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Reviews 
 
 
Creating Change for Complex Children 
and their Families: A Multi-Disciplinary 
Approach to Multi-Family Work  

Holmes, J., Oldfield, A. & Polichroniadis, M. 
(eds.)  
London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2011, 
pp. 256, 
ISBN: 978-1-84310-965-5, £24.99 (pbk.) 
 
For those wanting to understand the work of 
specialist child and family units, dealing with 
the mental health needs of children and young 
people with significant emotional and 
behavioural difficulties, this is an essential 
read. It is edited by three staff at The Croft 
Child and Family Unit in Cambridgeshire (Jo 
Holmes, Amelia Oldfield, and Marion 
Polichroniadis) with contributions from other 
members of its inter-disciplinary team. The 
children and adults depicted are fictionalised 
but the book is informed by actual cases. 
 
The text addresses in depth key activities and 
relationships with families, who may be 
either day or residentially based at the centre. 
The unit method is multi-modal and claims to 
be unique in the way it treats the family as a 
whole and on a residential basis. The text first 
takes the reader through the setting itself and 
outlines the key methods (multi-systemic 
therapy, multi-family group work, individual 
therapy, and residential family support, 
typically for some 6-8 weeks).  Of note is the 
minimisation of involvement by external 
agencies; instead the focus is on a singular 
relationship with a therapist/key worker over 
time. The interventions are delivered by a 
multi-disciplinary team (social worker, 
teacher, play worker, music therapist, 
psychiatrist, paediatrician, house-keeper).  
 
The book offers rich descriptions of the 
families, their emotional needs and the 
thoughtful ways in which interventions are 
first identified and then introduced, monitored 
and reviewed. The unit has been researched 
over time and audited on numerous 

occasions; and its claim of effectiveness in 
helping families to both change and sustain 
the change is not without evidence. As with 
any intervention that is complex and multi-
faceted, it is important to grasp process, time 
and nuance, and not simply imagine there is 
some ‘plug in and play’ solution obtained just 
by harnessing proven techniques. Thus the 
book takes us through the introduction of 
families to the unit and their crucial first 
encounters with staff and other families. We 
then learn about the early experiences for the 
families in coming to terms with the unit’s 
expectations about residential life and 
community living. The unit environment is 
intended to be a key element of the 
intervention, and hence a nurturing ethos is 
generated that supports the parents in their 
own attachment and nurturing roles with their 
children.  
 
The psychodynamics of multi-family work, 
as described, with often distressed parents 
and children, make for compelling reading; 
and for those wishing to work in such a 
context and to deploy these sorts of methods 
there is much to learn from the insights 
offered. However this is not a manual or ‘how 
to do’ text, but rather a descriptive account of 
key worker roles and tasks, allied to case 
material that offers important insights. The 
uses of various structured assessments and 
schedules for observation are outlined, and 
reveal something of the intensive and highly 
focused clinical work that is undertaken. 
Chapters deal separately with the social world 
of the child and the parents whilst at the unit, 
but with necessary overlaps given the 
therapeutic emphasis upon the holistic. The 
therapeutic tools and examples provide 
resources that can of course be deployed 
beyond the unit; but the central claim of the 
text is that it is the community of the unit, and 
its relationships and learning, that together 
can make a difference to families with really 
complex needs. Indeed it is the highly 
bounded world of the unit that the book is 
self-evidently all about.  
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At the same time one gets a clear sense that 
the ‘outside’ world is suspended and does not 
intrude upon the analysis. (So, for example, 
there is no Bronfenbrenner framework to 
complicate and muddy the narrative here.) 
Thus there is no sense that families, 
parenting, gender, masculinities, childhood 
and children’s ecologies have changed in 
recent decades and might somehow bear upon 
family events in some ways. Thus no 
backgrounds of, say, urban dislocation, 
migration and diversity, crisis-ridden 
protection services, environments scarred by 
drugs, crime, and poverty seem to intrude 
upon what is to be known about the children 
or their parents/carers. (Perhaps the 
catchment area of The Croft does not 
encompass such backgrounds?) The mandate 
and discourse of clinicalised psycho-
therapeutic interventions depicted here are 
seemingly not to be detained by such 
considerations; and one is sometimes left 
wondering quite what counts as ‘holistic’ in 
the remit and imagination of the unit. Nor 
does the literature cited (mainly clinical 
sources) connect with or seek validation from 
other research on children’s centres or family 
centres and ‘what works’: something of a 
disappointment. Instead, we remain 
throughout the book firmly located within the 
various disciplinary boundaries of the unit 
and the way the editors wish its work to be 
understood. And that is surely its strength – 
there is a wealth of creative and skill-based 
learning to be explored here, with access to 
various tools and measures. If you want to 
work in such a unit, or to draw upon its 
models for engaging in intensive 
interventions in controlled environments such 
as The Croft, then this will be essential 
reading.  
 
