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LOCAL CULTURES IN
SOCIAL WORK

Ethnagraphic nnderstanding and discourse analysis of probation work

Introduction

¢ ¢ here are many ways to be ‘empirical’; that is, ways to develop

T knowledge from systematic analysis of observations”, Cather-
ine Kohler Riessman (1994, xii) says, calling for diversity in qualitative
research in social work. So much goes on in contemporary social work,
she continues, that we need diverse modes of inquity, diverse approaches
and methods. It is important that the tools applied are sensitive enough
to uncover not only general tendencies, but also contextual particular-
ides; that they appreciate the researcher’s yeflexivity and standpoint;
and that they draw on empirical evidence (i>id., xv).

It is easy to agree with these ideas, althouyrh simultaneously we must
not forget that the researcher is by no means the only agent whose role
and reflection we should reflect upon in stulies of social work. Mean-
ings are also accomplished by other agents, i.e. by social workers and
clients, without whom there would be no sccial work in the first place
(cf. Payne 1997, 1-25). Our research progranime, therefore, should also
include the social worker and the client, as well as their interactions
and the outcomes of their actions.

165



Kirsi Juhila & Tarja Poso

Our intention in this article is to do social work research which is based on
empirical evidence about social work practices, and which reflects upon its own
methods and methodology. The article is grounded in social constructionism
and ethnomethodology, which is the theoretical and methodological
platform for our application of discourse analysis and ethnography in
studying practices of social work. The accent is on the linguistic side
of interaction, on the social construction of reality through language.
The choices we have made are intended to highlight the importance of
a research approach which reaches the everyday core of social work by
concentrating on the interactive and interpretative nature of a face-to-
face encounter between a social worker and client. Simultaneously, we
attempt to uncover how we can turn the joint efforts of social workers
and researchers to construct an interpretation of what goes on in so-
cial work encounters into a resource.’

The social work encounters at the centre of our analysis are inter-
views aimed at assessing offenders suitability for community service.
The interviews were conducted by social workers of the Finnish Pro-
bation and After-Care Association. This is a job which is framed by
various factors: legislation concerning community service, the legal
system for which the assessments are provided, the guidelines of the
Probation and After-Care Association, the educational and occupa-
tional background and the commitments of the staff involved, and so
on. The assessment always involves the same routine: clients are inter-
viewed on the basis of a structured schedule, and a report is written to
a certain format. One might be inclined to think that there is very little
room for movement, as the contents of the job are so strictly defined
by the law, guidelines and routines. It is precisely this assumption of
the nature of social work that makes the subject in the context of this
article so interesting. Does there really exist social work that always
follows the same pattern from one situation to the next, regardless of
the actors and their interaction?

The question is familiar from earlier discussions on social work.
Social work involves numerous practices, tasks and stages , which are
often described as externally determined routine paperwork. What this
implies is that this kind of work cannot qualify as ‘real’ social work,
because it is so highly repetitive and routine. ‘Real’ social work, the
assumption goes, is done in a non-bureaucratic environment in which
the social worker is not obliged to fill out forms, write reports or fol-
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low strict norms imposed on the work itself, on helping the client or
on the client relationship (Howe 1996; Eg:lund 1997). However, we
will show in this article that even in the presenc of strict excternal norms, social
work is shaped by the interaction between the soc'al worker and the client, with
different elements of social work creatively applied and introduced in different situ-
ations and at different stages. The variation is not random, but rather reflects the
influence of strong professional culiures.

In this paper we will be presenting our iaterpretations and conclu-
sions in an order that follows our research process. This serves two
main purposes. On the one hand, it highligt ts the active role played by
the researcher in generating the research material and in formulating
the results, and on the other, it emphasises “he reader’s role in evaluat-
ing the material and the analysis. We will also be following the meth-
odological instruction of Catherine Kohler Riessman (1994), who says
that the study of social work should aim nt making the practices of
social work visible. Words are often more hzlpful than statistics in this
exercise of ‘visualising’; it is extremely difficult to capture the diversity
of everyday reality in statistics. We follow Riessman’s advice by intro-
ducing both the basic data of our study (:ncounters between social
workers and clients) and the joint analyses made by researchers and
social workers on the basis of this materiil, in addition to our own
analyses. First, however, it is necessary to srovide some background
on our object of study.

The assessment of suitability fo-
community service as a social eind legal issue

A community service order is essentially a ¢riminal policy measure. It
is an alternative to an unconditional custoclial sentence, in which the
convicted party expiates the offence by performing unpaid work for
good causes. The punishment has various social objectives as well: the
closer integration of the offender into society, the development of his
social competencies and the promotion of attitudes that are favourable
to society. (Yhdyskuntapalvelun suunnitteltsyhmin mietinté 1990, 4-
6; see also Gronfors 1986).

National legislation on community service dates from 1997, follow-
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ing on a pilot project initiated in 1991. It was stressed from very early
on that all community service orders were to be based on the assump-
tion that the offender was capable of completing the service. This
meant that it was necessary to implement procedures for assessment
purposes. (Yhdyskuntapalvelutoimikunnan mietint6 1989, 13-14). There
was some concern that these procedures might lead to a situation in
which recruitment into community service might be inclined towards
social selection, and therefore various support functions were attached
to community service. The purpose of these functions is to give the
most underprivileged offenders a better chance of being able to carry
out their punishment by performing community service (Yhdyskunta-
palvelun suunnitteluryhmin mietiatd 1990, 2-3; Yhdyskuntapalvelu-
toimikuninan mietintd 1989, 15). It was decided that the need for serv-
ices for social support should be evaluated in conjunction with the
suitability assessments.

Finland (unlike some other countties, see Takala 1993) has no ex-
plicit set of criteria for determining an offender’s suitability for com-
munity service. Legislation offers very little support: ”Assessments shall
take into account the suspected offender’s capability and willingness to
complete the service and other conditions”. The Probation and After-
Care Association says in its guidelines that special attention should be
paid to the candidate’s personal characteristics, such as motivation,
determination, social skills and ability to control substance use (Ohjeita
yhdyskuntapalvelun toimeenpanosta ...1997, 7). The Association has
also arranged training for staff with a view towards harmonising as-
sessment procedures (e.g, Kriminaalihuoltoyhdistyksen toimintakerto-
mus 1996, 10).

Suitability assessments are made on the basis of face-to-face inter-
views. The social worker who is to make the assessment meets with the
suspected offender on one or two occasions, and prepares a written
report on the basis of these meetings. The final assessment is written
and signed by the Director of the Regional Office and filed with the
District Court. According to Takala (1993), court orders follow the
recommendations of these assessments with only very few exceptions.
Clearly then, these assessments have had a very definite impact on
court rulings.

There are certain standard items that are covered in all assessment
interviews; these include the client’s training and education, occupa-
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tion, employment, social relations, housing ¢ onditions, health, substance
use and need for support services. Clients are also asked to sign the
interview form as a mark of consent. The r signature is taken to indi-
cate the client’s willingness and preparedr ess to serve the mandated
punishment in the form of community service (client consent also
ensures compliance with the ILO conver tion concerning forced or
compulsory labour). Client consent adds ¢ very distinctive flavour to
the whole assessment procedure. The suspccted offender is not merely
a passive object under assessment, but is alto invited to express his will
and commitment, which are crucial conditions for the enforcement of
punishment. In other words, the tasks that are constructed for the
client and the social worker in the assessment procedure are quite dif-
ferent. The probation officet’s job is to collect information, weigh that
information in relation to the client’s suitab lity for community service,
and present the client’s case to individuals who were not present dur-
ing the assessment. The client’s job is to provide information, and to
get it across in a manner that he believes is n his best interests. On the
other hand, the client and the social worket stand in a bargaining posi-
tion vis-a-vis each other, in that the assesstr ent requires the active con-
tribution and commitment of both parties. The relationship of de-
pendence is mutual, and is also very muct a two-way street as far as
wielding influence and power is concerned It is for these reasons that
assessment practices involve so many contradictory elements, such as
diagnosis and participatory bargaining. This, according to Peter Raynor
(1985, 142-161), seems increasingly to be the case in probation work,
which is becoming more and more oriented towards the writing and
preparation of reports and statements (sec also Corden & Preston-
Shoot 1987).

