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The budget cuts to social care mean social workers 
are under-resourced to do their jobs effectively 
(Grootegood and Smith, 2018; Jordan and Drakeford, 
2012).  Social workers feel that they cannot help 
service users as much as they would like to (Ravioli, 
2017).  Furthermore, social workers have high 
caseloads (Department for Education, 2019 pp.7), 
which could be a reason why social workers are 
reporting that they are overworking by up to 11 
hours a week, often unpaid (Ravioli, 2017).  Social 
workers report being unable to support service 
users effectively due to the high caseloads and 
administration tasks (Brindle, 2018).  Despite this, 
social workers report that they do the job because 
they enjoy being able to support service users (BASW 
and SWU, 2012).  NIASW (2012) advises that social 
workers would like more face-to-face time with their 
service users to build relationships and provide the 
support that service users need.  This essay will 
explore how social workers’ working conditions can be 
improved to enable them to provide effective support 
to service users.

Social workers often require support in managing 
high workloads (Hughes, 2010; Hafford-Letchfield 
and Engelbrecht, 2018).  To address this, the 
HCPC (2017) advocates recognising the value of 
supervision.  Supervision can include support with 
time management, case management and debriefing 
(Morrison and Hathway, 2001).  Wu, Hu and Yang 
(2013) argue that the workload may be too high to 
manage effectively, even with supervision in place.  
Kessler, Bach and Heron (2006) suggest resolving 
this by employing more social work assistants who 
can complete administrative tasks.  Social work 
assistants, however, do not have the expertise 
to undertake social worker roles but they could 
undertake administration and documentation roles, 
rather than intervention and supervision roles which 
require social workers’ skills and knowledge.  Thus, 
the recruitment of social work assistants could 
alleviate the administrative workload, allowing social 
workers more time for direct work.  Furthermore, this 
allows time for supervision to be an opportunity for 
developing strategies to support service users, rather 
than the supervision being about time management.

HCPC (2017, section 3.5) requires social workers 
to look after their own emotional resilience.  One 
method of looking after one’s emotional resilience is 
to take breaks (Jackson, Firtco and Edenborough, 
2007).  However, social workers report not taking 
lunch breaks and working over weekends, leading to 

burnout and time taken 
off sick (Community 
Care and Unison, 2017; 
Fritz et al, 2013).  The 
consequences of this are that service users lose 
trust in social workers and deem them unreliable, 
damaging the important relationship for effective 
social work practice (Selwyn and Briheim-Crookall, 
2017).  Additionally, the tiredness caused by burnout 
decreases compassion towards service users (Cocker 
and Joss, 2016), inevitably preventing social workers 
from building effective relationships with service users 
(Simon et al, 2006).  Therefore, a culture of taking breaks 
should be implemented in the workplace to support social 
workers in maintaining their emotional resilience in 
order to improve relationship-based practice.

Perhaps one of the most important relationships 
for social workers is the one they have with their 
managers.  Social workers report having a poor 
relationship with their manager being a key reason 
for leaving a job (Kim and Stoner, 2008; Houston 
and Knox, 2004).  Social workers often do not 
feel respected by their superiors (Lambley, 2012).  
Therefore, a transformation of supervision culture 
is required to facilitate social workers feelings are 
supported and respected, so as to enable good quality 
supervision (Godden, 2011).  This could increase 
staff retention, addressing the problem of staff 
shortages and high caseloads (McKitterick, 2012).  
One method of transforming supervision culture is the 
use of team building exercises, which could promote 
better relationships between social workers and their 
superiors, although this would need further exploration.  
Overall, supportive and respectable relationships 
between social workers and their managers are 
essential for staff retention and, in turn, for providing 
good quality support to service users (Josefa Vázquez-
Fernández and Barrera-Algarín, 2017).

