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Virtual Wobble Spaces:  A pilot study of the outcomes of online therapeutic spaces on practitioner wellbeing and social work practice
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Teaser Text : Wobble rooms are physical spaces , often within hospitals  and  health care settings where staff can go to have a ‘wobble.’ They were set up largely as a response to the Covid-19 pandemic, and are therefore different in style and content, with some wobble rooms containing basics, whilst others host therapy animals and creative activities. Some wobble spaces were also established online. Evaluations of existing wobble spaces show that accessing a dedicated space, activities and sharing with others have  positive effects on staff wellbeing. Despite this, the wobble space model does not appear to have been extended from health care into social work. 
This article describes a small pilot research study, delivered over three months, at fortnightly intervals, with social workers from the same UK authority. The study drew inspiration from the ‘Weeble’ a 1970’s toy which could ‘wobble but not fall down’ and offered participants a safe place to meet, share and experiment with creative activities. Evaluations from the study show that participants experienced positive effects on both individual wellbeing and wider practice and suggest that there is scope for the model to be extended in social work more widely, alongside support methods such as coaching or counselling. 

Abstract 
Stress, emotional exhaustion and job dissatisfaction have been prevailing issues in social work for decades, with recent research by BASW demonstrating poor psychological outcomes for social workers, amidst inadequate levels of staff retention and high burn out rates. The Covid- 19 pandemic added to these existing stresses, with social workers experiencing multiple losses, including bereavements and changes to working practices. 
As a response to the pandemic, many hospitals and health care settings established bespoke wobble spaces, dedicated to enhancing staff wellbeing. However, despite the reported success of these wobble spaces, results from a literature review show that they have not been established within social work. 
The pilot study discussed in this article, explored and evaluated the impacts of a virtual wobble space provided for social workers over three months at fortnightly intervals. The research design was purposefully creative and aimed at focussing on positivity and fun as a counter to much of the existing literature on stress and burnout in social work.  The study is limited by a small sample size but nevertheless the unanimously positive findings and wider interest, suggest there may be a broader role for wobble space provision in social work 
(195 words) 

Introduction 
Stress, emotional exhaustion and job dissatisfaction have been prevailing issues in social work for decades (Evans et al, 2018; Collings and Murray, 1996; Sanchez Moreno et al, 2014). The recent Covid-19 pandemic has added additional pressures to an already troubling situation, with social workers experiencing multiple losses, including bereavements, and rapid changes to working practices (Author, 2021).  Support initiatives such as the widely championed ‘Clap for the Carers’ (Wood and Skeggs, 2020) largely focussed on the NHS, with the social work profession generally absent from both media reporting and public awareness, despite their status as emergency critical care workers (BASW, 2020). A survey by the British Association of Social Work (BASW) in 2021 demonstrated that one of the highest average death rates among women by occupation were Social Workers, who also experienced elevated levels of mental health difficulties, including an inability to ‘switch off.’ A study by Hussein (2018) prior to Covid-19 similarly found that the personal costs of providing emotional and practical support to vulnerable people contributed to accompanying emotional difficulties and high rates of burnout amongst social workers. This poor rate of retention and significant burn out, creates corresponding issues for users of services who may have multiple changes of social worker, thereby affecting the working relationship and contributing to poor outcomes (Hussein, 2018). 
Whilst supervision is a requirement for Social Workers, (Social Work England, 2022a) there is limited direct therapeutic support, when compared to other professions involved with traumatic life events, for example psychotherapists and psychologists, all of whom are required to have clinical supervision to help process vicarious trauma (Hansung and Stoner, 2008). Social Work England Standard 4.2 (2022a) states that the purpose of supervision includes ‘supporting and maintaining wellbeing’ but existing social work supervision is commonly either outcome -based with an emphasis on case management, or reflective, rather than therapeutic in focus. Therefore the emphasis on wellbeing which might be provided through a more therapeutic model such as the wobble spaces discussed and defined in this article, can become subsumed by  the requirements to review ‘practice and decision making, ensuring they are in line with legal and statutory guidance’ (Social Work England , 2022a)  Additionally, the Standards for Social Work enforced by the Regulatory body, Social Work England (2022) emphasise the responsibilities of individual Social Workers and the potential sanctions should these Standards not be upheld, thereby potentially adding further pressures to those reported in the BASW survey (2021). 
Preston (2021) reports on Phase 3 of the Health and Social Care Workforce Study which found that ‘Social workers’ mental wellbeing was lower than all other professions on average except midwifery’ and that social workers were ‘more likely to self-blame, vent their frustrations, disengage, and use substances to help them cope’ than other professions.  
Individual social workers experiencing symptoms of stress are commonly referred for counselling, coaching, or to Employee Assistance Programmes (EAP). Joseph and Walker (2017) argue that the rapid growth of EAP’s is largely an organisational means of cost-cutting and reducing tribunal claims, whilst Hansung and Stoner (2008) recommend establishing supportive job conditions as a primary condition for helping and retaining social workers.
The pilot study reported in this article explored the impacts of an online ‘virtual wobble space’ provided for social workers over three months at fortnightly intervals. The research design was purposefully counter to much of the existing literature on stress and burnout in social work, choosing instead a creative methodology focussed on positivity and celebration (DiAmbrosio, 2006).  Despite being limited by sample size, indications from the findings are broadly positive and suggest there may be a wider role for ‘wobble space’ provision in social work. 

