal
capacity is. On the other hand micro-computers are almost always
described in a way which includes a memory statement. Memory
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israted in k-bytes (k standing for kilo) or just plain ‘k’, and having
a big ‘k’ has become something of a virility symbol among
computer buffs. Small micros are probably anything from 16k to
128k, while office machines move rather higher than mere *k’ and
into ‘m’ (for mega-bytes).

In practical terms itis not very helpful to try being precise about
howmuch memory is possible in, say, 1k. The truth will depend on
how cleverly designed the specific computer has been to make best
use of its memory space, and some will hold a lot more than
others. In any event the valid question for social workers is what
sort of speed and capacity would be needed to handle a single
caseload, an area team’s workload or the whole agency load? It
has already been argued that the vital factor about speed is being
‘on-line’, and that memory size is not going to be an issue with a
mainframe computer. This leaves only the memory capacity of
micro-computers to consider, and this has to be related to other
factors, such as how quickly a particular machine can call in some
material from a connected ‘off-line’ store (a disk drive), and
whether the material in the computer’s memory is all going to be
needed simultaneously, or bit-by-bit, in sequence. There is no
helpful generalised answer.

Moving on from the specific questions of how much and how
fast, and back to the theme of “What can computers do?’, the next
part of the answer is that they can only, in theory, do what they are
asked to do - providing they have the ability to do it, At this point
‘ability’ should be understood as covering rather different areas to
those considered earlier under the theme of ‘capacity’. That is to
say, it is not concerned with the internal electronic potential and
limits of the equipment, which has already been touched on when
discussing such topics as memory size. Ability here refers
primarily to the degree of success with which user and computer
can communicate. The variations are great. Some computers can
only respond if the user issues instructions of a specific kind in a
{igidly predetermined format. Other machines are more tolerant

~in the range of communication they* can understand, or are

designed to help the user get the format correct by reporting what
is wrong and indicating how it can be altered. The concept here is
described as “user-friendliness’; and it is usually the smaller systems
which have been designed to be most ‘user-friendly’. Tndeed there
is something of a gulf in design between the larger computers,




16  Computers in Social Work

where it is assumed that they will be operated by experts, and the
bulk of micro-computers, which have to cope with experts and
amateurs, as well as those of us who want to be users but have no
urge to comprehend the intricate intestines.

. The assertion that computers can only do what they are
instructed to do is a long-established dogma. At a time when there
was no working computer, and nothing more than a plan for an
‘Analytical Engine’, Lord Byron’s daughter, Lady Ada Lovelace,
was writing firmly that it ‘has no pretensions whatever to originate
anything. It can do whatever we know how to order it to perform.
It ‘can follow analysis; but it has no power of anticipating any
analytical relations or truths’. (Lovelace, 1842, note G.) The same
basic message has been repeated ever since, and it has a
characteristic which has already been noted about some comput-
ing principles. It is useful as a concept, but riddled with holes if we
want to use it as a working guideline. Leaving aside for the
moment any query about the soundness of the principle, its
apparent simplicity and neutrality covers up important issues.
The computer may only be able to do what it is told, but it can
receive instructions in different ways, from different people, at
different times. At the design and production stage it can be given
instructions which are built into the machine and cannot be
countermanded by later orders. The same potential exists when
programs are lodged in the machine for (semi-) permanent use. As
will be seen later in Chapter 3, this facility is regularly used, for
example in setting up security systems for local authority com-
puters. ' ,

The important point for social workers, and indeed anyone else
who may want computers to do tasks with confidential informa-
tion, is to avoid falling into the trap of seeing the principle of
giving/receiving orders as implying a unique and discrete relation-
ship between themselves and the computer they are using. There
are other users or others who can get into the position, legitimate-
ly or not, of giving instructions, so although the computer will
only do what it is told it may not have been YOU who did the
telling. Furthermore computers, especially the smaller ones, can
have accidents. There are-all sorts of unavoidable causes — dust,
static electricity, a flash of lightning or coffee leaking down
through the keyboard. Often these will provoke nothing more
than a passing hiccup; but they can lead the machine to freeze up
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or start emitting a mass of incoherent rubbish, and just occasion-

ally the accident gets interpreted by the computer as a recognisa--
ble instruction, which it then carries out. None of this is intended

to stir up alarm, because it can easily be incorporated into the:
user’s expectations of the equipment and programmes. Rather it is

aimed to dispel the idea that because a computer ‘only does whatit

is told’ it has some kind of infallibility. Any social worker who has

used a computer, large or small, will know only too well how

fallible they are. There are, of course, ethical, political and

practical dimensions to this fallibility (and to intentional abuse)

all of which will be discussed in later chapters.