Another method to improve workplace relationships 
is to avoid hot desking. 55% of social workers report 
that hot desking has a detrimental effect on their work 
(Community Care and Unison, 2017).  Jeyasingman 
(2014) suggests that hot desking robs social workers 
of support and places them at a higher risk of 
burnout.  This can cause social workers to adopt 
some unhelpful coping strategies, for example, by 
de-personalising families (McGregor, 2012).  On the 
other hand, Munro (2019) suggests that adaptations 
can be made to hot desking to make it suitable for 
social workers, for example, using allocated times 
for office working sessions that allow colleagues to 
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In 1964 social work pioneer, Florence Hollis, wrote: 
‘Basic to all casework treatment is the relationship 
between worker and client’ (Hollis, 1972, p.228).  
Those immortal words are as relevant (possibly 
more so) now as they were then.  The working 
conditions experienced by social workers today range 
from significant levels of stress and overwhelming 
caseloads to a systemic annihilation of resources, 
budgets and funds all in the name of austerity.  This 
potent mix results in a recipe for burnout amongst 
workers, and because of burnout, service users do not 
receive the necessary support they need.

A shift towards relationship based social work as 
a working condition would provide the best type 
of support for those who use social work services.  
Meaningful work and positive change can only take 
place within the social work/service user relationship 
when the service user feels that their social worker 
cares about them, is interested in them, is honest 
with them and is trying to see the world from their 
point of view.  Only when this is felt can a purposeful 
relationship be formed, (Howe, 2008).  Any type of 
relationship-based work will require the social worker 
to recognise the uniqueness of the service user and 
understand their strengths and how to play to them, as 
well as knowing their faults for effective social work to 
be carried out.  It should also be noted that professional 
practices which fail to establish this with service users 
only risk their work becoming ineffective and redundant. 
Interventions, preventions, practice techniques, pieces 
of legislation and policies all require a human touch if 
they are to be effective for service users.

Human relationships are at the heart of social work 
and the notion of relationship-based work sounds 
ideal on paper, but in an increasingly neo-liberal 
society where a performance driven climate dictates 
the resources allocated to services, the emphasis 
shifts to value for money, what can be achieved and 
are targets being met.  How can social workers then 
achieve relationship-based work or have a conducive 
working environment when it is only lip service being 

Edward McKim - University of the West of Scotland
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paid to what is necessary for this to happen?  The 
reality of what is happening to our profession is that 
compassion and empathy are easily crushed under 
the weight of heavy caseloads and performance 
anxious managers, (Howe, 2008).  New research 
conducted by Social Workers Union and the British 
Association of Social Workers (BASW) found that 
an ‘increasing number of social workers are looking 
to leave their jobs as working conditions remain 
chronically poor,’ (Community Care, 2018).  Those 
who took part in the survey cited ‘rising stress levels’ 
and a ‘high work load with insufficient support’ as two 
of the biggest contributing factors for wanting to leave 
the profession.  The study found that the high work 
load and lack of resources for service users resulted 
in increasing stress levels.  It was also reported that 
on average, social workers spend an extra 11 hours 
a week working more than what they are contracted 
to do so.  3,421 had taken part in the survey and 
mentioned 1,890 times within the survey that the 
workload was too high, (Community Care, 2018). 

In reading what the data is telling us and listening 
to those on the front line of social work services it 
is becoming increasingly clear that what is being 
accepted at present must be challenged to achieve 
effective working conditions.  Doel (2012) states that 
regular supervision, frequent team discussion of the 
team’s work and a collaborative allocation system of 
new work is much more likely to raise awareness of 
workloads across the team and ignite a discussion 
about what is a fair and reasonable caseload.  This 
could then reduce the levels of stress being felt 
amongst social workers.