Andy Pithouse  

Childhood Research Group 
School of Social Sciences, Cardiff University 
 
 
 
 

Understanding Disorganized Attachment: 
Theory and Practice for Working with 
Children and Adults  

Shemmings, D. & Shemmings, Y. 
London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2011, 
pp. 240,  
ISBN: 978-1-84905-044-9, £19.99 (pbk.) 
 
In this book the authors aim to outline what is 
disorganized (sic) attachment behaviour. 
They also discuss contemporary evidence-
based interventions. Both are senior academic 
and practising social workers specialising in 
child protection and attachment; and an 
important target readership appears to be 
social work practitioners and those supporting 
them. They state that their aim is to write in 
an accessible and straightforward style. They 
have succeeded admirably. I was impressed 
by their readable presentations and 
explanations of complex and sometimes 
contradictory elements of evidence and 
theory.  
 
The use of clinical vignettes is most effective 
and is a consistent strength. For example, in 
the introduction there is a moving illustration 
contrasting two little boys, one of whom 
exhibits ‘fear without resolution’ when 
reunited with his father.  
 
Part I covers theory and the research 
background on attachment and disorganized 
attachment. Perhaps reflecting much of this 
background, and possibly marketing factors, 
the spelling throughout is American. 
 
Chapter 1 defines attachment, with a 
particular emphasis on disorganized 
attachment, giving a concise history of the 
development of these concepts. This is a 
useful and readable chapter. A small point is 
that there could have been more elaboration 
of the difference between attachment 
classification and the diagnosis of attachment 
disorder. The authors justifiably point to the 
limitations of the latter concept. This is an 
issue which causes misunderstanding between 
social care and mental health services (Child 
and Adolescent Mental Health Services - 
CAMHS).  
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Chapter 2 outlines pathways to disorganized 
attachment (DA) and also posits the authors’ 
Pathway Model to illustrate links between 
caregiver behaviour and DA. It covers the 
background literature in a useful and 
thorough way, being clear without being 
simplistic. The authors’ model is an 
intriguing attempt to represent graphically the 
complexity of this field. They lead the reader 
through dense theory and research to the 
intervening mechanism of parental reflective 
functioning and mentalisation, keeping both 
infant development and parental experiences 
compassionately in mind. These intervening 
variables are expanded on later, in Part II, 
Chapter 5 (Unresolved Loss and Trauma), 
Chapter 6 (Mentalisation and Reflective 
Function) and Chapter 7, on specific 
caregiving behaviour. This latter chapter has 
two vivid ‘case studies’ which wonderfully 
illustrate ‘disconnected’ parenting. 
 
Chapter 3, which outlines measures to assess 
and identify DA, is clear and useful. So, too, 
is Chapter 4, summarising and collating the 
extensive research on infant 
neuropsychobiology and recent literature on 
genetics.  
 
Part III is entitled Theory and Research into 
Practice and the core describes the authors’ 
ADAM project. (Assessment of Disorganized 
Attachment and Maltreatment.) 
 
The authors and contributors have clearly 
been very influenced (as have I) by work 
from the Anna Freud Centre. This includes 
mentalisation, reflective functioning, the 
integration of attachment research into 
clinical practice, and the use of Story Stems. 
They also draw on the exciting and important 
Van Izjendoorn, Bakkermans-Kranenburg 
and Juffer work on VIPP-SD. (Video 
feedback Intervention to Promote Positive 
Parenting.) 
 