There is a more restricted way of expressing the relationship
between computer and user which has totally dependable out-
comes. It is contained in the phrase ‘garbage in — garbage out’
(GIGO), a wholly reliable rule that if the user puts inaccurate
material into the computer then the cémputer will give inaccurate
material back.

A computer has no difficulty in handling any material com-
posed of words and/or figures (alphanumeric data), so given the
necessary instructions there is nothing in conventional social work
records which could not be stored. Charts and diagrams can also
be Keyed in. The tasks the computer can accomplish with this
material can be categorised into a number of general functions:

. Provide safe storage.

Repeat back the data on demand.

Enable the data to be changed (edited).

Search the data to find a particular item.

Search for ‘look alike’ material.

Rearrange the format/presentation of the data.
Undertake ‘secondary analysis’, to offer composite data.

N LR W~

There are other more specialised functions, but those listed are

.likely to be found in any system. These, and more tailor-made

“applications, will be followed through at later stages in the book.
However, it should be noted that no suggestion has been made
about computers thinking for themselves, which after all is
precluded within the rule of ‘following orders’. Computers do not
haveindependent minds, but the idea of the ‘thinking computer’ is
no longer pure fantasy, and there are developments of artificial
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intelligence. These have not spread to social work, and are not
likely to in the foreseeable future, but they will be touched onina
speculative final chapter. Social workers are not in the vanguard
of computer applications, and there is a decade or more of
technical development to employ in the personal social services
before the latest innovations are reached.

Why should social workers use computers?

First a word of clarification is called for about “use’ in this context.
Most uses to date have been connected with the administration of
services, primarily with overall agency management, but with
extensions into more localised caseload management. There are
specific arguments for and against this form of usage. However
there has already been discussion in these pages, and there will be
much more, about computer use in social work practice. In so far
as this brings computers directly into the working relationship
between social worker and client, a new set of arguments are
appropriate. Issues specific to computers in social work practice
will be left to later chapters, and this section will focus on general
arguments and those concerned with administrative activities.
There is a rational to this approach. It is a clear observation that
computers have gained their foothold in social services depart-
ments in order to help with administrative tasks, while practice
developments have followed on or been held in abeyance. This
reflects (or can be rationalised to reflect!) a gradual organic
introduction of computing into agency processes. It also indicates
a higher level of experience and greater sense of security about
some uses as contrasted with others. It would seem sensible,
therefore, at least as a first stage, for arguments to be based on the
central body of experience, rather than on more speculative
experimental or possible future uses.

The roots of the argument have two strands: one linked to
dissatisfaction with traditional methods, the other to kowledge
about the technical possibilities of computing. The critique of
older forms of administration have less to do with any intrinsic
weaknesses than with their inability to cope with changing
circumstances. Those changes included dramatic increases in
agency size, so that the total volume of agency data, especially
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client files and information about resources, was suddenly too
large to be handled by manual systems. Close on the heels of the
formation of bigger agencies came a winding down of an era of
comfortable growth, and the imposition of ever-tighter systems of
budgeting and resource deployment. Once again manual methods
were found not to be taut enough, or sometimes sufficiently fast-
acting to meet new pressures.

There remains a sound alternative to bringing in computers,
and that is to avoid increases in agency size, and keep to
proportions which can be handled in traditional ways. Over the
last couple of decades it has gained little headway because the
values of big-scale and high-powered management have held
sway. Computers have not been neutral in all this. Their existence
has madeit possible to think big, and give plausibility to the whole
philosopohy. However, if we are prepared to accept as a

permanent feature that our agencies are now relatively large

organisations and big spenders, it becomes logical to accept
computing as a necessary tool. If personal social services agencies
had not thought about, and in most instances taken on, some
computing facility, there would have been a degree of isolation
from other local authority and central government services.
Indeed it is agencies which have been characterised by small size
and a clear sense of separate identity (often probation and
aftercare services) in which traditional practices have been best
able to endure. ‘

These are desultory and somewhat lack-lustre arguments for
using computers, in a context of inevitability rather than enth-
usiasm. There are fervent supporters and equally strong oppon-
ents. On the one hand computers have been called the ‘next great
turning-point which mankind is rapidly approaching’ (C. Evans,
1979, p. 12); while in contrast they have been seen as a ‘monstrous
system of “total administration” that cancels out man, not
through terror and brutal authoritarianism, but through gradual
subjugation’ (Gruber, 1974, p. 625). In the social work services
published comments have been more reticent:

