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Relational social work is a central part of contemporary scaffolding for practice. Its roots
permeate social work history, thought and development and its adoption in several
countries’ practices, policies and, sometimes, legislation demonstrate its congruity with the
profession. This short book on policy, therefore, adds an important contribution to
relationality’s theorisation, analysis and implementation within the arena of public policy
which we can relate directly to social work. Indeed, the promotion of ‘connectedness as an
ethic for policy reform’ (page 47) interrelates the two.

This short work is separated into four chapters framed by an introduced to the concept and
a conclusion drawing together the authors’ findings for policy reform. We are introduced to
arguments that seek to replace the more prosaic and traditional policy conception as
prescription - a rational fashioning of rules and processes to achieve an identified and
agreed outcome — by focusing on the complexity of decision-making that necessarily relies
ion relationships and interactions and forms a messy, interactional policy world which is not
singular in purpose or intent. Lejano and Kan posit that policy processes are often
unpredictable and complex and when one introduces a relational element, they become
generative. This echoes our understanding of Lipsky’s street-level bureaucrat focus which the
authors accept but to which they do not refer. Whilst Latour’s actor-network theory is also
employed a little in the work this could have been amplified when considering the centrality
of actants within social networks. Also, Hartmann Rosa’s relational sociology would add a
sense of play to generative relational policy development and enactment.

Having suggested that certain theorists may have added more to the discussion it has to be
acknowledged that the text offers a cogent and erudite analysis of theoretical perspectives
that critique policy analysis and offer much to a relational perspective. Drawing on
Husserlian phenomenology the actor is re-introduced into the policy debate recognising that
the objective, removed, rational decision-maker can never really be so and, using Bretano’s
early psychology, that every act, mental as well as physical, is undertaken in relation to
something else. Important for our purposes in social work, Lejano and Kan draw upon Carol
Gilligan’s curae ergo sum (I care for others, therefore, | am) rather than the Cartesian,
rational cogito ergo sum. Policy in this context represents the working out of relationships
with a range of different actor/actant positions building on Latour’s actor-networks,
Bourdieu’s habitus, Ricoeur’s narrative identity and Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems
theory relational public policy is seen as complex and dependent on identities that are
shared, acknowledged, narrated and considered.

This level of theorising is useful and assists social workers in understanding critically why
they are engaged in relational exchanges and transactions with others, and why meeting
with the other is central in generating shared agendas, meanings and ways of working.
However, this is not just something undertaking at a casework level. It is possible, as Lejano
and Kan demonstrate in their work from a Hong Kong example amongst others, to develop a
model for casework management as well.



This short book is not focused on social work but on the policy field in which social work is
performed. It provides a useful well theorised guide to promoting relational practices and it
offers social workers arguments for ensuring that time is taken to build or to strengthen
relationships between people who use services, organisations and agencies, the policy
making world and social workers themselves so that practices can be more equitable and
responsive to needs. Importantly, the authors emphasise that relationality is constitutive of
the life of public and social policy whether it seeks to be prescriptive or not and so placing it
at the heart of development represents a sound way forward.
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