This last part of the book is aimed explicitly 
at social work practitioners, particularly 
within child protection services. Here I feel 
the title of the book is rather misleading – it 
has limitations and omissions for such a 

wider professional readership. For instance, it 
could be more explicit in acknowledging that 
VIPP is primarily an infant mental health 
intervention; i.e. applicable in infancy (0-3), 
and is primarily preventative.  
 
It was disappointing that there was nothing 
here about treatment of/ intervention with 
(older) children (such as children I see 
professionally in long-term psychotherapy) 
with disorganized attachment, as well as 
concomitant other difficulties, such as post-
traumatic stress, anxiety and complex 
behavioural problems. There was no mention 
of these aspects, and no mention anywhere of 
the substantial contribution psychoanalytic 
theory and treatment has made to 
understanding such troubled children, and to 
the field of infant mental health.   
 
The overview, comprehensive in Parts I and 
II, is therefore, I feel, rather patchy in Part III.  
 
The last two chapters outline the work of the 
ADAM project. There is an interesting 
explanation of the use of video feedback (an 
adaptation of VIPP) as a means of assessing 
significant harm ‘to young minds’. The 
authors make the point that it is vital to take a 
child’s-eye view of parenting (rather than 
parental reports); and the importance of 
assessing, through skilled observations, 
caregivers actually parenting. Video analysis 
provides a tool for this skilled observation 
and analysis. Video feedback, along with a 
compassionate understanding of the adults’ 
attachment status, also provides an 
opportunity to assess parents’ capacity to 
change. (Although, I have to say that in 12 
years of parent-infant work I have found that 
many parents cannot engage with video work. 
Also psychotherapeutic techniques of 
containment and delicate challenging of 
defensive patterns can in some circumstances 
be the only way to effect change.)  
 
Chapter 9 describes the usefulness of Story 
Stem assessments as part of a piece of social 
work to gain ‘the child’s view’ of their 
relational world. Once again, a telling clinical 
vignette illustrates the internal working 
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mental models of two physically abused 
siblings.  
 
Overall, this book is an interesting, well 
written and valuable contribution to social 
work practice through a carefully described 
application of attachment theory and 
intervention.  
 
Carol Hughes  

Consultant Child & Adolescent Psychotherapist 
Cambridgeshire and Peterborough Foundation 
Trust 
 
 
Social Work Practice: Assessment, 
Planning, Intervention and Review 
(3rd Edition)  

Parker, J. & Bradley, G. 
Exeter: Learning Matters, 2010, pp. 162, 
ISBN: 978-1-84445-831-8, £18.99 (pbk.) 
 
Textbooks for first year social work students 
reflect the changing patterns of publication. 
In its third edition in 7 years, this book is also 
available as an Adobe ebook, EPUB ebook 
and Kindle. RPP’s social worker reviewer 
welcomed the second edition, but wanted to 
see additional material on child protection 
assessment, and on group assessment and 
intervention processes. Some change can be 
seen. However the balance in the core 
Chapter 3 is still notably in favour of material 
on adult social care plans and processes; and 
intervention, described in Chapter 4, is still 
very individually focused. 
 
The present book is part of a series: 
‘Transforming Social Work Practice’. It 
addresses ‘you’ – the student, in England, 
aiming to achieve a social work degree and 
meet specific National Occupational 
Standards. (There are other titles on social 
work in Scotland.) Both children’s and 
adults’ social work issues are covered, though 
it is acknowledged that mental health and 
learning disability raise issues not addressed, 
so students are referred to other publications 
in the series. 

The first chapter, on understanding 
assessment in social work practice, sets the 
pattern. An introduction quotes extensively 
from national policy guidance - the Common 
Assessment Framework for Assessment of 
Children, and the Framework for Assessment 
of Children in Need and their Families; and 
separately, the Social Services Inspectorate 
Care Management and Assessment: 
Practitioners’ Guide of 1991. Academic 
literature is cited. A few chapter-end 
references are supported by 10 pages of 
general references. (Some Department of 
Health web pages are given, but none for the 
Department for Education.) 
 