The Probation and After-Care Association has been assigned the
responsibility of performing suitability asse;sment and enforcing com-
munity service orders for two main reasons. Firstly, it has extensive
experience in social inquiry investigation (Yhdyskuntapalvelutoimikun-
nan mietinté 1989), and secondly, it has expetience in working with
criminal offenders, which means that it a’'so possesses considerable
knowledge on the provision of support setvices which may be neces-
sary in connection with community service. | Yhdyskuntapalvelun suun-
nitteluryhman mietint6 1990, 10, 25). Howcver, neither committee re-
ports nor the regulations concerning comrtaunity service orders refer
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explicitly to the Association’s expertise in social work. It is interesting
that there is also no mention of social work in the Association’s own
guidelines for the enforcement of community service orders (Ohjeet
yhdyskuntapalvelun toimeenpanosta... 1997); probation officers are not
instructed to perform social work, rather, their job description derives
from legislation concerning community service and related administra-
tive expectations. However, the social work aspect can be found in the
socially-motivated mission statement of the Probation and After-Care
Association, which says that the Association’s object is to prevent recidi-
vism and to reduce exclusion that leads to crime. In addition, most peo-
ple engaged in the community setvice sector have received some kind of
training in social work. The Association has attempted to incorporate
the perspectives of social work into probation work through supple-
mentary training schemes (I ostiainen 1994), and many people at the
Association are of the opinion that the work they do can definitely be
considered social work. On the other hand, there are also those who say
that social work is beyond the responsibilities of probation work.

There has been quite widespread scepticism about the integration
of comrunity service and social work on grounds that this implies
mixing support with supervision and that the involvement of social
work only serves to tone down the elements of separation, selection,
supervision and punishment that are supposed to be part and parcel
of community service. Community service is not about helping and
supporting, but about enforcing a punishment, which is a crucial dis-
tinction that some say should be retained. There are also those who say
that the administrative and juridical supervision of community service
is so close and so strict that there is no room for ‘real’, psychosocially
oriented social work (Kangaspunta 1994a, 1994b; Santala, 1995), and
that this is why all social work input should be confined to the offering
of support services. Critical analysis of the relationship between ‘pure’
social work and punishment has largely dominated an otherwise mea-
gre debate in the social sciences and in the field of criminal policy on
the relationship between probation work, social work and community
service (Karjalainen et al. 1988; Karjalainen 1989; Kiiridinen 1994).
Plans for a more systematic incorporation of social wotk into commu-
nity service or probation work have received far less attention (see e.g.
Kaakinen & Vuolle 1992).

It is interesting then to look more closely at how, if at all, social
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work is constructed as part of communi'y service in a situation in
which the content and role of social work are far from being unam-
biguous or assumed, despite the fact that its practice is governed by
strict administrative and legal rules and norms. In light of these guide-
lines, the rules and regulations, public debate, the Association’s recruit-
ment decisions and staff training, suitability assessment may be re-
garded either as social work or as something; else entirely. In the discus-
sion below, we will be looking at how the «taff themselves define the
work they do, and how they go about their work at two of the Associa-
tion’s regional offices, both of which are very experienced in proba-
tion work as well as in suitability assessmetit.

Methodology, data and analysis

The methodological roots of this study can be traced back to two
traditions: social constructionism (specifica ly the line of inquiry which
focuses on social problems) and ethnormethodology. The idea to
approach human interaction as a linguistic process which produces
social reality comes from the tradition of socia/ constructionism. In the
process of speaking and writing, we are nct describing the world that
lies beyond the language we use, but we are actively constructing
different versions of that world Burr 1995; (Gergen 1994; Shotter 1993).
Social constructionism provides a useful platform for an investigation
of social work as an activity that in itself creites reality. The assumption
is not that social work reflects social problems that are regarded as
given facts, but rather the emphasis is on how' these problems are defined
both in and through activity. James Holstin and Gale Miller (1997;
1993) have written about the interpretatior: of social problems in the
context of human service and social control organisations. According
to them, the work that is done in these or zanisations is “interpretive
activity that accomplishes reality. We accomplish social problems as we
communicate about, categorise, organise, argue, and petrsuade one
another that social problems really do exist. Thus, we produce the
practical reality of social problems throush social problems work”
(Holstein & Miller 1997, ix). Face-to-face encounters are not the only
arena in social work in which social probleins are accomplished; there
are numerous other arenas as well. For exariple, written statements on
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clients, and political decisions regarding the allotment of economic
resources in social work are also interpretive activity in this sense (Joki-
nen, Juhila & P6s6 1999).

Ethnomethodology, our second methodological root, is interested in
how people describe and explain various states of affairs to one an-
other within the context of their everyday life, while simultaneously
maintaining ‘what we all know’. (Garfinkel 1967; Heritage 1984; Pollner
1987; Potter 1996, 42-67.) Ethnomethodology provides a useful foun-
dation for the study of social work when we are interested in practices,
the construction of practices, and in states of affairs made possible by
those practices. Our attention is drawn to the structures of everyday
routiries and activities, and we aim at making them visible and avoid
taking them for granted as such. (Cicourel 1968; Pithouse 1987; Perdkyld
1990; Forsberg 1998.)

The choice of this kind of dual methodological foundation for our
study of assessment procedures means that we must necessatily focus
our attention on those everyday activities in which the participants (i..
social workers and clients) accomplish the assessment in and through
their mutual interaction. Suitability for community service is a con-
struct accomplished jointly by social workers and clients (through their
conversations.) in their talk. As such, suitability is not understood as a
presupposed fact that is either successfully or unsuccessfully unearthed
during the assessment process. Suitability and the practice of estab-
lishing suitability are inextricably interwoven. The everyday activities
of social work, such as the practices applied to establishing suitability,
are largely based on conversation and social interaction (Baldock &
Prior 1981; Forsberg 1998; Hall 1997; Jaatinen 1996; Jokinen & Juhila

1996; Rostila 1997). This is why our two data sets are based primarily
on the conversations between different participants:

1. Assessment interviews, in which social workers meet face to face
with clients

— 22 tape-recorded and transcribed interviews

— 13 from the Probation and After-Care Association’s regional of-

fice x and 9 from regional office y°.

2. Joint discussions between social workers and researchers

— 3 discussions at regional office x and 3 at regional office y

— 2 discussions involving social workers from both regional offices
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Face-to-face discussions between social workers and clients, such as
suitability assessment interviews, lie at the ve ry heart of everyday social
work. They are the situations in which the clients’ problems are defined
and accounts ate given; in which the reasons and possible solutions for
these problems are weighed and discussed and in which joint inter-
pretations of them are constructed. (Miller & Holstein 1997). It is
important to examine these discussions in ¢ ose detail, 25 doing so will
allow us to highlight the ‘skilful’ consistenc7 of everyday social work.
The tool with which we analyse the assesstnent interviews is disconrse
analysis’ Discourse analysis approaches language as a social activity in
which the words, sentences and turns of participants assume their
meanings in relation to the words, sentences and turns of other partici-
pants (Edwards 1997; Potter 1996). In other words, the participants’
accounts and descriptions are analysed in their own context. With regard
to the analysis of the assessment interviews, this implies posing
questions such as how the interpretation of saitability or non-suitability
is constructed during the course of the interview, how the social worker
and client orient their narration to one ancther, what kind of social
worker and client positions are constructec during the conversation,
etc.