Working conditions must change for social workers to 
provide the best services to those they support.  For 
this to happen numerous steps must be taken, some of 
which have already been discussed.  It could be argued 
that for real effective change to take place, then a form 
of radical social work must prevail.  The very history 
of this profession is littered with radicals who spotted 
injustices and fought for change.  Social work can be 
defined as ‘the empowerment and liberation of people’, 

Simon, C.E. Pryce G. J. and Roff D. K. (2006).  ‘Secondary 
traumatic stress and oncology social work.’  Journal 
of Psychosocial Oncology, 23(4), 1-14. doi:10.1300/
J077v23n04_01

Wu, T. Hu, C. and Yang, C. (2013).  ‘Abusive Supervision and 
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(IFSW,2014).  As social workers we would not stand 
idly by and watch these conditions be imposed on our 
service users.  We would challenge these conditions 
on their behalf while empowering them in the process.  
So why are we allowing this to happen to ourselves?  
Radical social work can cause a tectonic shift in the 
structure and organisation of our profession for the 
better.  In the past it has led to better lives for those 
who feel disadvantaged, disempowered, deprived 
and vulnerable.  It is time it happened for us.  By 
empowering ourselves in our profession it could 
increase morale amongst workers and remind us of 
what professional pride and identity looks and feels 
like.  If we empowered ourselves to take a stand 
against the working conditions being experienced, it 
could liberate social workers of those negative feelings 
and viewpoints that are withering the profession. 

In striving for better working conditions for social 
workers to deliver the best form of support to their 
services users, we should lead from the heart, as well 
as the head in doing so.  After all, this always has been, 
and always will be, what the essence of social work is.

5

“Social work needs able and well-trained practitioners, 
but the ability to think clearly and humanely in 
difficult situations is not simply a product of individual 
character and education; it requires good working 
conditions and organisational support.” (Dickens 2011 
p. 37)  This quote reflects the aim of this essay which 
seeks to identify the barriers to effective social work 
and to establish that the good working conditions 
needed for social workers to thrive need to be on 
a deeply personal level.  Indeed, findings suggest 
that social workers early unresolved issues as they 
grew up affects their career choice and the way they 
practice. (Kwan 2019)

Compassion fatigue, vicarious trauma, and burnout 
are all common experiences for people in the 
‘helping’ professions.  Mathieu (2012) explains that 
compassion fatigue can, ironically, lead the individual 
to work harder and longer which can result in 
significant physical and/or mental health problems.  
Some organisation’s attempts to manage this are 
tokenistic or problematic, for example ‘wellness 
workshops’ brings up concerns from participants 
about the safety of discussing such issues with work 
colleagues/management. 

Jennie Simpson - University of Worcester
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As Dalphon (2019) states, the issue of ‘burnout’ is 
a concern to social workers and contributes to staff 
leaving the profession.  Dalphon advocates self-
care and argues that it is required from an ethical 
perspective as social workers who fail to perform 
self-care can not deliver the highest standards of 
support to service users.  However, realities often 
do not promote self-care, a culture of working 
late/coming in early are readily apparent.  High 
caseloads, pressure from managers to take on more 
cases, cover for colleagues off sick and increasing 
amounts of relentless and repetitive paperwork are 
commonplace.