In principle, new technology in social services departments offers a
valuable opportunity to relieve social workers of much of the clerical
and administrative drudgery which deflects them from direct contact
with clients and the exercise of their distinctive professional skills. . . .
In practice, experience is varied! (NALGO, 1984, p. 44).
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Within the social services there have, for many years, been small
groups of enthusiasts, participating in organisations like LAM-
SAC and BURISA (British Urban and Regional! Information
System Association). Yet the predominant impression from
talking to social workers has been one of suspicion and scepticism,
and the arguments for using computers have been stated in that
sort of tone to reflect such attitudes. Despite signs of change there
remains a widespread feeling among social workers that comput-
ing does not have much to offer them, and certainly nothing like as
much as it offers managers. Such views will need to change before
it becomes possible to put the case for computers with both
conviction and gusto.

2

The Growth of Computing in
Social Work Services

Computers have developed from calculating-machines, and be-
cause, through most of our history, ideas and plans have
outstripped the capability of production engineering, it is easier to
look back and find designs for computers than working models. It
is usual to identify two of the great philosophers, Pascal and
Leibniz, both from the seventeenth century, as the first conceivers
of calculating-machines. Charles Babbage, in the nineteenth
century, came nearer to a design for a computer. His Analytical
Engine has a format similar to 2 modern computer, with a CPU
(he called it a ‘“Mill”) incorporating a memory. He also conceived
the idea of putting information into the Engine via punched cards,
and linking a printer to receive the output. However, there were no
electronics in his day, so the design was entirely mechanical. He
received a little government development money, but precision
engineering techniques were not up to the job, and the Engine
could not be built. ‘He was born one hundred years too soon.”
(Healey, 1976, p.29.)

For the next few decades computing returned to the realms of
ideas and designs, but it was an important phase because it carried
through the conceptual transformation of calculator into com-
puter. Babbage (who was a Professor of Mathematics at Cam-
bridge University) had suggested a move away from making
specific requests for specific calculations towards the idea of a
programme of instructions, incorporating both a sequence of
activities and the possibility of flexibility along the lines of —“if this
occurs then go along that path, but if it doesn’t then take a
different course’. Extensions of these ideas led to the image we
have today of a computer as a flexible programmable machine,
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capable of handling almost any type of material, and certainly not
confined to numbers. At the same time there was evident
frustration that ways of putting theories into practice, first

mechanically, then electrically, and finally electronically were so -

inadequate until the 1940s. Mass production in these early years
focused much more on mechanical calculators, especially after the
boost given to them by the US Census Bureau. In the 1880s the
Bureau, worried that the next ten-yearly Census would take place
before the results of the previous one were available, had a
competition to find the best way of calculating the 1890 results.
Hermann Hollerith won easily, got the job, got a lot more jobs as
interest grew in the business community, and helped to set up the
International Business Machine Corporation — IBM, the giant of
the computer industry. His successor at IBM put up a million
dollars to build the first genuine computer — the Harvard Mark 1.

These early machines were colossal, expensive, had long spells
out of action and were wholly incomprehensible to all but a few
specialists. The revolution between the 1940s and the present has
been caused not so much by new ideas on computing as new
inventions in electronics — the transistor and the micro-processor
especially — which have brought the small, competent low-priced
equipment we know today.

What, the reader might pertmently ask, has all of th1s gottodo
with social work? The answer is to draw the obvious conclusions

about the incredible rate of technical development, and equally

astonishing reductions in size, complexity and cost of computing,
and to point out that these must have implications for all
orgamsatlons with no exemptions for social workers. The answer
is also to focus attention on the continuing pioneering activity that
characterises such rapid growth, and note the qualities of
imagination, inventiveness and experimentation which are
present in abundance. How forcefully this contrasts with the
apathy and suspicion of many social workers, as mentioned in the
last chapter.