Wobble spaces and practitioner wellbeing 

In the last few years, wobble spaces have established themselves rapidly in hospitals and health care settings, often as a response to the Covid-19 pandemic. Gurney et al (2020, p.45) define a ‘wobble room’ as a ‘wellness intervention designed to guide staff through unpredictable times’ by providing a place where they can find support and ‘create a "new normal" with respect to personal safety and team cohesion.’ In practice, wobble spaces may simply be ‘side rooms where staff can have a quiet moment’ whilst in some settings, ‘they are decked out with calming music, oil diffusers, stress toys and refreshments’ (Evans, 2020, p.9). Some settings have used wobble spaces as a place to hold daily briefings specifically focussed on staff well-being (Evans, 2020) whilst Pottinger, et al (2021) describe the establishment of a weekly ‘virtual wobble room’ for healthcare students at the University of Nottingham. 
The provision of wobble spaces for enhancing wellbeing has been widely reported as successful, with Pottinger et al (2021) finding the main benefit in providing shared understanding and the capacity to decompress, whilst Bates (2020) describes wobble spaces as ‘sanity savers.’ 
However, despite the success of wobble spaces, findings from a literature review carried out for this research study showed only seven results for ‘wobble spaces.’ Whilst a search for ‘wobble rooms’ produced just under sixty results; they were only mentioned in passing within the articles themselves. Additionally, all the studies found, took place within healthcare settings, and most were established as a response to the increased stresses resulting from Covid-19 (Gurney et al, 2020; Cooper et al, 2021; Pottinger et al, 2021; Bates, 2020). Evans (2020) reports on the withdrawal of many wobble rooms in the aftermath of the Covid-19 emergency.  Therefore, despite successful evidence, the provision of wobble spaces is not widely or permanently established even within health care and, as far as we are able to discern from our literature review, not previously utilised at all within social work. The study discussed within this article is a response to both the gap in the literature and the apparent lack of provision within social work practice settings.


Research Design 
The virtual wobble space project described in this paper was a development from a series of ‘Mental Health and wellbeing Workshops’ led by the second author and commissioned rapidly by several London boroughs both during and in the aftermath of the Covid-19 pandemic. The context for these workshops was the significant number of deaths from Covid-19 and consequent concerns about the impact on staff wellbeing. The first author was invited to participate in the workshops due to her expertise in areas of death and loss (Authors own, 2022; 2017; 2021)
These Workshops followed a six-session model, with an emphasis on creativity (Dunn et al, 2022; Davies and Lee, 2019). The six-session model was at the request of local authority commissioners and directed by both time and financial constraints. Feedback from the initial workshops was excellent and led to their commissioning by further London boroughs. However, as these workshops were commissioned as a response to Covid-19 they were not formally evaluated as research studies. In response to this, both authors recognised a need to evaluate their success more formally, leading to the wobble space study described in this paper.  