Consisting of joint discussions between scicial workers and research-
ers, our second data set serves the purposes of ethnographic research.
Ethnographic research is ultimately about cntering a certain culture,
gaining a basic knowledge and understanding of how the members of
that culture interpret their world, and why they act the way they do; in
a word, it is about exploring the socially shar:d. In order to gain access
into a culture, the researcher must become involved in it, which most
typically happens by way of participant obtervation (Hammersley &
Atkinson 1995). In this article we will alsc attempt to visualise the
socially shared. However, rather than using the traditional method of
participant observation, we aim at attaining :thnographic understand-
ing through joint discussions with social workers. These discussions
are based both on recorded extracts from the social workers” meetings
with their clients, and on our own analyses >roduced jointly with the
social workers involved in assessment mak ng. This is a rather self-
made application of the principles of ethnography compared to the
traditional emphasis on fieldwork. Following (5ale Miller (1997a;1997b),
our approach could also be described as th: ethrography of institu-
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tional discourse, in which the accent is on the study of everyday prac-
tices, and in which specific attention is devoted to the analysis of lan-
guage use. We are hoping to offer some contribution to the kind of
‘new ethnography’ (Gubrium & Holstein 1994), which contends that
ethnography is about the construction of the social environment, and
that researchers are closely involved in this process. The key thing is
not how the material is collected, but what kind of position is taken
towards it. We begin from the assumption that our joint discussions
will reveal routines, commitments, endeavours and values of institu-
tional significance. Ultimately, these discussions are about nothing more
and nothing less than the social workers explication of the actions that
occur in the discussions between them and their clients to us, research-
ers and outsiders.*

It would have been possible for us to use only one or the other data
set or method.” Howevet, we have opted to use both of them, and
argue that doing so helps to uncover certain distinctive characteristics
of social work (see also Juhila & P6s6 1999). The combination of the
two data sets and the methods of discourse analysis and ethnography
unfolded into a research process that proceeded through the following
steps:

1. Reading through assessment interviews
2. Joint discussions between social workers and researchers
— discussions based on extracts from interviews
— discovery of comparative setting: two different cultures in
regional offices
— ethnographic understanding
3. Retura to assessment interviews
— elaboration of cultures
— comparative setting de-emphasised: two different cultures,
but not clearly tied to two regional offices
— discourse analysis

We began by reading through the transcripts of the assessment
interviews, making preliminary interpretations and selecting suitable
extracts for our discussions with the social workers. We then arranged
our joint discussions with the staff at two regional offices of the
Probation After-Care Association, x and y. These discussions produced
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a surprising twist in our study. In keeping vith our ethnographic idea,
we had expected to identify cultural intcrpretations related to the
assessment of suitability for community service in these discussions.
We had not prepared ourselves for performing any comparisons
between the two regional offices. Howeves, comparison was to become
the third tool we applied in this study, beciuse the ways in which the
extracts were interpreted in the two offices suggested to us that they
had two very different, essentially Jocal cnltures. By local cultures, we are
referring to shared views and interpretations among social workers as
to what suitability assessment is about, how the task should be
approached, what its aims are and so on.” At the third stage of the
research process we reverted back to the ass :ssment interviews in order
to examine them in closer detail using the ools of discourse analysis.
We wanted to assess whether the participants in the interviews, the
social workers and clients, talked the loca cultures into existence in
their interaction. The cultures had a definite presence in the interviews,
but they were not as cleatly tied to the two re yional offices as the analysis
of the joint discussions had led us to believre.

It is clear that in the course of this research process, and most di-
rectly as an outcome of our discussions with staff members, we have
become privy to ‘insidet’ information. Our knowledge and understand-
ing of how the Probation and After-Care Association and its two re-
gional offices work and operate has increused, as we simultaneously
drifted further away from our positions as external analysts. Our com-
petencies as analysts are entirely different r ow than what they were at
the outset of the study. The interview material alone would not have
led us to the interpretations we now suggest of two different local
cultures. From this point of view, our choic: of analytical tools is open
to the criticism that the interpretations we: suggest have been influ-
enced by elements external to the intervicw matetial. On the other
hand, we believe that a researcher always utilises some kind of inter-
pretive frame, or at the very least conceptual :0ols offered by the method
of analysis. We have tried to take special care to spell out our own
perspective , which is grounded in ethnographic understanding.

As we move on now to reporting the resilts of the study, our inten-
tion is to retrace our steps throughout the research process, shifting
back and forth between the various data scts. We begin by describing
the temporal and local contexts of our joinit discussions, in which we
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first came across our concept of two distinct cultures of assessing
suitability for community service, which we refer to as the cultures of

appropriate and accurate knowing. We then continue by examining the
interview material in greater detail.

Ethnographic understanding and
the element of surprise:
local cultures in joint discussions

We had our first joint discussion with staff at regional office y of the
Probation and After-Care Association in September of 1997, by which
time we had already also held a number of joint discussions with staff
from office x. We followed a set procedure in these discussions: we
had picked certain extracts from the interview material, and on the
basis of the transcriptions of those extracts we talked with the social
workers about what had been occurring during these situations and
why. We decided to begin the series of joint discussions with staff at
regional office y with excerpts concerning substance use. We made this
decision based on our experience that they would provide interesting
points for discussion and were also crucial to the outcome of the
assessment.’

After our first discussions at regional office y, we both felt very
strongly that the contents of these discussions had been quite differ-
ent from those we had had eatlier at office x. We felt we had entered an
entirely new cultural field. Discussing our surprising experience imme-
diately after the meeting, we came to the conclusion that the difference
was due to the fact that the staff at office y repeatedly stressed the
importance of client advocacy and the relationship between the client
and social worker. It was on this aspect that we subsequently decided
to focus our attention; on what we argue represents office y’s culturally
predominant way of understanding and talking assessment work into
existence. We decided to call this the aulture of appropriate knowing. The
‘discovery’ of this culture can be attributed most particularly to the
discussion in and around the following extract:
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Extract 1: The culture of appropriate knowing

1 'S¢  So what do you usually do with yourself?

2 G I’munemployed.

3 S:  No, but I mean when you’re doing something,

4 C: Something what. I don’t normally do anything. I just hang
5 around and do nothing, ’Cos vz got no job.

6 S: But that leaves you with plenty of leisure time.

7 C:  'That’s right. And then I drink beca ise T have nothing else to do.
8 S:  Well now that’s really..

9 C  Wellyeah.

10 S: .. aleisure activity. Do you drink a lot?

11 C:  Well Pretty heavily, yeah.

12 S:  Every day.

13 C:  Well it hasn’t been every day for a couple of months now,
14 but it was like that for about a yzar or so.

15 S:  Every day
(Telephone rings, social worker on the phcne for about 20 seconds.)
16 S:  Mmh (sounds of writing). The phone is a nice little gadget.

17 It usually rings off the hook, but I don’t feel like talking
18 right now.
19 So, you've been drinking everydiy all year long,

20 C:  (Yeah) Right.

21 S 1It’s hard to believe by looking at you. That you’ve been
22 drinking that heavily.

23 C:  Well, I haven’t for the past couple of months. Just on the
24 weekends.

25 S:  Imean there’s no signs on the oatside, it usually does show
26 you know, when you really hit tt e bottle.

27 C:  Yeah.

28 C:  Iguess I'min really good shape

29 S: Mmm. And a good way of life otherwise. Ok, education.
(v 14a, 5-7)®

In this extract the treatment of the question of alcohol use remains
very brief, and we were quite interested in how the social workers
interpreted this. The following interpretation unfolded in our joint
discussions. The client has obviously chcsen 2 confessional way of
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talking about his drinking habits, which the social worker does not
favour. 5o, she wants to slow down the client’s ‘open’ discussion of his
drinking. The phone-call helps to cut short this excessive openness.
Sometimes it is in the client’s best interest that the social worker does
not know too much about his past life and problems, i.e. that the social
worker is not knowledgeable about matters that might compromise
the writing of a favourable report. In other words, the social workers
felt that without the interruption, the client may well have gone on to
reveal details about his drinking that might have cast some doubt over
his ability to cope with community service.

This interpretation led to a debate that captured the very essence of
the culture of appropriate knowing. Namely, the role and purpose of
social work in the process of suitability assessment. The social work-
ers shared the view that the purpose of the interview is to obtain in-
formation that is supportive of a favourable report and ultimately a
community service order. A favourable report and the possibility of a
community service order are in the best interest of the client because
they will provide him with an opportunity to change his life, control
his substance abuse problems and to stay out of prison. The focus of
the assessment is thus on the present and future prospects of the cli-
ent’s life. The social workers also defined the community service order
and the assessment as opportunities for social work; they create the
possibility for face-to-face encounters with the client, for working with
the client to create a good relationship of interaction, which is the first
and most basic condition for effecting change through social work.
Thus, the client’s interests were thought to be more or less in line with
the interests of social work. These themes were raised several times
during our joint discussions.