Ravalier’s (2019) study highlights the overarching 
stressor for social workers is work demand, namely 
high and complex caseloads.  Other common themes 
were lack of control, poor managerial support and 
understanding of role and blame culture.  It is well 
documented that individuals under stress perform 
poorly compared to those who are not.  The issue of 
high work demand is unlikely to change dramatically 
given the governments agenda of austerity and 
the ever-increasing demand for social work input.  
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However, what can change is the support given 
to social workers by their organisations.  If the 
workload and complexity is not changeable then the 
damage and personal cost to employee’s emotional, 
and in turn physical, health needs to be openly 
acknowledged.  Local authorities need to step up 
and provide a range of supportive, individualised 
measures to address this.  The study by Ravalier 
et al (2016) showed strong evidence for short-
term improvements of mindfulness on wellbeing of 
employees and moderate evidence for the longer-
term benefit of meditation techniques.  The study 
by Macias et al (2019) tested the effectiveness of 
functional-analytic psychotherapy and acceptance and 
commitment therapy for public employees and this 
showed statistically significant changes in reduction 
of emotional exhaustion and increase in professional 
efficacy, both of which are considered key 
components of burnout syndrome.  Such studies show 
there are various therapies and interventions that 
can assist social workers to maintain their role.  As 
Dalphon (2019) points out, self-care will look different 
to each person, so it is crucial an individualised 
approach is implemented.  It is because of this unique 
nature of what constitutes self-care/effective support 
that I propose that employers offer a therapy budget 
and time off within work hours to attend to all its 
social workers.  This therapy would differ from the 
often short-term and/or online counselling services 
that are sometimes offered as this tends to be one 
style of counselling provided by occupational health 
departments.  Instead, the employee could explore 
with occupational health what type of support may 
be most beneficial but ultimately the employee 
can decide what type of therapy or complementary 
support would suit them and source it themselves . 
For example, this could be psychodynamic therapy, or 
could be more self-care orientated such as massage 
or yoga classes.  This makes the support truly 
independent from the organisation thus remaining 
safe and confidential.  It can be short or longer term, 
rather than an arbitrary amount of sessions offered, 
and a support style suited to the individual.  It gives 
the employee the control over who they see and can 
change this if not suitable.  As Lewis & King (2019) 
discuss, social workers are exposed to intensely 
emotional and often traumatic experiences, and as 
such the provision of support or therapy is vital to 
manage these difficult feelings.  It is acknowledged 
that effective, reflective supervision is paramount but 
what is also true is the reality of receiving this is hit 
and miss at best, with high staff turnover and lack of 
time being barriers.  At times the supervisor may be 
equally stressed and more focussed on caseloads and 
practical issues. In McGregor’s (2013) report it was 
found a third of UK social workers were not receiving 
supervision and over half of those who were said it 
was not reflective. 73% of people said it was focussed 
on monitoring performance targets and timescales. 

Therapy is not only beneficial for addressing problems 
but could also be argued important for continuing 
professional development.  Liechty (2016) found the 
use of self to be a crucial aspect of the service user/
social worker relationship.  She describes how the 
personal self will impact on the ability to develop use 
of self, such as a willingness to share uncertainty, 
authenticity, curiosity and courage.  This use of self 
is a common theme in social work education, yet to 
be able to utilise self effectively, a great deal of self-
awareness is required, and therapy is well placed to 
explore and develop this.  Without self-awareness 
personal beliefs and values can influence the day 
to day judgements made that will prevent building 
effective professional relationships with service users. 
Invest in the workforce in a substantial and meaningful 
manner as it is the workforce themselves that will 
have the most profound impact on the people we 
serve.   
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The UK Social Workers: Working Conditions and 
Wellbeing survey with 3421 social work practitioners 
found that 61%  intend to leave their job in the 
next 16 months because working conditions has 
remained ‘chronically poor’ (Ravalier and Boichat, 
2018).   They identified staff shortage, unmanageable 
caseload, overly bureaucratic administrative process, 
service users’ negative behaviour, lack of support, 
lack of resources to help service users and low job 
dissatisfaction as stressors contributing to poor 
condition at work. 
  
This paper examines how working conditions need to 
change to create the most conducive environment for 
social workers to provide the best support for service 
users in reference to older people’s social care.
  
The current social care system is struggling to meet 
the needs of older people (King’s fund, 2016, p.3) 
and the first thing that needs to happen is for the 
Government to end austerity in adult social care 
provision.  There is a critical gap in demand and 
supply of social care for older people.  England 
has an ageing population; in 2017 18.2% of people 
were aged 65 and over; this is projected to increase 
to 20.7% by 2027 (ONC, 2016).  People aged 85+ 
grew by almost a third over the last decade and is 
expected to grow more than double over the next two 
decades (Age UK, 2017, p.4).  There is an increasing 
number of older people with multiple health conditions 
and more acute levels of need suggests that more 
older people need social care (King’s Fund, 2016, 
p.41).  However, councils have experienced a cut of 
almost 50% in central government funding since 2010 
despite 1.6% increase in demand for adult social care 
services since 2015-16, which means 10,670 fewer 
people receiving long-term support (NHS Digital, 
2018).   The overall staff vacancy rate across adult 
social care in 2016-17 was 6.6% (Skills for Care, 
2018). 
 