The wobble space project was funded by an internal research grant from the first author’s institution and delivered in partnership with the local authority Social Work Teaching Partnership. In designing the study, we adapted the initial ‘Mental Wealth and Wellbeing’ workshop format, drawing from the evidence base on successful wobble space provision within health care settings (Gurney et al, 2020; Cooper et al, 2021; Pottinger et al, 2021). We retained the six-session format, in part because this had proved successful in the previous set of workshops and also pragmatically, since this was a pilot study, with funding and institutional deadlines.  
Recent work by Ravalier (2022) has graphically exposed the detrimental psychological and other impacts of highly stressful working conditions within social work and whilst this is undoubtedly vital, an undesirable consequence may be that social workers learn to feel helpless in the face of what may seem, at times, like overwhelming challenges (Seligman, 1992). Conscious of this and other existing work in exposing the considerable challenges to social work, both prior to, during and in the aftermath of the Covid-19 pandemic (Hansung and Stoner, 2008; Sanchez Moreno, 2014; Ravalier, 2022) ontologically we chose to offer an alternative to the prevailing focus on stress, retention and burnout. Therefore, the motif at the heart of our study design was the ‘Weeble’, a popular 1970’s toy, whose distinguishing character was that they could ‘wobble but not fall down’ (DiAmbrosio, 2006, p.263). Drawing from DiAmbrosio (2006) we agreed that the study design should provide an opportunity for celebration of ‘the positive experience of individuals, positive personality, and social context in which positive experiences can occur’ (2006, p.263). This purposeful, epistemological focus did not preclude participants from sharing difficult experiences, but rather encouraged what Peterson (2000) describes as “big optimism,” thereby balancing endemic narratives of stress and encouraging the belief that hope, joy and celebration are possible, regardless of ‘wobbles’ (Diambrosio, 2006). To help achieve this we retained the focus on creativity from the previous workshops, (Dunn et al, 2022). Findings from our initial literature review showed that art and other creative methods are widely used by social workers in their direct practice with vulnerable stakeholders ((Huss and Sela-Amit, 2019, Huss and Bos, 2019) but there has been little work on using creativity as a means of alleviating social workers’ own stress factors and exploring, as well as promoting their wellbeing (Huss and Hafford-Letchfield, 2019) 
Methodology 
We developed research questions as suggested by Janesick (2000,p.382)  who describes a drive to develop  these through ‘an intellectual curiosity if not a passion for a particular topic.’ Having been previously involved with supporting Social Workers through the impacts of the pandemic, the passion described by Janesick (2000) was based on our drive to continue supporting social workers with a positive, creative model, and therefore we aimed to discover: 
· Does the implementation of a virtual wobble space help to improve practitioner wellbeing? 

Supplementary to this main question, we were also interested in five supplementary queries: 