In office x, the main concern was not to gather information that
supported a community service order or to build up a good relation-
ship of interaction between clients and social workers, but rather to
get as accurate and reliable information as possible. Primarily, accuracy
has to do with what kind of information about the client’s life is con-
sidered necessary; it should describe the client’s current life situation
and the level of control he has over his life with as much accuracy as
possible. Secondly, accuracy has to do with making accurate, truthful
assessments about whether or not the client is suitable for community
service. This implies a constant search for new information with which
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to fill in the unfolding picture and ultima ely reach accurate conclu-
sions, even if they are sometimes in contradiction with the client’s views.
These principles and requirements of accuracy emerged quite clearly
in our joint discussion based on extract two, which we used in our
initial discussions at office x. It was not until after our discussions in
office y that we realised that there existed a clear cultural difference
calling for comparison, which led to the identification of the culture in
office x as the alture of accurate knowing.

Exctract 2: The culture of accurate knowing

1St We then have this uhm (pause) cuestion of substance use.
2 C: Well, as we’ve already seen it wa; excessive.

3 8 Itwas?

4 C:  Yeah, it was over the top.

5 S: I mean was, when do you mean:

6 C:  Imean the past years, I've only come to my senses in the

7 past few years.

8 St Really?

9 G (unclear) Well first of all it mean: many thanks fo the hospi-

10 tal staff.

11 'S¢ Oh ok, so you used to be a pretty heavy user?

12 C: Imean, I drank all the time and for many days.

13 'S¢ What about at work?

14 C: No, notadrop.

15 'S¢ Right, so um, when did you stari: to cut down?

16 C: Tdsay it was in 1990, but it wast/t really fast enough, it’s
17 only now that it’s become more or less reasonable.

18 S:  Isee, so what’s reasonable today?

19 C:  TItrynot to drink at all, but it locks like I’ll never be able to

20 do that.

21 'S¢ Mmm, so when was the last time: you had a drink?

22 C:  Yesterday.

23 8¢ Yes, when we said hello eatlier I thought I spotted a whiff, 1
24 thought about whether or not w: should do this interview
25 at all, but since you're not really d runk, it was just this whiff.
26 C: That must be because I woke up around two o’clock in the
27 morning and had a bottle of beer just purely out of thirst.
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S:

C:

Hard to believe it was just one bottle, didn’t you drink any
more?

Yeah a bit more yeah, of course it leaves its trace but I wasn’t
drunk when I came.

Yeah right a bit more, so uhm, how often do you drink nowa-
days, and do you drink to get drunk?

No no, I don’t think so, I mean I couldn’t afford it.

Once a week, twice a week, every day?

Yeah I'd say once a week, definitely not every day, but I'd
have to say in all honesty, once a week. I have to say.

Yeah, yeah (simultaneously), so what do you use then?
Vodka.

Vodka, you told me earlier that you drank for many days.
Yeah erm.

Right, so do you always get drunk?

No, I mean I don’t, I don’t get drunk, no well, except for
eatlier, not anymore though, well, there’s always some of that.
to some extent.

Lets just say

I certainly don’t stagger or anything,

Do you have a few beers the next day?

No, I mean, T used to, but not anymore.

Yes, right, you mentioned that you’ve been caught driving
under the influence before, and that means your blood alco-
hol level was at least one per mille, so I mean, you have to
drink some to get there?

Yeah, that last one, that last one was either during a morn-
ing or evening hangover.

Yeah, so what about the alcohol level, how much was it?
T'went over the limit of the police breathaliser, T guess maybe
it was around four.

Yes, I see, um, and this was when?

December fourth.

So, its not that long ago that you drank yourself into that
kind condition.

I can’t say myself, I don’t even notice if T have a bottle of
vodka, it really doesn’t affect me at all

(laughter) Yeah, these kinds of movements, so, have you

Local Cultures in Social Work

66 ever been to any of these substance abuse places,
67 the A-Clinic?

The pattern of this interview is quite consis ent throughout. The social
worker picks up elements from the client’s responses and uses them to
construct further questions concerning the cuantity, frequency and type
of drinking that he engages in. In our prelim nary analysis of this extract
we had paid attention to two facts: the definition of the problem and
the related turning-points in the interactioa. The extract begins with
the social worker asking the client about his substance abuse, and with
the client answering by referring to his pust. Drinking used to be a
problem for him, however he now believes that he is “more or less
reasonable”, despite his doubts of ever attaining complete abstinence.
However, the social worker’s next question seriously undermines this
interpretation of a past problem, as it leads to a series of questions
and answers in which the “a bottle of beet’’ turns into a discussion of
an immediately preceding period of heavier drinking, followed by a
more general overview of the client’s drinkiag habits. The client denies
that he has a tendency to drink to inebria‘ion, although their is one
final turning-point in their discussion, as he :idmits his inability to assess
how drunk he gets. Ultimately, the questiotiing technique leads to the
redefinition of the client’s past drinking problem as very much a current
problem.

We presented these observations to the social workers during our
joint discussions, also pointing out that there are several points in the
extract at which it would have been possibl: to take the interpretation
in a different direction (i.e. to accept the clieat’s view that he has “come
to his senses”, to ignore the night-time bottle of beer, to focus on
sleeping difficulties, etc.). The social worker who had conducted the
interview said that this was in fact the only possible path to pursue. In
the interview situation, the social worker hed had a very strong feeling
that with this particular client, a male in his fifties with three drunken-
driving offences on his record, “alcohol could well prove to be the
stumbling block”. The intuition was basel in no small part on the
client’s appearance and the smell of alcohol on his breath, which meant
that it had to be followed up. This idea cf ‘“following up’ turns the
social worker’ interest to the client’s drinkitig history up to and includ-
ing the present. Thus, the focus of assessment is on both the past and
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the present of the client’s life.

The questions of the accuracy and reliability of interpretation were
considered from two different perspectives in our joint discussions at
office x. First of all, it was stressed that the interpretation as to whether
or not the client would be suitable for community service had to be as
truthful and accurate as possible from the point of view of justice; it
was for the court of justice that social workers felt they were doing
their job, and they considered it an important partner in their work.
Partnership with clients was constructed as a possibility only later,
through community service or some other arrangement that would
bring them back into contact with the client. Another recurrent theme
in our discussions was the accuracy of the assessment in relation to
social work’s own objectives, which include supporting the client as
well as offering concrete social support in order to help the client cope.
Accurate diagnoses of the client’s condition were necessary in order to
provide information on how to target support through social work in
the future.

The discussions we had at the two regional probation offices pro-
duced w0 fundamentally different institutional fanctions for social work and for
the assessment procedure: one having to do with appropriate knowing and
the other with accurate knowing (see Figure 1). Importantly, zhese func-
tions were taken for granted. They had a clear and immediate presence in
the social workers’ descriptions of the everyday practices of their work.
In our joint discussions, these cultures were repeatedly represented as
so shared that the only way it was possible to identify their existence
was by way of comparison.’

Discourse analysis:
local cultures as interview practices

Our frame of interpretation, which made a distinction between the
culture of appropriate knowing and the culture of accurate knowing in
the suitability assessment procedure (see Figure 1), was thus a product
of joint discussions and analyses in which we worked closely with the
social workers of the two regional probation offices. These analyses
were based on random extracts from the assessment interviews. For
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Figure 1: Local cultures of social work in assessing suitability for community
service
Culture of accurate Culture of appropriate

knowing knowing

Purpose of To obtain accurate To obtain information

assessment information and produce that supports a favourable
interview reliable assessment report

Compilation Assessment made by Social workers negotiate

of report probation office and staff ~ with clients about report

The present and the futute
of clients

The focus in
assessment

The past and the present
of clients

Direction of
co-operation

Justice now, clients later Clients

Purpose of Provision of Good interaction

social work social support

this reason, we decided that we should retu n to the interview material
and re-examine it more systematically fom the perspective of a
discourse analysis. How exactly are these “wo cultures manifested in
the interaction between social workers and clients? Do they appear as
prevailing practices, or as small glimpses? Are these cultures as specific
to the two regional offices as the joint analysis had led us to believe, or
do the work practices of each office contain elements from both
cultures? Or is it possible that these cultures : re constructs accomplished
within the joint discussions themselves, pr:ctices that live temporarily
within these discussions, but which lack zny real links to the actual
interviews? Our second round of analysis involved reading the interview
material against the frame of interpretaticn which already identified
the two cultures; we would examine how the details of the material
would relate and correspond to that frame. However, it is important to
stress that we did not read the material against an idea or theory
introduced from the outside. This framevrork was an interpretation
that had evolved out of the empirical matcrial throughout the course
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of the research process, and we were now proceeding to both elaborate
on it and reconsider it."