Computers in the personal social services

Managers in the services have been less apathetic, and have been
using computers for over a decade. There was some small use
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before 1971, but the real impetus came from the formation of
social services departments, coupled with the simultaneous rise in
statutory work and the increased range and volume of circum-
stances recognised as ‘needs’. Indéed a persistent difficuity for
social services departments has been the contrast between the
seemingly endless scope for needs to expand and the limits placed
on the growth of resources. The rise in demand through the 1970s,
sometimes running at an annual rate of 2530 per cent (documen-
ted in Sainsbury, 1977), cannot be explained solely by analysing
the nature of human needs, since, in crucial ways, social services -
departments have developed a new perspective on service prov-
ision. It is, perhaps, a justifiable generalisation to suggest that
traditional social work has been preoccupied with the quality of
interaction between worker and client, and less concerned with
issues of quantity. Social services departments set out to redress
this imbalance, to facilitate a high standard of work and at the
same time meet, in so far as resources permitted, the span and
scale of expressed needs. The themes which have emerged, in
consequence, are broadly similar to those which have been found
in other welfare sectors, such as the Health Service. How can the
volume of service output be maximised, while maintaining
acceptable standards of performance? Can short-term methods of
treatment be developed so that the turnover of clients is speeded
up? Are there ways of improving staff productivity? Can we
operate humane and sensible forms of rationing to deal with the
apparently inevitable disparity between demand and supply?

The importance of finding answers to these questions is
sufficient justification for examining ways of improving the
effectiveness of social work administration. To many managers it
seemed obvious that computers might be a helpful tool, par-
ticularly when faced with breakdowns in traditional procedures
under the weight of expansion. A London-based study concluded
that social workers ‘consider their efforts to be almost as
frequently -hindered as helped by existing administrative
procedures’ (Pascoe, 1978). It cited a number of complaints about
the reaction of manual systems to pressure:

Too much paperwork
Difficulties in information retrieval
Poor arrangements for circulating information
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Information not kept up to date
No standardised and widely understood system.

In the US similar experiences have pushed agencies towards
computing. Schoech and Arangio (1979) suggest four categories
of motivation: standardisation, getting bigger information sys-
tems, having the ability to evaluate projects and aiding better
service co-ordination. Another comment on the US scene asserts
that ‘many manual information systems are no longer adequate to
meet the increasingly complex data demands which are being
placed on agencies. Often the data needed to make decisions is not
collected, or if collected, it is stored in such a way that useful
retrieval is extremely difficult.” (Schoech, Schkade and Mayers,
1982, p. 12) :

The earliest computer installations in British social work
services just preceded the formation of social services depart-
ments, but the flurry in the 1970s was very much a response to the
new departments, or to the increases in size following local
government reorganisation in 1974. One of the first reports on the
experience (Derbyshire, 1974) discussed five computer systems,
without claiming that these were the only ones. The earliest had its
origins in Lancashire’s Children’s Department. The most recent
survey (LAMSAC, 1982) found that all local authorities respond-
ing to a questionnaire (96 out of 125) had some central computing
facility, and over three-quarters (74 of the 96) had specific
applications for their social services departments. Several of the
remainder had plans in hand.

The rapid expansion in the number of computer systems in
operation has not been matched by comparable changes in the
objectives and functions of the programs. Derbyshire’s study
suggested four frequent uses:

1. Management information

2. DHSS Annual Returns

3. Operational or ad hoc information
4. Rationalising records

By the 1980s there had been some change of emphasis,
noticeably in the way annual returns had become an integrated
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taken-for-granted aspect of the wider processing network, and
much more sophistication could be found. Yet the only substan-
tially new preoccupation, and a clear reflection of the changing
economic circumstances over the decade, was with using com-
puters for budgetary control and monitoring. Except for a
growing scope for social workers in the front line to have access to
the data store of client records and resources, there was little sign
of computer functions spreading much beyond the management
scene. In particular only five authorities had developed micro-
computer applications for anything other than word-processing
in their social services departments (LAMSAC, 1982, para. 3).

What sort of computer systems?

The large majority of social services departments use mainframe
computers, shared with other local authority departments. Very
often the sharing arrangement is with longer-standing users, so
that the systems themselves may have been installed with these
other users in mind. Most commonly they are the departments
handling central accountancy, personnel and payroll functions
(LAMSAC, 1982). This has had a number of implications for
social service uses. When a computer already exists in the local
authority, and it has spare capacity, the social services committee
is hardly likely to give a high priority to buying new equipment for
a different type of system. There were obvious economies, or so
there seemed, in having a slot in the existing machine. The real

price to be paid was that the system was not necessarily

appropriate for social services, especially where it involved small

. departments buying space on large (and possibly dated) com-

puters. The sort of space on offer might itself not be suitable if it
could not be utilised to give an immediate (on-line) response to
requests, and this was one of the most important weaknesses of
early developments. Put in a slightly more political way, social
setvices, as newcomers, could not expect any privileges, and
would always come further back in the queue than established
users. This has been most noticeable when major policy decisions
have had to be taken about, for example, equipment replacement.
Finally the sharing itself carried the seed of dissent and con-
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troversy, because it so blatantly set up the possibility of data
sharing, of allowing other departments and agencies to get hold of
confidential case files.