· What forms of supervision and support are Social Workers currently offered? 
· How do Social Workers appraise the existing support and supervision? 
· What forms of support and supervision do Social Workers access outside their professional environment? 
· How do Social Workers evaluate the virtual wobble space model offered during the pilot project? 
· What are the implications of the project evidence for Social Work practice at a national level? 
Ethical consent for the project was received from the first author’s host institution and Ethical Governance was also obtained from the local authority teaching partner. Initial conversations with key personnel within the Teaching Partnership were highly supportive but also revealed anxiety about any potential cost of the project to the local authority, together with time out of the job for the participating social workers. To reach a compromise, we agreed that the ‘wobble spaces’ would take place virtually via MS Teams, at fortnightly intervals, during the lunch hour. Costs for the project were met through institutional internal research funding. Once consent and governance were both obtained, participants for the project were recruited through internal local authority communications. 
We had originally planned a sample size maximum of ten people, but in the event, we recruited eight. Three of these participants dropped out for different personal reasons prior to the start of the sessions, leaving us with a group of five. As this was a pilot study and due to concerns about deadlines, we finally decided to move ahead with this sample size. Our final participants were four women and one man, from different social work services within the same Teaching Partnership authority. All five were white and of British or European origin. The first author is female and White British, whilst the second author is male Black African-Caribbean. The limited diversity mix in this first pilot group reflects geographical location, although it is worth noting that in other contexts wobble spaces have been used specifically for black and minority ethnic participation (Pottinger et al, 2021).   Participants had all worked in social work for several years, in many cases for decades and ranged in age from early to late middle age. Their identities have been kept anonymous within this paper in line with ethical consent and local authority governance, and they are therefore referred to by pseudonyms as Josie, Ruby, Cath, Pete and Flora.  
Participants were all sent an ‘Information about the Study ‘pack via email, including a consent form and the right to withdraw. Prior to the first wobble space session, we also asked participants to complete a brief questionnaire, aimed at understanding their existing supervision and support networks. The questionnaire consisted of fourteen questions, most of which invited a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer, for example ‘Do you receive regular supervision?’ 
Following each wobble space session, we asked participants to email a piece of reflection which helped us to evaluate what had been successful or unsuccessful and to guide the direction of the wobble spaces. As Ferguson (2018, p.415) states ‘the need for professionals to use reflection to learn about and develop their practice is now a universally stated goal’. Conscious that the wobble spaces were taking place at fortnightly intervals, and the concomitant need to reflect on what had happened in the aftermath of the sessions as well as within each session (Ferguson, 2018) we also established a private Padlet space, accessible only to wobble space participants via a link. The first author has previously used virtual Padlet spaces to successful effect within her teaching and during the Covid-19 pandemic (Lorimer et al, 2021). 
Some participants used the wobble space to upload drawings and photographs from the wobble space sessions, whilst others used it as a base for their reflections.
Each wobble space session began with a ‘check in’ during which participants shared as much, or as little as they wanted about how they were feeling, thereby setting the stage for enabling the group activity which followed (Gordon, 2008).  Whilst one or both of the authors were present at every wobble space session, for this pilot study we also drew on the expertise of external facilitators for three of the six sessions. External facilitators were chosen for their knowledge of social work, which they combined with creativity. Two of the three external facilitator’s work as professional artists and one of these was formerly a Principal Social Worker. The other artist has completed previous work with social workers during the pandemic. The third external facilitator is a social work academic with extensive experience of using creative story telling methods to evoke ‘magic’ and tragic’ moments in peoples lives and was asked to facilitate in order to help the group share their own stories of hope and adversity in line with our methodological position. 
During the initial session, with the first author acting in a facilitative capacity, we discussed the rationale and proposed format of the wobble space project, and asked participants to bring an object which would help to summarise their identity. Participants responded very creatively to this request, with all contributions connected to themes of wellbeing, through, for example, a much-played board game, a football, and a paw print impression of a beloved pet. This enabled individuals in the online group to bond and begin talking collectively about their wellbeing. 
The second session facilitated by the second author, focussed on the importance of memories and following the usual ‘check in’ participants were asked to think of smells and other sensory recollections which evoked significant memories for them. This session focussed participants on the importance of memories, which helped them to think about those ‘small things’ in their lives which could make a difference to individual and collective wellbeing.  
The third and fifth sessions were both facilitated by professional artists, with previous experience of social work involvement. In the third session, participants were asked to draw or recreate a ‘journey’ around the space that they were in and later to visually describe an important journey. This helped participants to refocus their minds away from the working day and to share significant experiences, in line with the overarching purpose of the wobble space project.  Examples of the work created are shown in Figure 1 and 2 below:





Figure 1.                                                                  Figure 2. 
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In the fifth session, facilitated by a different artist and Independent Social Worker, the theme was looking closely, a topic of great relevance to social work. Participants were asked to undertake two creative drawing activities, consisting firstly of composing a self-portrait without taking the implement off the paper, looking at the page or at themselves. Secondly, participants were asked to repeat the same task with a significant nearby object. Examples are provided below in Figure 3:  
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Figure 3.

The fourth session was facilitated by a Social Work academic, with expertise in storytelling and the power of ‘magic’ and ‘tragic’ moments, with participants invited to share their own examples of these (Andrews et al, 2019).  Participants were able to build on previous sessions and shared powerful individual and collective coping experiences of overcoming work and personal adversities.
Finally, in the last session all participants were invited to share a piece of music which summarised their experiences of the wobble spaces.  Participants indicated that this exercise provided space for relaxation and final reflections expressed through music. This was collated as a play list and sent to all participants at the end of the wobble space study
Following the final session, participants were also sent an evaluation consisting of ten questions which has helped to inform our findings. The data from the reflections sent in after each session, the playlist music and the concluding evaluations all formed the final dataset, which was analysed by the first and second authors separately, using a thematic analysis technique, which identified and interpreted themes in relation to the aims of the study and the research questions (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Each author analysed the dataset individually at first and collective or similar themes were then shared and cross referenced for commonalities.  