Each chapter has case studies. They consist of 
descriptive narratives of varied length, written 
in the third person, and offering interpretative 
apparently omniscient comments:  
 

Margaret was eager to begin practice… 
The day of the visit arrived… It was at this 
point that she realised she had no plan…  

 
Comments are given about the narrative and 
the learning issues raised by it; and activities 
are set, such as: ‘Put yourself in the role of 
the care manager. Write down the reasons 
why you think Gladys should be helped by 
her local Adult Social Services to fulfil her 
‘heart-felt needs’, and write down the reasons 
why you think this may not be the role for 
Adult Social Services’.  
 
The two principal case studies, which run 
throughout, start, in the first case from 
allegations about child neglect by Melissa, a 
16-year-old single mother; and the second 
starts from a request made by 75-year-old 
Gladys for a volunteer to visit, as she is 
lonely. These cases are followed through, 
describing social work assessment, 
intervention, review and successful case 
closure (Melissa and her daughter); and in 
Gladys’s case, traumatic health intervention – 
an amputation - and social workers handling 
care arrangements and conflicts, concluding 
with services being provided through direct 
payments. 
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The recommended model of assessment is of 
a narrative constructed as far as possible with 
the service user – ‘a process of dialogue 
rather than fact-finding’, integral to social 
work processes, and which can’t be separated 
from intervention. This approach might have 
been illustrated with examples of assessment 
documents clearly jointly produced with 
service users. The structured tools described 
in Chapter 2 – Genograms; Ecomaps; 
Culturagrams; Flow Diagrams; and Life Road 
Maps – all do benefit from such a service user 
input. 
 
Chapter 3 has a care plan for Melissa’s 
daughter, and discussion of the issues in 
constructing a care plan for Gladys (though 
only part of the plan itself). The right of 
carers to a specific assessment of their needs 
is not stated, though the case study 
realistically exemplifies some of the conflicts 
in the role of carer. 
 
Chapter 4 juxtaposes different theoretical 
models of intervention with analyses of 
elements in the cases. Systems thinking is 
recognised as a start, but explicitly does not 
provide a model for intervention. Task-
centred practice is commended, as are 
cognitive behavioural approaches – because 
both are grounded in notions of effectiveness. 
For adults, and in the case of Gladys, crisis 
intervention is regarded as having the 
potential to educate people who use services 
in developing new skills and knowledge. 
Networking and advocacy skills are also 
linked with intervention. 
 
Review and evaluation of plans and practice 
is emphasised in Chapter 5. It is 
acknowledged that this activity has often been 
marginalised with children, though it is hard 
to see the relevance of the description of 
statutory serious case reviews. A page is 
given to describing the preparation for a 
review in the case of Melissa, and three 
paragraphs to the review meeting and 
outcome. By contrast, there is a thoughtful 
narrative of about six pages around review 
elements and decisions in Gladys’s case.  

The chapter summary asserts that developing 
a research minded approach to one’s practice 
and development can assist the overall 
process described in the book. This does not 
cue more than a single relevant reference, 
though, not even within the ‘Transforming 
Social Work Practice’ series!  
 
Academic tutors must hope that student social 
workers will feel encouraged to further 
engage with the requirements on research and 
evaluation in the academic Subject 
Benchmark for Social Work which is 
included as an appendix. Despite its 
limitations this book is a useful starting point. 
Undoubtedly there will be a fourth edition, in 
some published format… 
 
Paul Dolan 

Reviews Editor 
Research, Policy and Planning 
 
 
Personalisation: A Rough Guide  
(Revised Edition) 

Carr, S. 
London: Social Care Institute for Excellence, 
2010, pp.82, 
ISBN: 978-1-904812-48-7, Free download 
from www.scie.org.uk/publications 
 
Sarah Carr, of the Social Care Institute for 
Excellence (SCIE), has revised the 2008 
version of this guide in response to changes 
in policy guidance and the direction of 
personalisation within social care in England. 
Although the book is aimed at front line 
practitioners and their managers, it may also 
be useful reading for service users as well as 
independent sector providers. 
 
