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ETHICAL INVOLVEMENT  

OF SERVICE USERS
Beverley Burke and Andrea Newman

In this chapter, we critically reflect on and explore examples taken from our experiences of 
service user involvement in our various professional roles. By focussing on some of the con-
cerns and dilemmas which have arisen during our practice when involving service users, we 
have developed a set of ethical practice principles which we believe would support and facilitate 
meaningful and ethical involvement of service users. As Black female social work educators, we 
bring to our discussion particular insights based on our multi-layered, intersectional identities, 
shaped by personal and professional experiences of power, oppression and inequality. Black 
feminist theorising and anti-oppressive values and principles inform our critical reflective analy-
sis of our practices (Hill-Collins and Bilge, 2016; hooks, 2013; Hill-Collins, 2009; Clifford and 
Burke, 2009; Crenshaw, 1991).

Within the UK, there are a range of social, political and ethical arguments and drivers sup-
portive of the involvement of service users in all aspects of social work, health and social care 
and social work education. Over the past three decades, service user involvement has become 
accepted practice and is compatible with the social work values of ‘respect, independence, 
self-determination’ (Croft and Beresford, 1990, cited in Robinson and Webber, 2013, p. 926) 
and anti-oppressive practice. The principle and practice of involvement is mandated by vari-
ous major pieces of legislation (for example, Community Care Act 1990), policy and guidance 
frameworks (DOH, 2002; Webber and Robinson, 2012; Robinson and Webber, 2013). There 
is statutory recognition that service users must have a say in the development, implementation 
and evaluation of institutional processes which affect them (United Nations Convention on 
the Rights of the Child, article 12; Equality Act 2010). Since September 2014, service user 
involvement has been a prerequisite for the approval of social work programmes by the profes-
sion’s regulator, the Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC). Practitioners are directed 
in section 1.2 of the HCPC standards to ‘work in partnership with service users and carers, 
involving them, where appropriate, in decisions about the care, treatment or other services to 
be provided’ (HCPC, 2018). However, we are aware that legal mandates for participation and 
involvement have been criticised for being partial, contradictory and ineffectual (Braye, p. 15, in 
Kemshall and Littlechild, 2000) and do not always lead to involvement that is meaningful. The 
legal framework has to be supported by practice underpinned by the values of respect, solidarity 
and mutuality (Moran and Lavalette, 2016) and committed to genuine and ethical involvement 
of service users.
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Discourses regarding the level of service user involvement have shifted focus over the years, 
developing from an earlier emphasis on collaboration and consultation of service users to that 
of partnership and latterly co-production with service users. In fact, it should be noted that 
the Care Act 2014 is one of the first pieces of legislation specifically to include the concept of 
co-production (SCIE, 2015). Co-production embodies a more complex approach to under-
standing the fluid nature of power within relationships with service users and has the potential 
to facilitate a more equitable relationship where power is shared with all concerned (Braye, 
2000). Earlier models of participation and involvement have focussed on the ladder metaphor 
beginning with the seminal work of Arnstein (1969) and adapted by Hart (1992) and others. 
These models centre on the progression up the ladder from passive participants with limited 
power, to more actively engaged participants, where there is an acknowledgement of the need 
for power sharing. It is important to recognise the various levels of participation in relation to 
the development of decision making processes to foster more meaningful involvement, while 
ensuring robust monitoring and reviewing systems are in place to support change (Shier, 2001). 
Whereas elements of the range of approaches to service user involvement are being used within 
the practice context today, McLaughlin (2006) suggests that levels of involvement below that 
of collaboration are more prone to misuse and abuse. It is therefore important to acknowledge 
that ‘different levels of participation may be appropriate for different individuals and groups at 
different times and in different contexts’ (Warren, 2009, p. 50). Incorporating a whole systems 
approach (SCIE, 2006) informed by an intersectional analysis recognises service users’ experi-
ence of multiple oppressions and how this impacts their engagement and inclusion.

The current legislative context features the more potentially empowering concepts of part-
nership and co-production. This shift to a more liberal democratic perspective of service user 
involvement is suggestive of the desire by those in authority to involve service users in a more 
meaningful and ethical way. A critical understanding of concepts such as service user(s), partner-
ship and co-production, participation and collaboration is necessary, as these often-used terms 
are intrinsically value laden and often presented as unproblematic.