Themes

Following our separate and joint analysis of the entire dataset, we have separated our findings into five key themes, which are all informed by our initial research questions (Braun and Clarke, 2006). 

1. Existing support and Supervision: ‘I am of the view that a well-being programme should be introduced as part of a staff induction and reviewed as part of supervision’.  

Responses to the initial questionnaire showed that all participants were receiving some form of regular supervision at work, usually between monthly and six weekly intervals and either in-person or remotely. One participant received individual case-based supervision on the telephone. Two participants received both individual case-based supervision and reflective group supervision provided at six weekly intervals both online and in -person. Every form of supervision was facilitated by Senior colleagues, in many cases, line managers. None of the participants had encountered the wobble space model previously, despite some being based in health care settings. Participant feedback was unanimous that there was an urgent need for more integrated support, including dedicated neutral spaces where social workers could meet and communicate without judgement or anxiety. 


2. Group composition and context : ‘I was amazed at how quickly bonds were built’

Commenting on the group size, participants were mostly satisfied, with Josie commenting: 

‘The size of the group worked well online as it was a small group.  I’d be concerned if the group was bigger that people may not connect so well.’ 

Other participants felt there was room to expand the group size, as we had originally intended: 

‘Maybe a couple more people.  I think the structure was good ‘

‘I think a group from 6 to 10 would be ideal’ 

Everyone in the group commented on how well it had bonded, with Josie summarising this: 

It’s been lovely connecting with others that I previously did not know and I was amazed at how quickly bonds were built’

However, despite the strength of the bonds built online, many people in the group, would have preferred face to face meetings: 

‘It was of real value to me but …I would have liked to have met in person…  I think a physical room would be good’ 

‘In the absence of anything else this model worked, but would have been better face to face to really feel the connection with others.  Having said that I felt over the last few weeks we built up a close community and it felt good to be part of a group wishing to support their wellbeing and wellbeing of others’ 

The exceptions to this were Cath and Flora. Cath expressed a definite preference for the online environment: 

‘Online worked well, used to this now after over 2 years of virtual meetings. Saves travel time too’

Flora also pointed to the benefits of online connection: 

‘I think it worked well. Although there are advantages to meeting in person the time restraints of this would have put additional pressure on people to attend.’ 



3. Time and Duration: ‘Nice to have a bit more time’ 

One of the initial concerns when we first discussed the ‘wobble space’ model was how much time it might take from participants’ working lives and we had therefore decided on one hour every fortnight. However, even with such a small group, this left a limited amount following ‘check in’ to complete the activities:

‘Longer session – an hour was not quite enough to catch up, do the activity and reflect’

‘It felt right most of the time but would have been nice to have a bit more time’ 

Ruby suggested having an extra half an hour for the check in, prior to the activities: 

‘Ideally should not be much longer -one hour session and 30 min reflection should be more than enough’

For most participants fortnightly intervals worked well, as Cath commented: 

‘Fortnightly worked well – easy to accommodate in busy diary, weekly would have been more tricky and 3-4 weeks too long a gap, would risk losing engagement and momentum.’

However, Ruby wrote in her evaluation that: 

“For me a fortnight was too often -the weeks go by so quickly perhaps once a month would be better and this can be longer session to accommodate more time for people to share and reflect -depends on the size of the group” 

Ruby’s views were also shared by Flora: 

‘Personally, I think monthly would work well.’


Additionally, Pete reflected on having dedicated time for ‘wobbling’ rather than having to use the lunch hour: 

‘It worked well as in effect I used my lunch break so I don’t think it impacted on my work too much. I think that this type of activity should be built into your working day but I’m a dreamer! If not, then definitely a set session in the working week.  I would have liked longer but during the working week this would be very difficult to justify’



4. Effects on personal Wellbeing and Practice: ‘I know I have a space to wobble’ 

This theme was a priority in our analysis since it directly answered our main research question: 

Does the implementation of a virtual wobble space help to improve practitioner wellbeing? 

