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Abstract
The adequacy of generic social work values as a framework for probation practice has been
a contested area over the years and recent changes in the structure of probation practice
have added a particular focus to the debate. The purpose of this paper is to summarise the
recent history of the debate and to reflect on the current position for practitioners. This is
done by examining three pieces of guidance given to probation officers about what values
should inform their day-to-day practice: the Regulatory Framework for the Diploma in
Probation Studies (1998), the Practice Guide published by NAPO (2000) and A New
Choreography published by the National Probation Service (2001).

Introduction
As is usual in any writing on values I must begin by acknowledging that the use of the
term ‘values’ in the broad social work arena poses some problems. This is due to the varied
and imprecise way in which the word is employed. Thus one review of the literature on
value systems uncovered 180 different definitions of ‘values’ (quoted in Timms, 1983:
107). More recent authors suggest that there is little consensus about what is meant by
the term (for example, Banks, 2002; Shardlow, 2002; Clark, 2000a). Whether you prefer
the analogy of Shardlow’s ‘live, large and very wet fish’ (Shardlow, 2002: 30) or Clark’s
‘creature of allegory, imagination and myth’ (Clark, 2000a: 33), the conclusion is that the
true meaning and application of the word in the social work context remains just beyond
reach and escapes any firm definition.
The difficulties are compounded by the inclusion of the word ethics in any discussion
about values as this is another word that appears prone to definitional complexity. I
therefore suggest the following as a common starting point: values are ‘abstract and
general notions of what is good and bad’ and ethics are regular practices supported by
‘conceptions of normatively required action’ (Clark, 2000a: 37). Thus values summarise
abstract ideas, and ethics are more concerned with practical application. The dynamic
between the two is outlined by Hugman and Smith (1995: 2):
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