Academic debates have highlighted the ethical and moral complexities of the concept of 
service user(s) (Braye, 2000). These range from concerns about reductionist implications that 
a person’s most defining characteristic is that of passive recipient of services rather than an 
active, engaged individual with a variety of social identities (Beresford, 2005; Shaping our Lives 
National User Network, 2003).1 Failure to take into account values, ideological perspectives 
and interests can lead to a myriad of positions and practice interventions in relation to the 
involvement of service users. It is important that the implications and impact of power, oppres-
sion and difference (Taylor, 2006) within relationships are addressed systematically if the end 
goal of transformative practice is to be achieved.

Negotiating and sharing power in our relationships with service users can be challenging 
for all concerned. This is particularly so within established mainstream structures, formal con-
sultation mechanisms and traditional ideologies (Warren, 2009) within inter-professional arenas 
(Taylor, 2006), where notions of partnership can be hijacked by management priorities of cost 
effectiveness and efficiency. Fundamental to the ethical involvement of service users is an under-
standing of not only their individual and collective experiences of marginality, disadvantage and 
oppression, but also their narratives of resistance, struggle and challenge. Service users should be 
treated as equal participants who have agency and who adopt an active role in social and welfare 
processes and practices (Newman and Mcnamara, 2016).

We must not forget the strengths, agency, activism, new perspectives and insights service users 
bring to the relationship (Scheyett and Diehl, 2004). Ethical involvement should also take account 
of the whole range of service users, including those minority individuals and groups who are often 
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on the periphery and viewed as marginal. It is important to engage such seldom-heard individuals, 
groups and communities so that those who are least represented in society are able to meaningfully 
participate in decision making processes which have or may have an impact on their lives (Fitz-
henry, 2008; SCIE, 2015). Failure to do this can reinforce and deepen further inequality, oppres-
sion and exclusion (Cowden and Singh, 2007; Warren and Boxall, 2009; Tanner et al., 2017).

The experiences and narratives of both service users and practitioners provide the backdrop 
against which the processes of involvement become more visible, and new practices which 
encourage and facilitate ethical involvement are developed. We believe that to facilitate ethical 
involvement, the experiences and views of service users have to inform the actions taken in 
relation to their involvement. This, however, is not a straightforward process. It is important to 
acknowledge that practitioners, through their role and the institutional structures in which they 
are located, have power and influence with the potential to discriminate and oppress. Therefore, 
genuine dialogue between practitioners and service users regarding the quality of involvement 
can only begin if there is a good understanding of how unequal social relationships can and 
will impact on that involvement. An understanding of how the contested, socially constructed 
concepts of power and oppression operate within social situations will provide a legitimate 
foundation for practice regarding the ethical involvement of service users.

Practice which underpins ethical involvement is informed by our understanding of the writ-
ings of Black feminists in relation to dialogue, identity and intersectionality, anti-oppressive 
principles and values, as well as a critical understanding of ethical theory and related ethi-
cal concepts. Black feminist theory advocates the need to systematically analyse oppression 
by exploring personal and structural levels of power and powerlessness and highlighting the 
interconnections between various social divisions as they impact on individuals, groups and 
communities (Hill-Collins and Bilge, 2016; Lorde, 2007; Crenshaw, 1989). These ideas also 
inform the key principles of anti-oppressive practice, which seeks to maximise genuine part-
nership, working at both organisational and individual levels, and to minimise the dangers of 
tokenistic service user involvement (Wilson and Beresford, 2000; Barnes and Bowl, 2001). This 
knowledge supports practice which is relational, respectful, caring and sensitive to the needs, 
wishes and feelings of others (Barnes, 2012). It is important to foster a sense of both belonging 
and mattering to those who have traditionally been excluded from decision making processes 
(Rosenberg and McCullough, 1981; Schlossberg, 1989). This is particularly relevant in relation 
to those groups who are less likely to be represented in the traditional service user groups or 
forums, for example, those from BAME backgrounds, individuals who have communication 
challenges and other seldom-heard groups.

When working with service users, it is important to pay attention to the implications for 
how they experience their involvement and the impact this involvement has personally for 
them. This sense of ‘mattering’ signifies the need to appreciate, value and validate their con-
tributions. An ability to understand these complexities and nuances around involvement will 
help professionals adopt appropriate support and skills to enable effective participation (March-
ant and Kirby, 2004). Moral philosophy, ethical theories and anti-oppressive theorising deepen 
our thinking on, and understanding of, the diverse and multi-layered moral issues which sur-
round the ethical involvement of service users. This is within a global context of diminishing 
resources, where needs are becoming increasingly more complex, and neoliberal social, political 
and economic policies dominate (Mattson, 2014). Genuine service user involvement is key to 
the development of policies and practices which begin to challenge the structural arrangements 
that maintain and sustain inequalities.