Culture of appropriate knowing in the interviews
Obtaining information in support of favourable reports

The most significant function of the assessment interview in the culture
of appropriate knowing is the construction of information which
supports a favourable report, and which ultimately leads to a community
service order. In other words, the aim is to produce evidence which is
consistent with this objective. There are five different ways of
accomplishing this in the interview practices:

Table 1: Obtaining information that supports a favourable report

1. Making principle explicit (2)

2. Picking out appropriate information (4)

3. Slowing down inappropriate information (1)

4. Constructing positive information (4)

5. Reconstructing negative information as positive (4)

6. Formal or selective use of information from outside sources (6)
Total 21, y:19, x:2"

The most straightforward of these methods is to make the principle explicit
in the interview situation. It is made perfectly clear to the client that
the purpose of the interview is to acquire positive information:

Exctract 3: Making the principle excplicit

St Nothing special there... this data we have on you... (pause,
tapping). This is the paper that you’ll be up against in court
with the summary. We’re supposed to fill in the basic inform-
ation plus anything positive. I mean you don’t really have
any sins that should be listed here, but even if you did I

6 wouldn’t really emphasise them, because this is supposed to

([ 5 " N I
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7 paint a positive picture of you, so the facts are the facts, and
8 we’re not going to dig up any ol. ..

9 C: Hmm.

10 S .. ancient museum stuff since that has no real significance
11 in the present situation... even if it did in the past.

12 C: Yeah.

(v 15b, 5)

The social worker is explaining to the client what goes into the
assessment report: there is the basic backgr sund information and then
positive information. The list of the client’s past “sins” is the antithesis
to this information. The social worker expresses uncertainty as to
whether or not the client has actually commiitted any such sins. On the
one hand, she says that there is nothing atout the client that “really”
must be listed, while on the other hand, ste leaves open the question
of whether or not there might be someth ng in the client’s past that
might warrant inclusion. The important thing is that the social worker
does not make an issue of inquiring into the past, but on the contrary
says that there is no reason for such an incuiry at this juncture. What
matters is the present situation, not “ancient museum stuff”. Closely
related to this, therefore, are the second and third methods of obtaining
information that would support a favourable report, i.e. picking out
appropriate information and slowing down inapprog riate information. The former
involves an interview method in which the client is asked routine
questions about housing, family, substance use, etc., which are not
intended to uncover adverse details that might jeopardise the objective
of a favourable report. The strategy of slowing down is needed when
the client begins to produce accounts of hi; problems or his failure to
keep them in check without being specifica ly asked to do so. The only
example in this material of this kind of slowing down appears in extract
1 (see page 177). It is interesting how the etreme formulation of this
culture of appropriate knowing led us rot only to the culture of
appropriate knowing itself, but also to the culture of accurate knowing.

However, the effort to produce a favouable report involves more
than just obtaining appropriate information which has been stripped
of all potential problematic aspects. It may also iavolve the construction
of positive information in the interview itself.
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Extract 4: Constructing positive information

U N =
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Do you have anyone who, who could be there, who could
help you get it done?

Well T don’t know really.

Yeah.

I'mean, its really up to you.

Right.

Help...

Yeah.

-..10 one can, manipulate.

Yeah, its true that no one can really manipulate. That’s
why I'm asking you if. ..

Hmm.

... ‘cause its up to you, so tell me about yourself, how you’re
going to do it (laughter).

Hmm.

But I'mean on the other hand, there are, I mean the people
around you all play a part, its like...

Hmm.

..the effect can be either positive or negative.

(discussion about friends)

20
21
22
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Is there anyone else we could find, like someone who
could, who could have a positive effect on your
community service working out, you know, like relation-
ships of some kind?

Well I'd say my mum’s really the only one who could. ..
Yes.

..help me actually go.

Yes. So, does your mum know about this trial thing?
Yeah she does.

Hhm. And your mum lives in Marjola too, does she?
Round behind the factory.

Yeah hm. So in a sense she could be a person who, could
be there to push you or encourage you or do both?
Hhm, Both.

Hmm. So, she could maybe. .. know, know what time you
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35 have to be at work, although in the end it really comes

36 down to you.
(v 20, 18-19)

The social worker is asking the client whetaer he has anyone close to
him who could help him cope with community service. The client is
reluctant to mention anyone, arguing on the contrary that it is all down
to oneself, to the individual. As far as the client is concerned, helping
translates into manipulation; the connotations are quite negative. The
social worker latches onto the argument of independence and asks the
client to elaborate, but he does not resporid. The social worker then
attempts to dualise the client’s interpretation by noting that the influence
of other people can be either positive or iegative. The conversation
furns to the client’s friends, who do not secm provide an answer. The
social worker makes one final attempt to cor struct the necessary human
relations resource, and succeeds: the clien’s mother can provide the
necessary support. This completes the task. A positive itern of inform-
ation has been constructed for inclusion in the assessment report. The
challenge is even greater if negative information is reconstructed as positive':

Extract 5: Reconstructing negative information as positive

1 S:  In practice it’s really like, I mean. if you have problems, if it
2 ends or something, then we can write down that, even if we
3 don’t officially plan to do so here, I mean,in practice at

4 least, if T have a client whose been in bad shape and hasn’t
5 been able to community service because of that, then he’s

6 gone to the A-Clinic, so at least there’s treatment for the

7 substance abuse, so...

8 C:  Yeah, so if that’s what it looks like, then I'll go there.

9 & Hhm.

10 C: Right

11 S: Ok, so I'll make a note that if possible CS. We use CS as an
12 abbreviation for community service, so if during that time
13 it seems necessary, then you’re vsilling. ..

12 C:  Yes.

13 ... tO go.

(v 25, 16)
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This extract is preceded by a discussion concerning substance use, in
which it has become evident that the client uses soft drugs and
sometimes alcohol very heavily. Both of these findings are problematic
with regard to writing a favourable report. However, it is less significant
if the client indicates willingness to attend therapy sessions in connection
with his community service. Prior to this episode, however, the client
has said he would not agree to therapy. In the extract, the social worker
acknowledges the client’s reluctance, but gets him to agree to have the
therapy sessions mentioned in the report. The most important thing at
this point is to include this information in the report. The negative
item, “possible problem with substance abuse that the client does not
want to admit”, is thus reconstructed in positive terms as “willing to
attend therapy session if necessary”.

The jormal or selective use of information from outside sources means that
the client is told that the report will be based on whatever information
he reveals during the course of the interview, or, more precisely, on the
information jointly constructed by the client and social worker. None
of this information will be called into question by comparing it with
information from outside sources. The only reason why the client is
asked to give his consent for the use of outside information from
other authorities is that it is 2 mandatory part of the interview form,
although it is 2 mere formality. Sometimes the interviewer may ask the
client whether he knows of any external sources that might be able to
provide favourable information. In other wotds, the client is told by
the social worker that information from external sources is used mainly
in cases in which it supports the goal of a favourable report.

Social worker negotiates with clhient about assessment report

In the interviews, the culture of appropriate knowing is manifested
not only in the construction of positive information, but also in the
two negotiating parties striking a kind of bargaining relationship.
Although it is always the social worker who is in charge of the interview,
the client is involved in producing the assessment. This involvement
finds expression in the following ways:
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Table 2: Social worker negotiates with client abou' assessment report

. Preparing report is a joint concern (5)

. Social wotker reveals what the report wil say (5)

. Social worker asks the client to approve the text (11)

. Social worker formulates text according to client’s talk (7)
. Statement by Director is a formality (3)

Total 31, y:21, x:10

Ul W

The joint preparation of the assessment report means, for instance, that during
the interview the social worker asks the client: “which of these support
measures should we put in here?” (y28, 46), or while taking notes says:
“let’s put in some of these right here” (y!5a, 15). These comments,
which are made in the plural (the social worker does not say “which of
these should I put in?” or “T’ll put in some of these™), involve both
parties in the preparation of the assessment. One very concrete example
of this is illustrated by a situation in which, during their second meeting,
the social worker hands the report to the client and asks whether or
not he agrees with its content. In other words, the social worker has
typed up the text of the report as part of ler job, but the client takes
part in the process of preparing the report by expressing his views on
its content.