The development of purpose-designed computer systems for
the personal social services has shown some distinct differences to
the schemes which were cobbled on to existing computers. The
best-known of the early systems is SOSCIS (SOcial Services Client
Information System), which was developed in Gateshead between
1974 and 1977, using a large ICL computer. Gateshead’s circum-
stances were in many ways typical of those discussed earlier. Local
government reorganisation had more than doubled the catchment
population of the social services department. Traditional adminis-
trative methods were collapsing under the pressure — there was not
enough standardisation and no quick or easy access to informa-
tion, case files were inconveniently located and liable to get lost
and management felt disadvantaged by the absence of cumulative
and comparative data (Eason, 1982). The local authority (not the
social services department) had decided on the purchase of a big
new computer. It is pertinent to ask just how different SOSCIS
would have been if its developers had not been forced to react to
urgent pressures or to share a computer.

The answer to that question may well come from looking at one
of the small number of systems which have been purpose-designed
for personal social service tasks, without having to consider the
needs of other departments. An example is PROBIS, the PROBa-
tion Information System developed and made available through
the Home Office Research and Planning Unit. An initial point to
note is that probation departments are generally smaller than
social services, and it is no accident that the temptation to
purpose-develop comes from that end of the size spectrum.
Systems like SOSCIS will certainly be less attractive to the smaller
agencies, mainly because they are likely to be expensive to set up
and operate on a small scale.

PROBIS is micro-computer based, and hence makes use of
more modern technology. It also presupposes that it will be the
only programme operating on the equipment, since the capacity
of the machines to be installed is calculated from the anticipated
size of the PROBIS information store. Hence it removes fears of
contamination or muddling with other data files and other users -
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fears which exist even if computer specialists assert that they are
groundless. -

The opportunities offered by PROBIS, SOSCIS and most of the
other systems in use around the country have broad similarities.
They all store information relevant to the agency, about clients,
services offered, resources available and in use; budgets, staff,
staff workloads, known risks and so forth. The difference between
systems is that whereas the more limited schemes are selective
about the information stored, focusing on what management
considers to be high priority, the more comprehensive ones
(usually newer) aim to establish an ‘all-in’ file, often with internal
categories, but in an overall context of the computer becoming the
repository of the agency’s information. A big task (and headache!)
for all the systems, but especially the more substantial ones, is
keeping the information up to date. The problem of out-of-date
information has already been mentioned as a characteristic of
manual systems, as well as potentially of computer-based ones,
and any system requires an effective, accurate and quick way for
adding to or altering files. A difficulty at the other end of the
process which is exacerbated by computation, can be caused by
the system getting cluttered up with data no longer needed,
especially if it fills limited memory space.

All the computer systems are designed to make the stored data
available to management, whether in raw form or after analysis.
Dery (1981) makes a point about this: ‘the central information
issue is not how many data there are, or how fast they can be
retrieved, but, rather, whether . . . we not only create data-rich
worlds but also help management to get what it wants or needs,
and thereby convert data into information’ (p.9). This is a
controversial statement, heavily biased towards a management
viewpoint. Keeping the distinction he makes between data and
information, data may be of little use to managers until it is
processed into information, but data (by which we mean mostly
m‘aterial about individual clients or circumstances) is the life-
blood of the front-line practitioner. It is a foretaste of debate to
come later that managers are more bothered about the quality of
material after it has been analysed, while social workers will have
greater need of the raw data. These needs are not always in
harmony.



28 Computers in Social Work

In its most limited format the information offered by the
computer system (please forget now any subtle distinctions
‘between information and data!) will be for managers only, and
possibly supplied only with a slow turn-around (as on a batch
system). The development offered by SOSCIS and most of the
more recent programmes makes the information available quickly
(on-line), and it can be directed to several outlets, so that it
becomes a resource for social work practitioners. The next chapter
will contain a much more detailed look at topics which have been
summarised in previous paragraphs, since Hampshire’s computer
history moves from initial limited managerial aims through to a
sophisticated agency wide computer network.