The ethical involvement of service users has not been without its difficulties, as it involves 
navigating and managing a range of ‘morally contentious and ambiguous situations’ (Clifford 
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Box A  Ethical and practice insights from the service user steering group

Creating safe spaces to build meaningful relationships is a necessary starting point in order to 

begin the process of relationship building. Meaningful relationships take time to develop, to enable 

and Burke, 2009, p. 58). This is due to the competing interests, different perspectives and agen-
das of service users and those seeking to involve them (Goossen and Austin, 2017). Membership 
of different social divisions, values, beliefs and ethical positions may cloud understanding of the 
‘others’ position within this relationship. The range of professional roles, status and responsibili-
ties, and the values held by those professionals (Robinson and Webber, 2013), further compli-
cate the relationships that exist between practitioners wishing to involve service users in a range 
of activities: for example, in social work admissions, teaching, curriculum design, research and 
practice. Factors including the growth of service user movements, the personal and professional 
commitment of practitioners, varied levels of commitment to service user involvement within 
organisations and the policy and legislative context have led to a much more nuanced debate 
regarding the nature and quality of the relationship between individual practitioners and service 
users at an individual level and the social work profession and service user movements at a more 
structural level. This is a debate to which we wish to contribute by sharing our experiences of 
involving service users in our roles as educators, practitioners and researchers.

Reflecting on practice examples

Like many social work educators working in the area of service user involvement, we have 
experienced the process of involvement as complex, challenging and rewarding, with at times 
unexpected outcomes. We found ourselves having to negotiate the competing tensions existing 
between organisational needs and goals, the needs of service users and our professional roles and 
responsibilities. We are aware of how service users may perceive our position as experienced 
academics. Our membership of various social divisions not only adds to the complexities of 
the nature of the relationships we have in our professional roles but also shapes the perspectives 
and understanding we may bring to our work. In the following section, we critically reflect on 
our experiences in the areas of social work education and admissions in an attempt to develop 
principles which would support ethical involvement of service users.

Involving service users in the development of the new social work degree at Liverpool John 
Moores University in early 2002 provided valuable insights developed over the years and has 
been used to guide our involvement practice with service users within a range of teaching and 
learning activities. The work was undertaken by a small group of consultant service users who 
later went on to become members of a small steering group; their remit was to review and 
evaluate an anti-oppressive ethics and values social work module. The group also contributed 
to the development of teaching materials. The experience of working with this group of ser-
vice users was particularly instructive, and the following points made by this group of service 
users has helped to inform our teaching practice and provided a useful framework in which to 
develop our discussion of the work undertaken with young people in relation to their involve-
ment in our work around social work admissions. We believe these interconnecting points are 
supportive of anti-oppressive values, concepts and principles, consistent with the humanitarian 
and social justice ideals of social work.
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Box B  Involvement in social work admissions

There has been a long history of involving service users and carers in our social work admissions 

process. We worked in partnership with a service user forum which provided support and training 

to service users and carers wishing to become involved with various aspects of social work educa-

tion. While this was generally working well, it was very evident that young people’s voices were 

missing from the whole of the admissions process. We wanted to actively engage and encourage 

involvement in a way that was meaningful, genuine and not tokenistic. We wanted their involve-

ment in the decision making process to be full and not partial, on par with the experiences and 

involvement of adult service users and carers. This meant that they would contribute fully to all 

aspects of the assessment of candidates, which entailed a written task, group work assessment and 

an individual interview. They would be part of an admissions panel which included an academic 

member of staff, with whom they would be working throughout the assessment day. We wanted to 

achieve positive outcomes for the young people involved in relation to their personal, educational 

and future career development while ensuring they positively contributed to the rigorous selection 

process of future social workers. An evaluation of the young people’s experience was jointly under-

taken and co-produced by the voluntary organisation and the University, and from this we highlight 

some key areas of learning gained from the process of involvement.

any assumptions and prejudices to be worked through. This mitigates against a reductionist view 

of service users.

Communicating across differences is an important step to building honest, open and trust-

ing relationships, which are informed by the multiple identities of all those involved. Opportunities 

for dialogue between service users and professionals are important in facilitating the often complex 

process of relationship building.