However, the client’s role in the culture of appropriate knowing is
not reduced simply to ‘checking’ the final cutcome, but he is involved
in preparing the report in various ways even during the course of the
interview. Another form of client participa ion is when zhe social worker
reveals what the report will say. At the very least, this provides the client the
opportunity to comment on the report and voice his opinion about it.
This is taken one step further when the social worker asks the client 1o
approve the text of the report:

Exctracts 6 and 7: Social worker asks client to apbrove the text

1 S8 Do you recognise the man?

2 C: Welllsuppose it’s all there.

3 8¢ Sosome of it’s pretty close?
4 C: Yeah
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5 S Right good. It’s supposed to. The purpose of this form is

6 still that there’s a positive side to our case in court.

(v 14b, 41)

18 (Clatter from typewriter) Am I right if I say that drinking is
2 confined to days off but is still pretty heavy? That..

3  C: Uhm..

4 S .you drink during days off but that’s all?

5 C: Uhm yesh. You can say that.
(y 152, 23)

The discussions preceding these extracts have covered the set items of
the interview form (extract 6) and questions related to the client’s alcohol
use (extract 7). By asking “Do you recognise the man?” and ”Am 1
right if } say?”, the social worker is designating the client as the ultimate
expert on these issues. The client himself is the most knowledgeable
about these matters, and it is the social worker’s responsibility to ensure
that the text of the report reads as the client wants it to. In both cases
the client accepts the social worker’s interpretation. In extract six, the
social worker concludes the episode by specifying the function of
obtaining and reporting positive information.

Client involvement is strongest of all when he social worker says that
the text of the report will be formulated according 1o the client’s talk:

Extracts 8 and 9: Social worker formulates texct according to chent’s talk

T8 Yes. So, here I'll write exactly what you told me.
(y 24, 12)

1 G ...and the substance abuse situation is probably the best its
2 been in five years.

3 St Yeah right.

4 G SoImean really okay.

5 St Yes okay. Yeah, I was thinking that we really should include

that.
(v 18b, 30-31)

190

Local Cultures in Social Work

In extract eight the social worker says that the report will repeat what
the client says verbatim. The client has been discussing his family
situation and arrangements for child care. Ini the ninth extract the client
presents a positive assessment of his substz nce use, relative to his own
standards. The social worker acknowledges that this improvement
should be included in the text of the report.

When the client is involved in the asses:iment process in these dif-
ferent ways, the assessment becomes an issue of negotiation. Client
involvement and co-operation in the assessrient process loses its mean-
ing if the outcome of the negotiation process is changed after the
interview. Indeed, in the culture of appropriate knowing there is a pos-
sibility that the social worker informs the client that be final statement by
the Director is a mere formality.

Culture of accurate knowing in the iaterviews
Obtaining accurate information and producing a reliable assessment

In the culture of accurate knowing priority is put on acquiring detailed
and accurate information on clients in order to reach an accurate and
truthful assessment of their suitability for cc mmunity service. Although
the information may never be one hundred per cent accurate and entrely
reliable, what is important is to strive for perfection and maximum
accuracy. The principle of obtaining accurate information finds
expression in the interviews in different wiys:

Table 3: Obtaining accurate information and proclucing a reliable assessment

1. Making principle explicit (7)

2. Eliciting of detailed information (11)

3. Use of multiple information sources (12)

4, Knowing the client from the past (3)

5. Finding grounds for overturning negative information (2)
Total 36, x:33, y:3

In the interviews, the social workers ofter. make explicit the principle of
accuracy. Extract ten begins with a situation +hat has been preceded by a
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detailed review of the client’s previously held jobs. The social worker
has been inquiring as to when the client held these jobs, their duration
and what type of work they involved. The social worker reports to the
client on her inquiries:

Exctract 10: Making Dprinciple excplicit

1 8 Yes right. Let’s put these figures down so I can remember
2 them. Yes because the reason I’'m so curious about this is
3 that it has to do with suitability, so I just want to see how
4 you've handled jobs up until now. What you’ve agreed on
5 and how they’ve gone.

(x5,22)

The social worker explains to the client why she is “curious about this™
she wants to establish the client’s suitability. She is also implying that the
only way for her to reach an assessment is to gather accurate information.
One of the areas that will impact the final conclusion is the clients job
history. The extract begins with the social worker writing down some
numbers. This is no coincidence, in that the culture of accurate knowing
emphasises the accurate knowledge of quantities (how much does the
client drink, how many jobs has he held) and duration (how long has the
client lasted in different jobs and relationships) as key indicators of
stability. In general, the eliciting of detailed informationis the most important
Interview strategy in the culture of accurate knowing, Extract 2, found
earlier on in our article, provides an example of this.

In accurate knowing the interview situation is neither the only, nor
even the primary source of information. During the course of the
interview reference is often made to other sources as well; the social
worker will make it clear to the client where necessary mulfiple sonrces of
information will be used for making the assessment.

Extracts 11 and 12: Use of multiple information sources

1St And another thing is that without your permission I’'m not
2 allowed to ask, to ask anyone to give information about you.
3 But lets come back to it at the end if it looks like I need to
4 ask someone something,

(x 13,9)
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1 S: Yes. I mean it depends of course on what sort of thing this
2 is. Do you know whether the coinplainant’s suffered any
3 major damage?

4 C: He chipped two teeth, but that v-as like all.

5 St Yesright, okay. (pause) It does say here in the medical report
6 from the health centrethat the kicks to the head were

7 potentially fatal. So, I mean, there’s something to it.

8 C: Yeah, well they always say that.

(x 12, 40)

In extract 11 the social worker explains to the client that she must have
his consent in order to obtain information {rom other authorities. It is
interesting that in this extract the social worker reserves the right to
judge whether or not external sources of information will be necessary.
If the interview does not produce the necessary information at the
necessary level of accuracy, the social worker will indeed turn to other
sources, provided that the client has consented. The client’s portrayal
of himself counts merely as one source of information among many.
The same applies to extract 12, in which the social worker refers to
outside information which directly challenges what the client has just
said. What is the measure of accurate and rcliable information if what
the client says conflicts with an official document? These types of
discrepancies must be resolved in the culiure of accurate knowing,
often by referring to additional material.

Social workers do not always meet their clients for the first time in
the assessment interview. In many cases the 7 have actually known their
clients for quite some time, typically through probation supervision.
However, some clients are also known to the social workers through
other connections. Information on clients rnay also be available to so-
cial workers through various reports and documents that have been
prepared by other probation workers, the police, the public prosecu-
tor, etc. Indeed sometimes social workers justify their somewhat cur-
sory interview technique by saying that they already know the client well
enongh. This suggests that accuracy — asking detailed questions and us-
ing multiple information sources — is the norm in the interview situa-
tion, and any deviation from that norm must be justified separately.
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Exciract 13: Knowing the client from the past

St Yes, so that’s basically that, what'll be included in the forms,
the information. So, we can write our report based on this
information, and then on the old supervision information
we have here, ‘cause I know you, and ‘cause the information
in these forms, which you signed before the start of this
interview, identifies two sources of information that we can
check, one is the welfare office and the other is the police
department, but in your case its more like things from your

9 youth since I know you...

10 C:  (grunt)

11 8: I'mean,obviously in the case of a totally new client we would

~N N U AN -

o

12 call all these places and check things out, but in your case its
13 probably not necessary, especially since this is an attempted
14 robbery, and according to criminal law you could get off
15 with a fine...T

(x 11/1, 13)

In this extract the social worker is explaining to the client that there is
enough information in his file for an assessment, which is why the
interview (before the extract) had been short and routine-like. With a
new client this would not have been possible. In this case it would
seem that the existing information will be supportive of a recom-
mendation for community service. However, prior knowledge of the
client may also enter the interview and have a negative impact:

Extract 14: Finding grounds for overturning negative information

1 S: Imean, like in the minutes of the preliminary investigation,
2 you can see the whole range of these things, T mean, we

3 could have a look at this big pile I have here...