The book identifies that personalisation 
places people at the centre of all interactions 
with social care, including directing 
assessments, planning services for which they 
are eligible, employing and managing staff. 
 
Carr makes it clear there are changes and 
challenges ahead for social care service users 
and the social care workforce alike. To 
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deliver person-centred services effectively 
requires a shift from social care organisations 
being gate-keepers and providers/ purchasers 
of services to becoming partners in 
assessment and allocation.   
 
A number of ways of working are explored. 
The key elements are that people should be at 
the centre of all choices, and have 
opportunities to access preventative services 
as well as honest and transparent information 
about eligibility for services. Further, this 
book explores the various methods by which 
resources are allocated to individuals. Case 
studies explore the experiences of service 
users and the hopes of the service-user 
movement in response to these schemes.  
 
Carr outlines the difference between the 
schemes that are linked to personalisation and 
clarifies the language around projects and 
pilots. The explanations of self-directed 
support, personal budgets – the first being a 
mechanism for delivering the second - are 
useful. Personal budgets, where direct 
payments fit in, and the move towards 
combined funding from a number of sources 
are discussed. The ambition to combine for 
disabled people the Disabled Facilities Grant 
with access to work or housing support as 
well as local authority social care and 
equipment is described.  
 
Providers, in turn, Carr suggests, need to 
prepare to deliver more flexible support that 
responds to change quickly, whilst providing 
safe, value for money services. The 
administrative commitments upon providers, 
purchasers and recipients are left for 
consideration on another occasion.  
 
Personalisation: A Rough Guide, revised in 
2010, may well require further revision to 
meet and respond to the challenges of the 
Health and Social Care Bill 2011, as well as 
tighter local authority budgets and restricted 
eligibility criteria. This edition, for example, 
adjusts to the 2009 Department of Health 
update suggesting a move towards individual 
health budgets, and the results awaited from 
the 68 (soon to be dissolved) NHS Primary 
Care Trust pilot sites.  

In the meantime, the book provides a useful 
reference to the terms, opportunities and 
parameters of personalisation. The format is 
clear and accessible, and the references are 
extensive. I have no doubt it will feature on 
the bookshelves of managers and 
practitioners and in the essays of students.   
 
Zoe Hodges 

Practice Coordinator, Commissioning Unit, 
Community Care 
Torfaen Social Care and Housing 
 
 
Individual Outcomes: Getting Back to 
What Matters 

Miller, E.  

Edinburgh: Dunedin Academic Press, 2012, 
pp. 117, 
ISBN: 978-1-906716-30-1, £16.50 (pbk.) 
 
In the light of the current policy emphasis on 
outcomes and on the integration of health and 
social care, the consequent attempts to reflect 
these in performance frameworks, and 
councils therefore wrestling with implications 
for practice, the subject of this book is very 
timely. Its focus is on Scotland and it draws 
on work on partnership working in health and 
social care, which built on earlier research on 
social care outcomes conducted by the Social 
Policy Research Unit (SPRU) at the 
University of York. 
 
The book outlines the policy context in 
Chapter 1, before describing the Scottish 
research that it draws on in Chapter 2, 
including the basis for ‘Talking Points’. This 
is the approach developed for implementing 
an outcomes-focused practice for service 
users. Chapter 3 discusses outcomes for 
carers, and Chapter 4 focuses on the roles and 
conflicts for staff. Chapter 5 turns to the 
critical role of leadership and management, 
and Chapter 6 concludes the book by 
reflecting on the key themes raised. 
 
Throughout the book the author contrasts 
what are termed ‘managerialist’ approaches 
with approaches variously described as 
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‘democratic’, ‘citizenship’ and ‘relationship-
based’. While there are some very useful 
insights into the challenges of moving to an 
outcomes-based approach, the context is 
rather briefly described; and for other UK 
readers in particular, it would have been 
helpful to have had more analysis of how the 
Scottish approach relates to those approaches 
developing in the rest of the UK. For 
example, although the English outcomes 
framework is noted, and at the time the book 
was being prepared was out for consultation, 
it is rather dismissed as ‘managerialist’. It 
would have been helpful to understand how 
the equivalent Scottish Community Care 
Outcomes Framework differs - indeed if the 
author feels it is closer to ‘democratic’; and if 
so what are the advantages in encouraging 
outcomes-focused care and support. From the 
brief description provided, it appears, if 
anything, less focused on individuals’ 
outcomes and more focused on process.  
 