Reflecting on personal and social history and being aware of the impact of this on both 

personal and professional levels helps to develop relationships that are honest and authentic.

Awareness and acknowledgement of power differentials is essential in terms of service 

users being able to express their own opinions in relation to decision making. It is important that 

opportunities for dialogue are provided so that alternative views can be articulated and actively 

listened to.

Learning point

Establishing genuine partnerships and relationships with individuals and organisations.
The first step in this process was to establish a partnership with a voluntary organisation 

which supported young people. It was important to negotiate and agree on the nature of the 
partnership with the young people themselves. A relationship with the organisation had already 
been developed over time, so some trust had been built between the admissions tutor in the 
University and the Senior Social Work Practitioner in the organisation. It was important in 
achieving a partnership with the young people themselves to develop a dialogue. This was not 
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a straightforward process, as the organisation had responsibilities in terms of their duty of care 
to the young people and the University and staff did not have a relationship with the young 
people. Time was needed in order to develop and maintain a positive working relationship 
with the young people in order to facilitate effective decision making, which required open 
and honest dialogue. This process took some time, as it was important to go at the pace of 
the young people; this involved honest conversations with them around the nature of their 
involvement, including understanding the task, support needed to carry out the task and clar-
ity around intended outcomes for both organisations and the young people themselves. What 
was in it for the young people? This was a central question asked by both organisations, as we 
did not want their involvement to be experienced as a tokenistic, box-ticking exercise that left 
the young people feeling disempowered by the process (Tyler, 2006). All professionals involved 
wanted their experience to be a positive and rewarding one, and clear outcomes were agreed at 
the beginning of the process between the young people and the two organisations. As a result, 
the Senior Social Work Practitioner from the organisation supporting the young people asked 
a range of questions of the University staff involved in the initiative in order to ensure that the 
young people’s contributions would be valued and validated within the relationship.

Is the relationship going to be safe and ethical?
Are expectations clear and achievable?
Is their interaction going to be a positive learning experience?
Is there opportunity to talk through any worries or issues that may arise?
Is this experience likely to reinforce any negative perceptions that the young peo-

ple may already have about themselves?
Questions provided by Senior Social Work Practitioner

The above questions present important challenges which need to be met in order to develop 
and maintain a good relationship and ensure that the needs of the service user were central to 
the process. These questions could be used to cultivate and sustain any service user involvement.

Learning point: Preparation and support for involvement.
We realised we had to make changes to the processes we had already developed in order to 

meet the differing needs of the young people. The Senior Social Work Practitioner had already 
completed some preparatory work with the young people prior to us meeting them before the 
assessment day, when we undertook further preparation and training around the assessment 
day process. The young people visited the University before the assessment day to familiarise 
themselves with the University environment and all that it might represent to them, as well as 
meeting the staff member they would be working with on the assessment day. This was the start 
of building relationships with the young people and gave them the opportunity to ask questions 
and voice any concerns.

The young people valued being sufficiently prepared for their involvement. One of the 
young people reflecting on the preparation and support they had received recounted:

I did feel prepared as was given a booklet beforehand and also we met with B and A, 
prior to the interview, to be more relaxed, knowing what to expect. You’re not hav-
ing to get to know the interviewer that you’re working with; you feel like you already 
know and connect with them a bit better.

The aim of the preparation process was to introduce the young people to a staff member, 
clarify expectations, roles and responsibilities as well as to convey to the young people that they 
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were to be equal partners and fully involved in the admissions decision making process. While 
we had discussed the level of involvement during the preparation sessions, it was evident from 
the young people’s feedback that they were surprised at the extent of their involvement and that 
their contributions were taken seriously and valued. One young person reported:

Before I got there, I expected my role to not be as significant, more as an observer, but 
as the day went on, I realised that my opinion was really valued so I felt really involved 
in the process, so that my contributions made a significant difference as to whether 
people get put forward or not.

Support for involvement is an ongoing process which required checking how the young 
people were experiencing the different aspects of the day and ensuring they had regular breaks 
and were not feeling overwhelmed, as well as being able to voice any concerns or worries they 
had, particularly those which might connect to their own personal biographies or experiences. 
Regular debriefing and feedback were provided throughout the day to check how the young 
people were responding to the emotional content of the candidate’s answers. After the assess-
ment day, focussed written feedback was provided to the young people through the Senior 
Practitioner, who helped them to debrief and identify learning gained and areas for further 
personal development.