A rational approach to computer use

This brief look at some of the factors in the history of computer
" uses in social services departments tends towards the conclusion
that pressure and opportunity played a large part, with careful
design and reflection often some way behind. A more careful
approach is often advocated, sometimes a more cautious one (as
by LAMSAC’s Social Services Computer Applications Group,
reported in Community Care, 17 February 1983). Emphasis is
likely to be placed too on responsibility — ‘it is the responsibility of
administrators not only to recognise and exploit the capabilities of
the modern computer ... but to comprehend the impact of the
computer on staff at all levels . . . the administrator must view the
computer broadly’ (Hoshino, 1982, p. 5). Arguments of a general
kind for using computers have already been aired, but is there a
more specific process which can amount to a rational, thorough
and realistic feasibility check? The relevance of such a check has
been observed. ‘The notion of feasibility is one that is critical to
the implementation of a formal information system, particularly
one that will or does include a computer.” (LaMendola, 1982,
.43

d A r)lumber of planning stages can be identified. Given that a
computer installation is an expensive item, the first steps should
involve the pre-computer schemes:

1. A check to discover the level of effectiveness of the existing
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information system, leading to an itemised list of weaknesses and
another list of valued characteristics which must be obtainable in
any replacement system.

2. A statement of the contents of the data-files, the categories
of files and the volume of material.

3. An estimate of expected changes to the agency’s informa-
tion, whether originating from changes in agency policies or
external circumstances. It is helpful for this to include some
comment on desired surplus.capacity.

4. A statement of information turnover, including expected
daily/weekly amounts to be added and the speed with which
entries are required, as well as the volume and rate of data
discards. Is data simply deleted or a transfer arrangement wanted
to an inactive file?

5. A statement of information use. What is the level and nature
of transactions? Facts are needed about the daily/weekly number
of requests for information from the files, and the type of requests
which are made (for case-file access, composite tables, secondary
analysis and so forth). An estimate is needed of hkely changes in
use, especially if improved access arrangements are being con-
sidered, or the addition of more potential users.

6. A calculation of time needed for different uses, which at least
specifies the ratios between data input, deletion, search and.
analysis. Precise timings may not be helpful if consideration is
being given to major changes in operation, for example from a
card index system to a computer, but ratios and an attempt at an
ovetall estimate are needed to aid calculating the scale of any new
equipment (number of computer keyboards, for example).

7. A ranked list of the essential characteristics and the func-
tions of any new system, drawing not only on the virtues of what is
being replaced, but also on what agency staff have identified as
necessary for future developments

While it may be helpful to have an idea of what a computer can
do if the ranked list is to be realistic, it is only once this preliminary
information is established that the possibility of computers comes
into the reckoning, initially in comparison with alternative
prospects. .

8. Examine the potential for altering or extending the existing

-
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information system to overcome known weaknesses and meet
anticipated needs. If the potential exists, cost it.

9. Report on the technical feasibility of different systems, to
* clarify which can offer, with ease and convenience, the character-
istics and functions needed. Include capacity and scope for
expansion. Flexibility is also worth consideration. The suggestion
here is to do this exercise for different systems, meaning more than
one computerised arrangement. At a minimum this should
include one mainframe- or mini-computer-based scheme, and one
using micro-computers.

10. Report on the ‘image’ of any proposed system. What does it
look like? What space will it take up? How accessible will it be?
Will it be attractive for current and possible future users, in the
sense of being ‘user-friendly’?

11. Produce costings, to include equipment, installation, main-
tenance and replacement. Budgets are also needed for space,
staffing, staff training and routine running.

At this point the concerns move into areas of economic feasibility
and -away from the intended subject-matter of this book.
However, a process such as has been itemised here can serve useful
purposes. Most obviously it puts calculations and estimates about
computer applications within the same planning context as other
possibilities for information handling, which is a more rational
approach than assuming that computers must be better because
they are new and fashionable. In addition a logical approach has
much more prospect of convincing the doubters, especially among
social workers, that decisions have been soundly based, at least at
a technical, economic and administrative level. It means that these
practical factors do not muddy the water when we try to clarify the
political, professional and ethical aspects of computer use.

Installing computer systems

There is, in outline, a clear sequence to installation. It begins with
moving in the.equipment (hardware), linking it together, which is
not. always easy, and checking that it works. Next the overall
system instructions (the programs — software) can be incor-
porated, and trial runs can begin. Writing a program for a
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computer has a three-step sequence — designing the program,
writing it and then getting it to run smoothly and effectively
(debugging). Most debugging is done once the program is running
in the computer, because it is only by trial runs that many of the
flaws can be discovered and wrinkles ironed out. Even if the
program works well there may still be more work to do, because
there is a quality to programming which is akin to literary style. A
message can be conveyed in a clumsy, long-winded and unattrac-
tive way, and still be understood; but it can also be expressed with
panache, brevity and beauty. The most flattering comment a
computer specialist can pass on a program is to call it ‘elegant’!