Participants in the wobble space group were unanimous that the experience was positive and although there were suggestions for improvement, everyone cited beneficial effects on both their individual wellbeing and their practice. The focus on creativity was unanimously experienced as encouraging and constructive: 

‘No one has ever called me creative so that was a nice thing to hear. I didn't realise how wound up I was (lots going on work and personally) until after the session when I found myself feeling really relaxed and actually breathing properly so thank you’

‘Providing a safe space to be with others and share activities to support wellbeing.  I loved the art type sessions the best, as they enabled me to totally escape and relax and have fun.’  

‘Really looked forward to the sessions and found I was much more relaxed afterwards, and better able to focus for the rest of the day’


‘I have so enjoyed these sessions and took value from each session.  The benefit I have noticed to myself and my work is that I feel more relaxed as I know I have a space to have a wobble if I need to, but also because I’ve learnt new skills to help support my wellbeing.…I love that we were focused on having a good time and a laugh rather than focusing on our issues at work and was amazed  how powerful this was and how after each session I felt lighter’

‘I enjoyed participating in activities that took me out of the work stuff – it was respite, in which I felt present and able to relax for an hour – it made me realise that for most of the time when I’m at work I’m not relaxed; in fact, in a heightened state (what’s next on the list?  How am I going to fit that in etc, etc!)’ 

In addition to the wellbeing benefits experienced from the wobble spaces, participants also reported learning or enhancing skills which they would take forward both individually and in their practice: 

‘I have definitely been advocating the activities and what I consider to be the benefits of using this space and there are plans for me to do some of the activities. I take more time out to mentally step away from my computer and use my imagination’  

It was lovely to see everyone – we work for the same authority, but I had not heard of or met any of the others before; although we have only connected online, I have valued the shared experiences.  It makes it feel less lonely and more “normal” when you hear others have been in the same boat so to speak, and survived’ 


‘I am taking a lot away with me to support my wellbeing, such as looking at things from a different perspective and using all my senses to create areas of space for myself for self-care even if that is just allowing myself to escape using my own imagination during my working day which really only takes a moment but very beneficial.  I think it leaves room to expand our minds to incorporate more of what makes us happy into our working day.’ 


 5. Implications of the model moving forward: ‘We soooooooooooooo need this kind of space as social workers’

Our final subsidiary research question was ‘what are the implications of the project evidence for Social Work practice at a national level?’ which we consider in this final theme. In analysing the dataset, there was considerable overlap between the positive effects on individual wellbeing and social work practice more broadly.  We have attempted to consider these holistically, as Josie’s contribution illustrates: 

‘I think as social workers we are naturally creative in our thinking and approaches and absolutely believe we have things we can share to support others to think about their own wellbeing in a safe space.’ 

Pete also discussed the importance of having a space to step away from the ‘recording of information:’ 

‘Helped me to think about the importance of focussing in on oneself as well as those that you may be working with... trying to be more present!  I can get caught up in the recording of information (trying to cover everything) and not being in the moment, which can get pretty exhausting...important to break the pattern’ 

Writing after session 2, Pete also linked the space directly to practice, demonstrating how the creative activities utilised within the wobble spaces resonated with positive work interventions: 

‘Sensory memory presentation resonated with me on several layers...it made me think about the power of our senses and past experiences, how smells, sounds, tone of voice, phrasing can take us to places of joy, safety or adversely evoke feelings of sadness and fear.   It also reminded of the reasons why the Brief Solutions model can be so impactful when used with the family around the child’

The initial check in part of the wobble spaces were particularly valued by some participants: 

‘I found the ‘check in’ part of the session at the beginning really useful in terms of getting an understanding of how other participants are feeling and what is going on for them in terms of what is working well and what their struggles are.  I think people’s openness and honesty enabled me to feel safe to express how I have been feeling.’ 

‘We all provided an individual catch up which I feel is very supportive as we are building trusting relationships with those involved and I feel that at each session I am learning more about the group and we are becoming a ‘community’

The feedback from each session and in the final evaluations demonstrated unanimous support for the structure of the wobble sessions and their value to improving wellbeing, developing communities of practice, and positively influencing practice: 

‘These have been and continue to be very difficult times to live and work in.  If is really important to prioritise space and time to step away from the everyday and have fun and know that you are not in this alone.’