The author equates such frameworks with 
‘performance management’, and later in the 
book (pp.77-79) provides a useful description 
of why performance management based on 
process measures can often result in perverse 
incentives. The argument is then made that 
the way forward is to supplement such data 
by fostering qualitative data analysis at local 
level, equating qualitative data with user and 
carer outcomes. While clearly such an 
approach would enrich and enhance local 
understanding of the outcomes achieved and 
the barriers to achieving others, it would have 
been helpful to have included a critique of 
quantitative outcome measures (which are 
barely mentioned), and more about both the 
potential benefits and pitfalls of collecting 
and analysing qualitative data. 
 
Although the use of the Senses framework 
(developed by Nolan and colleagues) in 
Wales is mentioned, with its emphasis on 
outcomes for staff as well as for service users 
and carers, the chapter on ‘Outcomes for 
Staff’ in fact concentrates more on the shift to 
outcomes-focused practice. While the table 
contrasting service-led/ deficit-based 
approaches with those that are outcomes-

focused helpfully summarises the differences, 
it feels a little dated in the light of shifts 
already made in terms of personalisation and 
self-directed support. I found myself in 
several instances thinking – great, but how? 
In the following chapter on organisational 
imperatives, the importance of outcomes-
focused supervision guidance is identified, a 
process which was developed as part of the 
Talking Points programme, and suggesting 
that this might provide at least some of the 
answers to the ‘how’ question. 
 
Early work on developing what became 
Talking Points had identified that ‘focusing 
on user and carer outcomes in fact requires 
not only significant investment in changing 
the culture and processes within a service but 
also wider reorientation of systems’ (p.19). 
The Talking Points approach has clearly 
proved popular with staff and is influencing 
practice in Scotland. However this book does 
not provide a detailed description of exactly 
what it is and what is involved – it would be 
necessary to follow up the references to find 
this. On the basis of what is presented it 
seems as though Talking Points is potentially 
a useful approach, and one that could be 
adapted to reflect different ways of 
structuring outcomes in different systems (for 
example, reflecting the dimensions of 
outcome used in the English Adult Social 
Care Outcomes Framework). 
 
Perhaps the clearest and most important 
message emerging from this book is that 
introducing an outcomes focus to social care 
and, particularly alongside an agenda for 
closer health and social care working, 
whether that be ‘partnerships’ or 
‘integration’, is not a quick or easy process. It 
requires system-wide changes in thinking and 
processes. This book does then provide 
several helpful pointers for those aiming to 
move in a considered way to outcome- 
focused practice. 
 
Ann Netten 

Professor of Social Welfare and Director, 
Kent Personal Social Services Research Unit 
(PSSRU) 
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Commissioning for Health and Well-Being 
- An Introduction  

Glasby, J. (ed.) 
Bristol: Policy Press, 2012, pp. 257, 
ISBN: 978-1-84742-792-2, £24.99 (pbk.) 
 
The contributors to this book come from 
Birmingham University’s Health Services 
Management Centre or Institute of Local 
Government Studies. The book is aimed at 
people working in the health and social care 
sector who need an understanding of the key 
principles, concepts, methods and evidence 
which typically underpin the commissioning 
process. 
 
The book itself has four sections. The 
introductory section provides an excellent 
critical overview of the commissioning 
landscape. It defines key terms and places the 
development of commissioning in its 
political, policy and organisational context. 
Some challenging questions are posed about 
the necessary conditions and elements of a 
successful commissioning system. 
 