4 G Well, there really isn’t much to look at when all is said and
5 done.

6 St No, and I mean this isn’, like I said that this...

7 C:  Mmm.

8 St inasense this doesn’t really like have anything to do with
9 our assessment but I mean we could like....

194

Local Culftures in Social Work

10 C:  Thisis just something I'm accused of doing, its never going

11 to even go, I never even got sentenced for it.

128t Yesyes.

13 (Unclear)

14 S:  We don’t even necessatily have t> take any position on that
15 stuff, you know that.

16 But I mean, there’s something to it, one has one and the
17 other has two.

18 C: Mmm.

19 S:  ButImean Ido believe that since youve assured me that
20 you’re capable as far as this comrhunity service is concerned
21 that you can hold your own amcng friends, I mean that’s
22 okay.

(x7,46-47)

This extract was preceded by a discussion led by the social worker as to
whether the client is perhaps too closely ‘nvolved with his circle of
mates. The social worker’s interpretation is that this circle may drag the
client down and disrupt his way of life to st ch an extent that he would
not be able to cope in community service. Jhe social worker begins by
referring to the minutes of the preliminary investigation, which show
that the client has often been involved in crimes involving a number of
accomplices. On the basis of this information the client’s circle of
mates is construed as a threat. Can this negative information be overturned by
reference to just once source, i.e. the clieat’s own assurance, as the
social worker suggests at the end of the extract? In the culture of
accurate knowing, this is not sufficient. The social worker once again
reverts to the same issue at the end of tte interview, and also uses
outside information in writing her report.

Assessment is made by probation service and i's staff

In the culture of accurate knowing, the assessment of suitability for
community service is in the hands of the probation service and its
staff. Clients and other sources are only ccnsulted in order to collect
information that is deemed necessary. The processing and analysis of
this information in order to reach a decision is not a process in which
the client is expected to participate, rathes it is solely the job of the
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social worker. The fact that the assessment is made by the probation
service and its staff is talked into existence in the interviews in two
different ways:

Table 4: Assessment is made by probation service and its staff

1. Social worker makes statement of exclusive expertise (10)
2. Hierarchic division of labour (9)
Total 19, x:16, y:3

In the interview situation, the social workers make it clear in a variety of ways
that they have exclusive expertise on the matter at hand:

Extracis 15, 16 and 17: Social worker makes statement of exclusive expertise

S: So, now I'm just going to ask you these questions and we’ll
just check off these boxes. Don’t pay any attention to me
sctibbling down my notes because afterwards I’ll have to
think this over as to what exactly I'm going to write here
when I type it up on the basis of these questions, the

6 questions in this formand then that eventually becomes the

7 assessment.

(x 28, 14-15)

& B N O R

1 St Tl be taking notes for us so it’ll be easier, our conversation
2 will be more fluent, and also ‘cause I have to take notes on
3 so many clients. We, I’ve always had this method that I write
4 down important things right away and then write up the

5 whole final version later.

(x 11b, 17)

1 St This was all that I wanted to ask you so that uhm, this is, I
2 mean, I’m going to be honest with you, I really have to give
3 this careful thought.

(x 7, 65)

In these extracts, the social worker is defining the interview situation
as a place for collecting information: “me scribbling down my notes”,
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“P’ll be taking notes for us”, “this was all that I wanted to ask you”.
The social worker’s exclusive expertise is not only achieved because of
the fact that she records the information, but because something
happens to it after the interview as well: “I’ll have to think this over”
and then “write up the whole final version later”; “I really have to give
this careful thought”. After the interview, all of the gathered information
will be subjected to intense and careful deli>eration and processing, In
other words, the assessment will not be completed in the interview
process. The contents of the assessment arz not dictated by the client,
nor is he the ultimate expert on the questiot1 of suitability; the ultimate
experts are the probation service and its stz ff. The client will not learn
in the interview situation whether the repo: t will ultimately be positive
ot negative, although the social worker ma' hint at it. For example, in
extract 17 the (social worker alludes quite clearly to the report being
negative “I really have to give this careful th ought”). At the same time,
however, the dropping of hints helps social viorkers retain their exclusive
rights on expertise.

The processing of the information after the interview is not only in
the hands of the social worker who conducted the interview; there is
still one further level in the assessment hie -archy:

Extract 18: Hierarchic division of labonr

1 'S¢ Uhm I now have the information that...

2 C Hmm.

3 S .Ireally need here. I'll write this report and...

4 C: Right

5 'S¢ ..and then uhm, then our Direcior or the Deputy he’ll
6 prepare a statement...

7  C: Statement

8 8 ..for the court of justice...

9 C: Yeah

10 S:  ..when he reads this report and that is then passed on to the
11 court,

(x4, 19

In extract 18, the social worker explicates 1be hierarchic division of labour
in the assessment procedure. The report will be vritter: by the social worker,
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and then the Director or the Deputy will study the report, on the basis
of which he or she will prepare a statement for the court of justice.
Thus the ultimate expertise drifts one step further away. The social
worker who has performed the interview cannot know the outcome
because the final decision is made elsewhere.

Conclusions

The assessment of client suitability for community service is a de-
manding interpretive job. It involves eliciting and collecting information
from the client, interpreting and assessing that information and
condensing it into a report. The interactive situations in which this job
is accomplished often vary quite significantly. In some cases the
information obtained is defined as ‘scarce’, in other cases as ‘wrong’,
and sometimes it is even argued that there is too much information.
However, the social worker must always make an interpretation about
each particular case and client. The professional core of social work is
very strongly located in this interpretive work. That core can defy the
boundaries of the job; break free from set forms and set formats of
writing reports; escape the expectations of partners and reapply them
in various ways. And what is most significant is that the professional
core is jointly achieved through a process of negotiation. Social work
is an important and powerful element of community service, despite
the fact that its administrative role remains quite unambiguous.

Given the presence of bureaucratic rules and various other rou-
tines, all assessment interviews have basic structural characteristics in
common. Suitability assessment situations also bear a definite resem-
blance to one another, A close reading of these encounters, however,
will reveal tremendous diversity in the assessment practices. In this
article we have identified two locally diverse cultures which are shared
by a number of social workers in both their common understanding
of their jobs as well as in their interview practices. Locality is an out-
standing feature of these cultures. If we look at the figures in tables 1
to 4, we can see that the interview practices predominating in office x
are representative of one culture, and those favoured in office y are
representative of another culture. But we can also see from the same
figures that there are ‘exceptions’ to this main paradigm. As such, it
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follows that the practices of the two cultures are not totally bound to
certain offices.

All in all, the existence of these local cultures can be considered to
reflect the interpretive nature of social work and the opportunities it
offers for diversity. The cultures exhibited not only an individual ele-
ment that varied from one situation to the next, but also habits and
customs that were shared among colleagues and collectives. On the
basis of this empirical result, we would be inclined to argue that the
persistent tendency in literature of saying that a cer.ain part of social work consists
of ontward-directed, rontine bureancracy and paperwork is in fact quite far re-
moved from its everyday reality.

The cultures of appropriate and accurate knowing which we identi-
fied in this study ate based on different vizws of the purpose of as-
sessment interview, the compilation of the eport, the focus of assess-
ment, the direction of co-operation and the purpose of social work
(see Figure 1). In the former culture, the main priority is to reach a
positive assessment. Conversely, in the latter culture, the main concept
is to construct as accurate an interpretation as possible about the cli-
ent’s suitability for community service through a number of different
stages. It is important to stress, however, that the chent’s suitability for
community Service is a construction in both culture.. It is only the type of informa-
tion produced and used in the assessment that vaiies. In the practices of the
appropriate knowing, the relevant information is viewed as being de-
rived from the present and the future of the client’s life, whereas in the
practices of accurate knowing, information concerning the client’s past
life is considered especially relevant.

When it comes to the direction of co-operation, one culture stresses
loyalty to the profession and its clients, th: other stresses the task at
hand, which means that the most important partner is the court of
law. In the culture of appropriate knowing, the most important tool of
doing social work is interaction with the client ‘here and now’. In the
culture of accurate knowing, the social woker will be reaching in the
other direction, away from the interaction situation. Social work is
thought to be about providing concrete support for the client during
his performance of community service. Eoth cultures regard them-
selves as justified, although they justify themselves on different grounds.
There is no fixed way to evaluate the ‘goodness’ or ‘badness’ of either
of these cultures. What we do have to remember is that any evaluation
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will necessarily be based on a certain set of criteria, and that these
criteria are always in themselves open to negotiation and interpreta-
tion.