Learning point: Personal and organisational impact of involvement.
Young people’s participation in the assessment day has added new perspectives to our social 

work admissions processes and to the quality of decision making. In relation to consolidating 
more and longer-term outcomes for the young people, their involvement in the assessment 
day helped to foster confidence to think about other opportunities which they would not have 
previously contemplated. This could be considering further and higher education as an option 
or contemplating future career aspirations. This is voiced in one young woman’s reflections:

Now that I’ve met some people who go on degrees, I would consider going to Col-
lege or Uni myself. They are mostly like me (except the older ones). I’ve never went in 
a Uni before and it’s quite scary but it’s ok when you get to know it, and the staff treat 
you like you’re a grown up and listen to you. But not too much; they know you’re still 
only a teenager, which is important.

This young woman has since being involved in the assessment day become a member of the 
local service user and carer forum, working with us independently now, and has also enrolled in 
a degree programme. An introduction to the local service user and carer forum would provide 
a range of opportunities for involvement on a broader level with different Higher Education 
Institutions (HEIs) and practice organisations. This furthermore resulted in changing the demo-
graphic makeup of the membership of the forum, ultimately contributing to the long-term 
outcome of increasing the number of young service users and carers in the social work admis-
sions process.

Meaningful and ethical engagement is challenging, and therefore relying solely on formulaic 
practice guidance is not sufficient in meeting the realities of involving service users. The learn-
ing points above alongside the following questions can assist discussion, analysis and develop-
ment of practice with service users. We have not provided an exhaustive list of questions; they 
can be added to, modified and further developed. However, they can provide a starting point for 
stimulating critical reflective and reflexive discussions within the areas of social work education, 
practice and research.
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Questions

What strategies do you have in place to engage with a range of service users?
Do you have links with service user groups and involvement with local grassroots developments?

What power do you have individually, as part of a team, as part of an organisation to ensure 
that involvement practice with service users is ethical and meaningful?

What mandate from your organisation do you have to implement changes and make challenges in rela-
tion to issues that may arise through the involvement activity?

What commitments has the organisation made in relation to service user involvement?
Have these commitments been met?

How are values supportive of ethical involvement demonstrated in your practice?
How do you and the organisation translate values which underpin partnership working and co-production  

into practice so that new and powerful change perspectives on social inequality are not only developed 
but are acted on?

How are relationships with service users sustained and developed?
What support can service users expect in relation to their ongoing involvement?

Conclusion and future challenges

Service user involvement is an evolving, dynamic process characterised by uncertainty and 
ambiguity. Professional competence, ethical sensitivity and an understanding of the complex 
nature of power relationships is required in order to navigate the range of issues needing con-
sideration when working within this area. The skills of interested and committed profession-
als cannot be assumed and may need to be further developed in relation to partnership and 
participation work. Joint training for professionals and service users is a good mechanism for 
knowledge transfer and skills development.

While a range of literature clearly highlights the benefits of involving service users, there is, 
we would argue, room for further development of practice in this area. By reflecting on our 
own experiences, we propose that involvement practice with service users should be informed 
by anti-oppressive ethical principles. These principles, by addressing issues of power, social 
diversity and inequality, underpin practice which is honest, authentic and ethical. Working col-
lectively with service users requires a real change in political and ideological perspectives where 
the ideals of equality and social justice move from rhetoric to reality. Ideological and practice 
transformation are key challenges, particularly in relation to embedding service user involve-
ment into complex bureaucratic organisational structures which lack a degree of flexibility. This 
often obstructs the development of a culture which can nurture, support and sustain creative 
and committed service user involvement. Without a supportive and service user-sensitive envi-
ronment, organisations will continue to rely on the good will of interested individuals, leading 
to individualised, reactive, ad hoc and short-term initiatives.

The perennial problem of funding is a major issue and one which will continue to be so 
given the current global economic and political climate. Limited funding and competing pri-
orities will have a deleterious impact on organisations’ commitment to developing creative and 
sustained ways of involving service users. Finally, given our increasing globalised connections 
and inter-dependency, it is crucial to consider the range of needs presented by increasingly 
diverse service user communities. Engagement strategies informed by an intersectional analysis 
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are essential if not only the voices of all are to be heard but also the differences within those 
voices.
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Note
	1	 Various terminology has been used over the years, reflecting the changing power relationships between 

those who receive or access services and those who provide services (Barnes, 2012). However, there is 
broad agreement that the term ‘service user’ is now a more acceptable part of the social work lexicon.
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