‘I would really like to have dedicated wobble space sessions at [our organisation] for our social workers.  We really need this to prevent burn out and reduce stress’ 

Given our initial focus on ‘big optimism’ (Peterson, 2000) we found that participant evaluations reflected this: 

‘It’s positive and we soooooooooooooo need this kind of space as social workers so we do not internalise and wobble alone.  Wobble sessions offer a space to have fun and connect in a positive way’ 

‘Best thing was we were not talking for work, processes and changes …and were not moaning about it all’

‘It is often the simplest things/moments that make the differences and help us to manage the stress in our lives...so anything that our employers can do to create space/opportunities to step away from some of the intense, overwhelming moments and also build in to make those moments more manageable...  is a thumbs up from me’


The music chosen for the final ‘wobble space’ session also echoed this positivity with tracks including ‘Happy Talk’, ‘Walking on Sunshine’ and ‘Be as you Are.’ Cath’s musical contribution below further demonstrates this: 

“Feeling Good”, the Nina Simone version. I chose this because one of the biggest things I have taken from these sessions is learning that, although we all work in different areas, we have had similar experiences, trials, tribulations, stresses and successes – and survived through some very tough times.  That has made me feel supported, part of a wider team and optimistic for the future’

Moving forward from the wobble space pilot, whilst participants were unanimously positive, there was some concern expressed about why social workers had not yet benefitted from the wobble space model, together with apprehension about how any further implementation could be realised: 

‘I had no idea the NHS had them and wonder why this was not put in place for us as social workers.  I sometimes feel social worker’s needs are forgotten about.  We are seen as professionals ‘getting things done’.  We may not see injured, poorly people on a daily basis as NHS staff but we do see vulnerable people with care and support needs coupled with physical and/or mental health needs on a daily basis and this can be stressful managing this and supporting families/care givers and quite often dealing with conflict.  This loads us up with emotional labour and we have to build emotional intelligence and resilience to manage.  I think we do this well using supervision and support from colleagues and utilising mindfulness, but more is needed to support us to have a wobble in a safe place which I think would benefit us greatly and support us to feel valued and supported.’


‘I think that you need on board leaders to drive this idea forward, otherwise it is left to innovative staff/managers, which is what has happened in our service.’ 


Discussion 



Whilst we recognise that this small pilot study is limited by its’ sample size, we believe that it nevertheless retains significance for individual social work practitioners, as well as the wider profession. Our preliminary literature review found several examples of successful wobble space implementation, but these were entirely limited to health care settings and therefore it appears that our study may be the first to introduce wobble spaces to social work. Our findings support evidence from previous literature focussed on wobble spaces, as well as responding to the specific research questions. 
In considering our main research question, the findings show considerable potential for improving practitioner wellbeing through the provision of wobble spaces. Participants in our pilot study were unanimous that the space was positive and afforded an opportunity away from their working day where they could find support and community. The initial ‘check ins were especially valued for their group sharing which helped participants to feel they were not on their own and their anxieties were mutual; a contrast to individual forms of support such as counselling or coaching. The facilitated creative activities provided laughter, connection and in many cases deep reflection which, as our findings demonstrate also enhanced practice. 
Supplementary research questions were also answered by the findings, which linked to our literature review in demonstrating that wobble spaces were not being utilised in social work, where existing supervision models are manager/senior led. This is important since the Social Work England Standards are clear that one of the purposes of supervision is ‘supporting and maintaining wellbeing.’ Given the recent research into poor retention rates and wellbeing (Ravalier, 2022) current supervision arrangements may not be effective in achieving this goal and findings from the initial survey of our participants supports this. We believe that the wobble space prototype, facilitated externally, offers an important counter to more traditional manager-led models of supervision and support the wellbeing aim of supervision, as participants can be free to speak and share openly without anxiety about consequences for their work. Our pilot did not include managers and we believe that the opportunity to communicate openly in a non-hierarchical space was important for the study’s success. However, the model easily lends itself to a wobble space for people in senior positions.  