The final stage of the installation process is to move into full
operation, which does not in theory seem a very difficult task,
though many agencies have agonised over it, and few have tackled
it comprehensively. The problem lies less in the computer itself
than in our frequent but not always justified mistrust of it. During
the trial stages it is sensible to retain the previous information
system as a backup. The big hurdle to overcome is to discard the
backup once the computer is fully operational. In practice many
social services departments have opted to keep a permanent
backup, to institutionalise their doubts about the dependability of
computers. It is a costly decision, and a sort of information
obsession.

During the process of installation, whether of ‘off-the-shelf’ or
newly devised computer systems, there are a couple of factors
which particularly affect social workers. The previous paragraph
got close to one of them, in mentioning the mistrust of computers.
It is the tendency of the system to sporadic inaccuracies and
oddities which are especially likely to occur during the early
months, and may never vanish altogether. The inaccuracies are
likely to be in specific bits of data, and although there will be
exceptions, they can usually be explained by reference to the
‘garbage in — garbage out’ principle. The oddities may be more
dramatic, and are more likely to be the result of ‘bugs’ in the

-system. A screen display of total rubbish is one sign, as is the

seeming inability of the computer to carry on doing what you have
instructed. Just occasionally (very rarely indeed, if the truth is
told) a user asks for some simple bit of information and instead
breaks into a juicy confidential file!

Bugs need to be cleared out, but some of the problem over
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inaccuracies stems from social workers’ attitudes. Under the old
manual regimes social workers took it for granted and in their
stride that files or file entries would go missing, or be unreadable

and untrue. Why is it that the moment a computer comes into .

operation our expectations change, and we look for perfection?
Computers are far from perfect, but they are a lot more accurate at
storing and retrieving information than their manual predeces-
SOrS.

The remaining installation difficulty for social workers is the
communication gulf between those who know how to do social
work and those who know about computers. There are very few
people who combine that knowledge. This is especially a problem
when the computer is a large one or is situated in another
department, because in those circumstances the computer will be
run by specialist staff whose training and experience may have
involved no contact whatsoever with the personal social services.
On the other side, the use of computers is not yet considered an
essential part of the curriculum for social work training, and in-
service induction courses will, quite reasonably, focus on the
functional specifics of ‘being a user’. The interdisciplinary com-
munication task presents a big challenge for the future, and the
next chapter will relate how one large social services department is
trying to meet it.

3

Computing in One Social
Services Department

Hampshire Social Services Department (from now on ‘the Social
Services’) covers the entire county of Hampshire. It is a large
department, with a population catchment of over one and a half
million people. In 1971, when the Social Services Act came into
operation, there were three independent social services depart-
ments, in the county of Hampshire and the county boroughs of
Portsmouth and Southampton. The boroughs were the main
urban centres, but were nevertheless a lot smaller than the county.
A proposal that as part of the local authority reorganisation
planned for 1974 the three councils should merge into one was
strenuously opposed "at a political level, partly because the
boroughs were fearful of being swamped, partly on account of the
party political make-up. The county has a tradition of Con-
servative management, whereas the boroughs have shown more
tendency to waver. A combined authority would have a built-in
Conservative majority.

The merger duly occurred in 1974 and since then there has been
regular discussion about reversing the process and re-establishing
the old boroughs. There is no evidence in the Social Services that
this debate has affected planning, and the process of initegration
into a single agency, slow at first, has gained pace in the early
1980s. Whether the level of services has fallen below that which
the boroughs might have wanted is more debatable. The county
gets a tick, a star and a pat on the back from the Conservative
government at Westminster for its adherence to expenditure
limits, though it may well not receive such favourable backing
from the (now) district councils of the two south-coast cities.

Any political worries which might have existed in the three
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social services departments were kept well beneath the surface,
though concern about the new structure and the rearrangement of
jobs was widely discussed. In the event the new Social Services
represented the minimum disruption, possibly at the price of a
managerial framework which was cumbersome, costly and hierar-
chical. The old boroughs, with additions to their geographic
peripheries, because Divisions, as did the remainder of the county.
Superimposed on the divisions was a new HQ in the county town,
Winchester. This framework was given nearly a decade to settle,

and consolidate its work patterns before a further round of .

administrative restructuring began with the removal of the

divisional headquarters. Only recently, therefore, has Hampshire’

switched from an atypical three-tier structure (HQ — Divisions —
Areas) to the more usual two-tier arrangement (HQ — Areas).

