TEXT

WHAT DOES EXCELLENT SOCIAL WORK 
WITH OLDER PEOPLE LOOK LIKE?

	Many older individuals face tough decisions in a complex and commercial care market and deserve social worker support.
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	Due to an ageing population, there are now whole generations within the bracket of "older people". 
	About 40% of over-85s prefer to be described as “real seniors” rather than as “elderly” or “pensioners”. It underlines the pace at which demographics are changing. The number of people in this age group is expected to increase by 50% by 2030.
	There are now whole generations within the population traditionally referred to as older people, so their needs and aspirations are as wide-ranging as those of any other social group. A socially isolated 65-year-old with multiple health problems will require more support than an active nonagenarian with strong social and family networks.
	Many older individuals can face difficult life decisions in an increasingly complex, and largely commercial, care services market. This is where social work as a distinct discipline really comes into its own: the skill and ability to work with people to assess their needs within the context of the same factors affecting us all, whether lifestyle and history, family or community. It also involves tackling head-on the discrimination or sense of being overlooked that older people often feel.
	Social workers have knowledge, skills and values to really change lives. We should use this demographic challenge to build on the experience and assets of older people rather than adopt the unhelpful rhetoric that so often frames the debate. The current crisis within the NHS is largely viewed through a healthcare lens, describing older people as bed blockers; but can also be seen as an opportunity to consider the potential to join up services.
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	Social workers can help individuals, families and communities build on their strengths, and unlock their potential, for example, by supporting older people to begin volunteering, thus ensuring that other care users are not isolated.
	When decisions about complex or highrisk situations need to be made, or where families are in crisis, older people should have access to a social worker who can support them. This should not depend on whether you are eligible for publicly funded support, nor on the amount of care required. It also means other professionals and non-registered staff in social care have access to advice and input from social workers too.
	Excellent social work with older people requires it to be valued and visible. Practitioners would actively seek to work in this specialism. Older people and those who care about them would understand that social work is a service they could benefit from. Social workers are skilled in assessing and planning care needs from a holistic perspective; in providing professional leadership for teams working around older people and their families; and in offering calm support at times of crisis, particularly when relationships may be strained.
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	Longer, older age is something to be celebrated, not endured. Excellent social work with older people has the power to make a significant contribution.
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