The next section contains seven chapters 
which cover various aspects of the 
commissioning cycle, starting with an 
explanation of the concept and practice of 
‘strategic’ commissioning as it is increasingly 
spread across the public sector. Other 
chapters focus on the technical challenges 
experienced in phases of the commissioning 
cycle, such as needs assessment, market 
management and quality assurance. Each 
chapter attempts to offer an analytical or 
systematic framework for exploring the topic 
in question in more detail, and these are 
usually accompanied by short but realistic 
case studies. 
 
The third section considers key 
commissioning themes. These include the 
perspectives of economics, public and user 
participation in commissioning, joint 
commissioning, and the impact of 
personalisation. These chapters are quite 
different from one another but I suspect all 
echo the terms of debates which commonly 

occur among commissioners across the public 
sector. 
 
A final section summarises the key questions 
or issues that have been covered as a whole, 
and suggests potential areas for future 
research. 
 
Throughout the book there are useful pointers 
to further material for the reader to continue 
their exploration of the topics in question. 
This material includes exercises designed to 
stimulate the reader to reflect critically, 
preferably with others, on if and how his / her 
local commissioning arrangements or 
practices can be better understood using the 
material in each chapter.  
 
So assuming the target audience for this book 
is existing commissioners, or those who are 
to be commissioners, how well does it serve 
its purpose? Among commissioners, as with 
any professional or management group, there 
is a wide spectrum of experience, knowledge 
and formal training. This book offers 
something worthwhile for most such 
commissioners regardless of their 
backgrounds – but it also has the 
corresponding weakness that some of its 
content duplicates areas which other sources 
address equally well or perhaps more 
effectively. 
 
For more experienced or senior 
commissioning managers, the elements which 
take a more critical look at commissioning 
offer valuable prompts to think about the 
direction in which their service, organisation 
or indeed the whole health and social care 
system is heading over the next few years of 
austerity. Leaders across commissioning 
organisations urgently need to make sense of 
the government’s programme of NHS 
reforms (and their knock-on impact for local 
government); and this should mean asking 
questions about the real purpose of the 
current commissioning reforms, and their 
underpinning political and economic values. 
Chapters by Glasby and by Bovaird et al. 
provide good entry points into that territory. 
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Equally useful is likely to be the material 
which addresses some of the particular 
challenges of commissioning in these difficult 
economic times. Chapters on decision-
making and priority setting, on 
commissioning for service resilience, and on 
de-commissioning services, provide 
frameworks for commissioners to compare to 
and contrast with their own organisational 
and management practice.  Rightly there is no 
pretence at suggesting that these approaches 
are the only ways of tackling these 
challenges; but they are clearly explained and 
would offer a starting point for development 
or adaptation of local approaches. 
 
However the book does present itself as ‘An 
Introduction’. So probably its usefulness to 
the relative newcomer to commissioning 
should be the key criterion for judging its 
success. The material referred to above would 
be an asset to such a newcomer in 
understanding the commissioning context. 
From that newcomer’s perspective, the 
chapters on needs assessment, on 
procurement and market management, and on 
commissioning for quality and outcomes are 
all valuable and well written introductions to 
those areas. There is of course a wealth of 
information on these topics available on 
government and professional or academic 
websites, and these are referenced in the 
further reading sections. So whilst there is 
little in the way of new material or 

perspectives in these discussions, they would 
equip readers with a good basic 
understanding and the confidence to venture 
to use other specialist texts and guides, and to 
make better sense of them. 
 
The final section, on key themes, would also 
be valuable for someone wishing to 
understand the background to longstanding 
commissioning issues such as user 
involvement and joint commissioning. 
Personalisation is at the heart of policy and 
organisational debates in councils and 
increasingly in the NHS. The chapter by 
Needham and Duffy poses some interesting 
questions about the future of commissioning 
as a public section function, or profession, in 
a world of shrinking public services and 
expenditure. 
 
Overall – a book that has something to offer 
for almost anyone interested in 
commissioning, and perhaps most useful to 
be shared around a group of students or staff 
to provide the basis for some lively debate 
about how commissioning can and should 
shape the future of our health and social care 
system. 
 
Tony Pounder 

Head of Commissioning 
Adult and Community Services, Lancashire 
County Council 

 