The purpose of this historical summary is to identify a number
of factors which influenced the growth of a computer system. One
point has already been noted — that the Social Services has a large
catchment population. It also covers a large geographical area,
with as much as fifty road miles separating the distant points. The
fact that it is made up of three different social services depart-
ments, which only a few years before were themselves amalgama-
tions, resulted in a wide range of different practices and informa-
tion systems. Political sensitivity has perhaps led to careful
attention to the provision of data upon which the Department’s
performance can be judged, with some emphasis on being able to
provide an effective factual backup service to any issue under
political debate. Lastly, the long-drawn-out process of adminis-
trative reorganisation has forced some tailoring of the computer
system.

Origins of the computer system

The initial thrust to the Hampshire computer development came
from the decision to merge Portsmouth and Southampton with
the county of Hampshire on 1 April 1974, and to negotiate a
gradual integration towards a new Social Services Department. It
undoubtedly helped in this fraught exercise that the Director and
several of the new HQ staff came from one or other of the
boroughs, with an understanding of their circumstances and
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feelings, because it did appear that it was the boroughs which were
being expected to make the biggest changes and to lose their
status. An essential early phase of the plan to get the Social
Services working as a coherent unit was a look at existing
administrative systems. A Records Procedures Working Party
found a chaotic situation. In outline the working party found
three broadly different record systems, each with eccentricities
derived largely from ad hoc responses to national (DHSS) and
local demands as they arose. Within the three systems were sixty-
four different locations of records, again frequently having their
own localised characteristics. The methods of storage varied, both
in substantial ways (like the content of files) and in ways which
were minor but irritating (like the size of index cards). The
purposes for which files were held varied, from card indexes kept
up at considerable cost for use only in preparing annual returns, to
full operational case files. The subject-matter about which data
were held also lacked any consistent pattern, and there was
extensive duplication. It was not uncommon for a client to have
more than one file, assembled quite independently, in different
places. About the only thing the systems had in common was that
they were all manual, and tended to be slow and cumbersome to
use.

At this time the county had an under-used computer (main-
frame), with a computer staff who were interested in the prospects
of extending their range of activities. The outcome was inevitable.
The working party recommended that a single-records system
should be established in each division, standardised both within
and between divisions — effectively a single system, with data
accumulated at three points in the department. Further it was
recommended that the county computer should be used, and a
small group of staff from the computer section and Social Services
got together to make, and later implement, specific proposals. The
objectives of a computer-based system were twofold:

a) -the standardisation of the existing record systems, thus provid-
ing the Department with an information base common to all three
Divisions; o

b) the storage and retrieval of information sufficient for Annual
Returns and any other management information, thus eliminating the
need for duplicate or parallel sets of index cards used solely in




36 Computers in Social Work

compiling DHSS returns. (First Report on the Introduction of a
Divisional Computer-Based Information System, April 1974.)

It is perhaps helpful at this stage to pause and clarify just what
was and was not involved in this proposal, since it would be a
mistake to blanket in all agency records. The focus was clearly and
explicitly on such records as would be needed by management for
specific managerial purposes and annual returns, primarily for
DHSS, but also for the Social Services Committee. Although
client case-files and case-recording in parts of Hampshire were
about to become the subject of study by the National Institute for
Social Work (more later on this), files compiled by social workers
for social work purposes were not included. Indeed the role of
social workers would be to provide data for the computer store,
without any opportunity either to understand the system or make
direct use of it, though some data analysis would be available for
them. The aim of management at this stage was to disturb social
workers as little as possible. Hampshire’s computer system needs
to be seen as one which grew in a series of steps, and the big step of
involving social workers and social work practice came a few
years later.

The First Report mentioned above discussed the pros and cons
of the proposals. The undeniable advantages were that the system
would overcome confusion in the records, save time in the current
level of information analysis, especially annual returns, make
more information available in forms useful to managers and cope
with the volume of data held by a big department. A more general
argument was made about the greater flexibility of a computer file
over a card index, both in editing (changing or keeping up to date)
and secondary analysis. This latter point was reinforced by the
expectation that output from the computer would include (for the
first time) an analysis of data categorised by area and available to
area offices, as well as an ‘ad hoc query’ service.

Costing for the system came out favourably. There would be a
need for some extra clerical staff to handle the backlog and get the
data file set up, but in the long run the Group expected a saving
over the cost of the existing arr