Although the participants all evaluated the wobble space model positively, the findings also offered some important considerations moving forward. Perhaps the most significant of these was the online context. The majority of participants stated that their preference would have been to meet in person, as they felt this would have offered an even closer and deeper communal experience. However, as authors and facilitators, whilst we recognise the value of face-to-face meetings, we also observed ways in which the online context enhanced connection in the sessions, through the sharing of objects and other artefacts which were immediately accessible due to the home environment.  For example, in the fifth session, after the self-portrait exercise, participants were asked to draw an object which was near to them and the subsequent discussion increased intimacy, which would not have been possible in a more neutral or hot desking office environment (see Figure 3). Additionally, the time constraints identified in the initial research design were greatly reduced by the online working model and this was acknowledged by several participants. 
Moving forward, evidence from the study indicates positive potential for implementing the wobble space model at a national level, thereby responding to our final subsidiary research question. Participants in the study were unanimously agreed that further support is needed to support staff wellbeing and that the wobble space model is effective in doing so. The model differs from more conventional social work supervision approaches in that it is externally led, whilst the group methodology allows for participants to feel supported and normalised, rather than seen individually, as in the EAP, or counselling-based models. The value of community and sharing was unanimously endorsed within the wobble space study. Our focus on creative activities, which removed participants, albeit temporarily, from the stresses of their working lives was also consistently prized. Much of the feedback reflected positive impacts on participants’ practice as well as their individual wellbeing, thereby enhancing outcomes for users of services. Although both authors acted in a facilitative capacity within this pilot study, in taking the model forward, there is the potential for wobble spaces to be co-produced with participants taking it in turns to establish themes and to lead the sessions themselves (Pottinger et al, 2021). Moving forward too there is potential for the establishment of ‘wobble spaces’ addressing the needs of specific groups. For example, Pottinger et al (2021) set up online wobble spaces during Covid-19, which were dedicated to the needs of Black and minority ethnic health care students. 

Constraints to driving this potential forward and implementing the model more widely were identified by participants as a lack of interest or drive from people in leadership positions, combined with an overly bureaucratic culture and a sense that social workers are simply forgotten, with no one caring sufficiently for their welfare. This outlook is also represented nationally within health settings, where, as Evans (2020) reports ‘nurses wellbeing is under threat’ as the height of the Covid-19 pandemic passes and ‘wobble spaces’ are threatened with closure: 
‘The challenge for managers will be making sure they retain some of the good practice, post-pandemic. It is often hard for managers to prioritise these things – they have horrendous demands placed on them.’

Alongside these competing priorities, the small sample size of the study is also a constraint when discussing the implementation of this model on a wider scale. However, as a counter to this, since a feature on the wobble space model was published in Professional Social work magazine (BASW, 2022) the authors have been contacted by several influential organisations within social work and social care, indicating significant interest in taking this work forward. 

Conclusion 
This article has discussed the results of a small pilot study evaluating the benefits of virtual wobble spaces for social work practice and practitioner wellbeing. From the results of an initial literature review, the study appears to be unique in applying wobble spaces to social work, although they have been extensively established in healthcare settings, particularly as a reaction to the Covid-19 pandemic.  Whilst the study was limited by both sample size and scope, results are nevertheless extremely encouraging and indicate distinct benefits to individual wellbeing as well as to practice from the wobble space methodology. The creative activities and positive emphasis, together with group sharing were of particular value to participants, in contrast to more conventional forms of individual counselling or manager-led supervision. Barriers to implementation more widely were identified as a lack of support at senior level, time needed away from the job and a sense that social workers simply get forgotten. However, multiple expressions of interest received by the authors since the publication of an early feature on wobble spaces provide reasons for optimism in the future (BASW,2022). 

We leave the last words to Cath whose evaluation of the model summarises what the study set out to discover, as well as providing reasons for adopting the model moving forward: 

‘Thank you so much for the pleasure of being a part of this project, I have thoroughly enjoyed it and it has been beneficial in terms of wellbeing.  I really hope it can continue and be expanded as the benefits are great.  At a time when staff are feeling stressed, unsupported, and leaving this could be a valuable tool in encouraging retention.’  
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