
Working Collaboratively……

Effective Use of Social Work Service In Community Care

The landscape of homecare has undergone substantial change since 1997 with the transition from home care agencies to Community Care Access agencies. The current climate, referred to as ‘the new normal’, places an equal focus on fiscal sustainability, outcome measurement, evidence-based practice, and client-centred care. Case Management has witnessed service allocation practices that have shifted considerably with the introduction of the MDS tools, computer-based information systems, and an array of accountabilities that impact daily practice. Much like the adaptations undergone by clients and caregivers, all of us in the home care arena have been required to alter our workplace practices roles and way of delivering services.

Optimizing Social Work Service Delivery 

Social Workers carry a multitude of skills in their therapeutic ‘kit bags’.  Effective and efficient social work interventions include: promoting independence and coping capabilities; education, enhancing self-directed problem solving; linking people to resources and services; addressing intergenerational and relationship issues; as well as providing advocacy and support to families and caregivers.  With increased restrictions on funding, these interventions are now typically provided with a goal-oriented and brief therapy approach to treatment. This goal-based, brief intervention modality is used widely throughout the profession and is appropriate for many situations found in the field of health care.  In the home care sector, there is a preponderance, of referrals to social work services for instrumental or basic needs that include locating financial resources, housing, and sustenance.  Though provision of these services reflects the roots of our profession, Social Work therapists are trained to provide a much broader array of interventions and support to clients and care teams.  For example, many Social Workers in community health care are clinically trained to provide therapeutic counseling to individuals, families and groups for:  Depression / Anxiety, Mental Health/ Addictions, Marital difficulties; Mediation /Conflict Management; Anticipatory Grief & Loss; and Client/Family Adaptation.

Strength of Social Work Practice - Navigating Systems 

How does advocacy, a role often associated with Social Work, relate to the community health arena? Social Workers often play a pivotal role in assisting overwhelmed clients and caregivers access existing services within complicated and confusing service delivery systems.  Clinically skilled to navigate complex systems, Social Workers are also trained to mediate situations that pose barriers to the timely receipt of appropriate and necessary resources and services.  These complex systems include government and social services , funding , housing/community resources , healthcare , and provider services .  Social Workers also provide information or resources relating to legal needs such as Powers of Attorneys, Office of the Public Guardian and Trustee, mediation or prevention of abuse, etc. Social Workers advocate for clients, families, and caregivers by effectively navigating systems on which clients, families and health care teams  rely.

Benefits of Social Work Service Beyond Meeting Instrumental Needs

In today’s climate, one punctuated by adaptations and transitions [change], it is these skills of working with families, navigating multiple systems, and providing brief therapy that can positively impact the bottom line. How?  Transitions require adaptations.  Hospitalization, placement, re-location, hospice care, respite care, can be a traumatic or relief-inducing experience for client and/or families. Either way, an adaptation is involved – for the client, for the caregiver, for the family, and for the care team. Early intervention, rather than crisis management provides an opportunity to foster sustainable problem solving rather than stabilizing and recalibrating after the situation has broken down.

· In a presentation at the 2002 Best Practices Conference in Alberta, Marcus Hollander reported that the costs are much lower for people who are stable in their type and level of care than those who change their type or level of care.  The costs for stable clients  are about ½ of the cost of those in transition.
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  Dr. David Sheps of the American Heart Association asserts that mental   stress can trigger a lack of blood flow to the heart and increase the risk of death in people with coronary artery disease. In the Journal of the American Heart Association [03-2002], he reports that patients who had ischemia in response to mental stress had a 3-fold  increase in the risk of death compared to people without mental stress.  Mental stress increases oxygen demand because blood pressure and heart rate are elevated.

· Dr Lynanne McGuire, of John Hopkins School of Medicine, suggests the effect of mild depression on the immune system is linked to the increased risk and severity of 

      infections and cancer found in older adults.  The older the person, the poorer the 

      immune response was found to be.  “It seems that it is the length of time of the 

      depression, not the severity, that is affecting a person’s immunity” [Journal of 

      Abnormal Psychology, Feb. 2002].

· Dr. Robert Wilson concluded from his team’s long-term study of people over 65 that

the severity of depressive symptoms is related to risk of developing Alzheimer’s disease (Neurology, Aug 13, 2002].
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   Dr. Carole Cohen of University of Toronto’s Psychiatry Department asserts in the

      International Journal of Geriatric Psychiatry (2002) that “Caregivers who cannot

      identify any positive aspects of caring may be at particular risk for depression and 

      poor health outcomes.  They also may be more at risk of institutionalizing their care

      recipient than others”.

Social Workers’ skills in providing counseling and psychotherapy, working effectively with families or with intergenerational caregivers, in mapping & navigating systems that are complex or multi-tiered, and early interventions can impact positively on the bottom line.  The timely provision of social work services can serve to reduce hospital re-admissions, emergency room visits, or crisis placement and contribute toward optimizing care, while facilitating communication and care planning that is well coordinated. 

Social Work is a regulated profession under the Ministry of Community & Social Services.
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