Ending austerity would generate more resources 
for older people’s services overall, which means 
deployment of more social workers, elimination of staff 
shortage, reduction in individual caseload - all these 
would result in improvement of social workers’ working 
condition and their morale.   It would also means 
individual social worker having more time to build 
relationship with service users to provide a person-
centred care, and thereby, social workers would meet 
the requirement of the Care Act 2014. 
  

Nadira Siddique - Leeds Beckett University
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Ending austerity means more older people getting 
personal budgets, having more control over their care 
and ‘achieving independent living based on social 
model of disability’ (Waters, 2016); supporting older 
people with personal budget is an important area 
of social workers’ work.  Beresford (2016) identified 
lack of funding is key to less people getting personal 
budgets.

Austerity and council’s budget cut meant closure of 
adult care providers in 64 councils (ADASS, 2017) 
and severe staff shortages in home care services; 
in 2017 more than 33.33% providers relinquished 
local authority home care contracts (The King’s Fund, 
2018).  This, as Human Rights Watch reports, put 
vulnerable older people at risk of being denied their 
human rights and dignity because of the way the 
government allocates care resources (Booth, 2019).  
An end of austerity would mean councils having more 
resources to reverse this trend, which means social 
workers’ being able to locate appropriate care and 
support for older people.

An end to neo-liberalism that has been dominant 
since 1980s (Howe, 2009, p.84) is required to ensure 
social workers recapture the spirit of social work that 
is about ‘care of the poor, and concern for the weak’ 
and helping ‘people with problems and people who 
are problems’ (Howe, 2009, p.12).  This is especially 
crucial for social workers working with older people 
because it meets the profession’s requirement of 
securing social justice for these vulnerable people 
(BASW, 2014).  

It has been argued neo-liberalism has de-
professionalised social workers and transformed 
their role from relationship-building to bureaucratic 
concerns of rationing of resources and assessment 
and management of risk (Rogwoski, 2018).  The 
current emphasis on the manager’s right to manage 
and a focus on managerial power has been part of 
a broader process of de-professionalisation (that 
reduced) professional standing of social workers and 
their autonomy (Thompson, 2005: 176).  This needs 
to end with social workers given more autonomy; 
their conditions of work should provide a learning 
environment where manager act as mentors ‘providing 
reflective supervision’ (Morrison, 2005) where social 
workers are free to voice their concerns and admit 
mistakes.
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Successive governments, using neo-liberalism, 
effected a ‘mixed economy of care’ using language of 
choice and empowerment where it actually provided 
greater opportunities to private business (Ferguson and 
Woodward, 2009) at the cost of public provision.  The 
privatisation of residential care for adults in the 1980s 
was driven by the idea of service users as consumers 
in a mixed economy of care.  However, Johns (2017: 
174) argues this idea failed to recognise the relative 
powerlessness of (older people) who cannot voice 
their concerns and who lack effective advocates.  
Complaints and enquiries about adult social care 
rose by 169% since 2010-11 (Local Government and 
Social Care Ombudsman, 2018) with the most common 
types of complaint concerned councils arranging social 
care.  This makes it imperative to end neo-liberalism in 
social work and reintroduce relationship-based social 
care because the functions of the social workers is to 
consider people and their needs in its entirety taking 
account of their views (The Barclay Report, 1982: 35).  
To this end social workers should place more focus on 
service users’ needs and less focus on bureaucratic 
administrative process because such focus has created 
a climate of practice which (is considered) ‘arid and 
unfulfilling by practitioners, bearing relatively little 
relation to the genuine needs or desires of older people’ 
(Lymbery (2005: 2).

Finally, an integrated-joined-up-equitable approach 
between health, social care and voluntary sector is 
essential with services based in the community to 
ensure easier accessibility by all, eg, having one-stop 
centres housing GP practices, social services and 
voluntary organisations, to provide the best care for 
older people.

To conclude, end of austerity and availability of more 
resources and removal of neo-liberalism will create 
the most conducive environment for social workers to 
provide the best support for service users.
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