The basic commitments of both of these cultures have certain con-
sequences, most particularly from the client’s point of view. The client
occupies a different position in different local cultures, and the expec-
tations attached to the client also differ. These differences have to do
with skills of interaction. For instance, in one culture the social worker
has ‘the client’s best interest’ in mind, which means that the client does
not have to form his narration with any great amount of care. In the
other culture, however, whatever he says may lead the social worker to
conduct further investigations, which in turn may lead to the uncover-
ing of information that may harm his case. Multiple skills are required
of the client, although as our analysis shows, it is impossible to know
in advance exactly what those skills might be. One of the most impor-
tant skills is to learn to listen to what the social worker is saying, in that
the social worker’s narration explicates a large part of the expectations
of certzin local cultures,

It is possible that the recommendations produced in these two cul-
tures vary greatly from one another. In 1997, the majority of the as-
sessments were favourable and recommended a community service
order, although there might be some variety between different offices.
However, on the basis of the two cultures of assessment reporting, we
conclude that it is impossible for us to say, for example, whether one
culture systematically leads to a higher dropout rate than the other.
The question as to what follows from these assessments is by no means
futile, although statistics alone cannot shed any light on what goes on
in the enforcement of community service orders. The results should
be monitored empirically and through different stages. How, for in-
stance, s it reflected in the community service workplace that the as-
sessment has considered this option to provide the client with an op-
portunity? Is there support available so that the client can make the
best possible use of this opportunity, and if so, when and how? Ts the
careful assessment of the offender and his situation reflected in the
type of support that is made available to him — is this support properly
targeted so that help is available where it is most needed? Are the part-
ners in co-operation always the same, or do they change? Our analysis
contained in this work is not broad enough to provide a comprehen-
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sive picture of the role of social work and assessments in the commu-
nity service system. Indeed, no constructionist and ethnomethodo-
logical study can aim at such comprehensiveness. As we pointed out in
the introduction, the main contribution of this kind of research lies in
its uncovering contextual particularities (cf. Riessman 1994, xv). What
is needed, therefore, is more empirical research on particularities (such
as the different stages and processes of community service) in order
to discover how, if at all, the cultures of appropriate and accurate know-
ing work in other contexts.

It is clear that the position of offenders is different in these two
cultures. Similatly, the courts of law that issue community service or-
ders on the basis of suitability assessments are closely dependent on
the local cultures within which the assessments have been made. The
type of culture in which these assessments :ire made is clearly a matter
of ethical and political importance. In our analysis we have highlighted
the significant influence of conversation, a;s well as the role of minor
events in the everyday practice of social work. The local cultures of
social work are constructed out of small conversational events, with-
out which they would not exist. If we hope to alter social work in one
direction or another, this aspect must be talten seriously. In the every-
day practices of social work, old cultures arz upheld and new ones are
created within the same arenas.

Notes

1 This paper was written as part of a research project on “Institutions of
Helping as Everyday Practices”, which is furded by the Academy of Fin-
land.

2 We call the two regional offices involved x and y for teasons of anonymity.
They operate in different cities, but have very similar responsibilities as
defined in both legislation and the Probation and After-Care Association’s
own tules.

3 There are many different strands of discourse analysis. Here, we will base
our analysis on the ethnomethodological tradition, which is sometimes
referred to as discursive psychology (see Potter & Wetherell 1987; Ed-
watds & Potter 1992; Potter 1996; Edwards 1997; Widdicombe 1995.)
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4 Strictly speaking, our material comprises not only these joint discussions,
but also all of the surrounding material which in one way or another has
become significant (above all, various kinds of forms, brochures, reports
guidelines, etc., to which the social workers referred in our discussions).

5 In the context of our project on “Institutions of Helping as Everyday
Practices”, we have also carried out other discourse analyses that are based
exclusively on the assessment interviews (Jokinen & Suoninen 1999;
Suoninen 1999).

6 Among others, Hannele Forsberg (1998) and Jaber Gubrium (1992) have
studied local cultures from the perspective of social constructionism and
social work. Cultures are made up of the shared assumptions, ideas and
vocabularies of members working in the same unit, and of the ways in
which they interact with one another. They are shared and standardized
frames that are used for purposes of anticipating, analysing and reflecting
on activity (Forsberg 1998, 72).

7The number of staff taking part in these discussions varied, but was usually
between six and ten. Participation was voluntary, and the meetings involved
both social workers who had tape-recorded their meetings with clients and
those whose involvement was restricted to joint discussions. Social work
students were present at some of these meetings.

8 The code at the end of each extract shows the material’s origin, The first
letter (x or y) refers to the corresponding regional office at which the
interview was conducted. This is followed by the code number of the
interview; this may have an a or b attached, indicating whether this was the
first or second interview of the same assessment (sometimes the assessment
involved one interview, sometimes two). The last digit in the code indicates
the page numbe(s) on which the exctract occurs in the transcription.

9 In December 1997, a joint seminar for probation staff from both regional
offices was arranged, and this idea of two cultures was put to the participants.
The response was quite unanimous; this was exactly how the staff
themselves viewed the situation. They could easily identify their own units
and, at least when they spoke to us, confirmed that this is how they felt the
situation should be. In other words, they subscribed to their own local
culture, their own distinctive understanding of the institutional function
of social work and suitability assessments. The institutional interpretations
of probation work recurred consistently from one conversation to the next,
from one theme to the next; they were even evident as we were finishing
our joint discussions and thanking the staff for their co-operation. At office
x, thete were comments made even after the meeting had ended regarding
the fact that this was a question on which more information should be
made available, on which the office itself should do more research. At

>
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office y, the staff thanked us for our contribution and said they had enjoyed
out joint conversations. In short, it seems that even the reception of our
contribution and the research project as a whole was very different within
these two different cultures.

10 The question of a third, and possibly a fourth local culture is important
hete. A third culture was ready to break thrcugh at any time. We even had
a preliminary name for it: the culture of routine. We would have included
in this label such interview practices in which suitability was assessed in
very ‘simple’ terms, by questions concerning housing, employment,
substance abuse, etc. In the end, however, this culture of routine never
emetged as a separate independent cultur:, and we opted to allot the
elements of this culture to the two other cultures. The element of routine
is thus explained through the logic of these two cultures.

11 These simple tables (1-4) summarise the findings of our discourse analysis
of the interview material. The analysis 'was based on the frame of
interpretation about the distinctive features of the local cultures, which
was constructed in the joint discussions we had with the probation offices’
social workers (see Figure 1). Specifically, cur aim in the analysis was to
identify interview practices related to two features, viz. purpose of
assessment interview and compilation of report. This exercise produced a
somewhat more detailed analysis. The aforementioned features were
expressed in the interviews in many differen : ways, which we have listed in
the tables. These different ways of produding certain features of local
cultures are variably shorter or longer lived it the interviews, however they
are nonetheless clearly identifiable in the turns and extracts. For instance,
‘making (the) principle explicit’ (Table 1) is usually condensed in one
particular turn of the social worker, whereas the ‘construction of positive
information’ (also in Table 1) usually extends ¢ ver several turns in the process
of negotiation between the social worker and client. Specific manifestations
of one or the other culture may appear niumerous times in the same
interview. However, the figures indicated in purentheses refer to the number
of different interviews in which each methnd is expressed. For instance,
‘picking out appropriate information’ appeass in four different interviews.
The sum total is divided into two parts accorling to how often the method
in question appeats in regional office x, and how often it appears in regional
office y.

12 The study by Arja Jokinen and Eero Suon nen, found elsewhere in this
volume, looks in closer detail at the reconstru ction of negative information
into positive information in interview situations. They analyse one
assessment interview (conducted in two phases) in which an assault offence
by a young male client is initially constructed in the client’s narrative as an
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event that was not his fault, but rather ‘caused by others’. However, after
the social worket’s conversational interventions the act is transformed into
an event from which the client learns a great deal, in that it forced him to
stop and re-assess his entire life. It is much easier to recommend a self-
reflective client for community service that one who “shies away from his
responsibilities’.
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