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Social workers tell of risks and concerns

Among the 1,100 respondents to BASW’s
2012 State of Social Work survey, 85%

have experienced notable cuts to services in
the last 12 months and 78% have noticed jobs
cuts or unfilled vacancies. Eligibility criteria has
tightened, the use of unqualified staff is on the
rise and caseloads are unmanageable for 77%
of social workers.
The ultimate impact of overstretched

services is reflected by the 88% who believe
lives could be put at risk by cuts to services.  
Economic considerations are part of an

enormous range of pressures, the survey
reveals. Nearly half of social workers operate
in the sort of working environment that
makes safe practice impossible, with 46%
stating that they are afraid to speak out about
specific concerns for fear of repercussions. It is
little wonder that more a third of respondents
are considering leaving the profession.
Cuts to back office support are strongly in

evidence, with 77% noting reduced
administrative assistance over the past 12
months and 53% going as far as to state that
administrative overload ‘could have tragic

consequences’ for service users as direct work
with service users gets lost behind mountains
of menial tasks. And what a range of those
tasks there are, with social work repondents
reporting how they are having to spend
valuable time buying their own stamps,
cleaning toilets and even hoovering their own
offices because of deep cuts to administrative
support.
The survey also reveals something of the

personal challenges confronting social
workers, in no small measure because of the
same economic circumstances that are
impacting on service users. Debts are on the
rise, holidays and savings are being ruled out,
a third of social workers say their debts are up,
and a third of that sample are ‘very concerned’
about their borrowing levels.
The evidence seems to be that pay freezes,

pay cuts, slashed car allowances and newly
introduced charges – car parking fees, for
instance – may make a tiny contribution to the
UK deficit but they make a huge difference to
the lives of social workers and those they seek
to assist.

2012

865

148

social workers in England
completed the survey

social workers in Scotland
completed the survey

1,100
social workers took part in
the State of Social Work 
survey between 14-30

March 2012
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What social workers said
about caseloads
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88%
believe lives could be put at

risk by cuts to services  

85%
have seen notable cuts to

services in the last 12 months

83%
are concerned about erod-
ing conditions and pensions 

UK st
ats

34%
are thinking of leaving social

work because of cuts

88%
have noticed jobs cuts or 

unfilled vacancies 

77%

46%

have seen cuts to back office
or preventative services

are afraid to speak out for
fear of repercussions

“It makes me so sad that this job seems only 
to be possible if you sacrifice your own 

health and well-being.”

“It is another serious case review waiting to happen.”

“Due to unmanageable caseloads, evidence isn’t
always gathered.”

“Staff not replaced, we are running a service on three
full-time staff and three part time – it used to be six full
time staff. Our caseload has doubled and I fear things

will be worse.”

“Caseloads have definitely increased with the introduction
of personal budgets. It was introduced to give

clients/carers and their families more choice, but it hasn’t,
as it is always about money and how much money is in the

budget to purchase care.”

“Large caseloads means less time to spend with
families and less time to listen to children. They need to
build up a relationship with a social worker in order for

them to feel safe enough to talk freely.” 

“The risk is high in mental health teams and I think it’s a
miracle that so far there have been no major ‘slip ups’.
I am 52 and cannot imagine I can physically or mentally

keeping this level of work and stress up.”

“I should have a protected caseload of 15. I have 30 cases,
I am concerned about unsafe practice because I am
unable to manage my cases effectively. After eight

months of being in post I am feeling overwhelmed and
very stressed.”

69%
have seen a tightening of 

eligibility criteria
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BASW responded to the survey of
members by writing to the Westminster

secretaries of state at the Department of
Health and Department of Education, Andrew
Lansley and Michael Gove respectively, urging
long-term action and an initial three-pronged
response aimed at making an immediate
difference to the delivery of social work
services in England. 
BASW called for the inspection agencies,

Ofsted and the Care Quality Commission
(CQC), to prioritise the risks of high caseloads
in all inspections, reallocate administrative staff
from other council departments and end any
further cuts to social work allowances
pending a review of the impact of attacks on
social worker pay and conditions on service
delivery [see page 07 for more details]. BASW
chair Fran Fuller said the findings must act as a
wake up call for local and central government
about the state of social work services. “No-
one can say they have not been warned –
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Survey must be a wake up call about risks
to the users of social work services

 

in Sco
tland

82%
believe lives could be put at

risk by cuts to services  

75%
have seen notable cuts to
services in the last 12 months

51%
are afraid to speak out for

fear of repercussions

65%
are concerned about the use

of unqualified staff

What social workers said
about stress

“We have ridiculous caseloads and social workers are
working evenings and weekends to manage.”

“Due to workload pressures we end up not 
having the time or resources to build upon any of the
knowledge or skills we have. I feel like I just end up

doing everything badly.”

“Pay and car allowance cuts lead to demotivation 
and low staff morale.”

“It is dire out here, very toxic. I cannot wait to retire, I only
wish I did not have to wait until I am 66.”

“I have, after over 20 year’s service, taken the decision to
leave social work. I am sick of working long hours to

manage the unmanageable.”

this study and the experiences social workers
have shared cannot be interpreted in any
other way than as a stark warning that lives
that could be saved will be lost unless the
response is swift and total. Social workers can
never guarantee there won’t be tragedies on
their watch but I am in little doubt that the

conditions in which they are working
undermine their capacity to save lives. 
“This survey’s statistics are damning and the

hundreds of associated comments
respondents have offered are nothing but
alarming. Work continues on the political
solutions but we cannot afford to wait any
longer for urgent remedial action. 
“The survey tells us three notable things:

social workers are facing an administrative
overload and are, as a result,spending less
and less time with vulnerable children and
adults; caseloads are quite simply
unmanageable, posing imminent and serious
risks to the people who need services; and
the stresses on service providers, from the
very top to the bottom, are creating an
endemic culture of bullying, driving morale
levels through the floor. Morale is being
further eroded with every pay freeze and
every attack on previously available benefits,
such as car allowances.” 
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in Wales

in No
rthern

Irelan
d

23%
are thinking of leaving social

work because of cuts

75%
find it harder to practice 
effectively than a year ago

Please note that the figures for Wales were
based on a sample of 53 social workers who

responded to the online poll, while figures for
Northern Ireland are drawn from the

responses of just 30 respondents. 

53%
have seen a tightening of 

eligibility criteria

90%
believe lives could be put at

risk by cuts to services  

81%
find it harder to practice 
effectively than a year ago

90%
have seen notable cuts in

past 12 months

What social workers said
about bullying

What social workers said
about administration

“Saying it’s too much earns you a ‘reputation’.”

“If you do raise concerns about caseload you are made
to feel incompetent.”

“My manager feigns total non-recognition when I have
raised concerns about my caseloads.” 

“Social work practice is becoming harder due to policies
from management which may protect against ‘claims’ but
diminish good practice, i.e. don’t worry about the client
as long as the file is up-to-date and everything signed.” 

“There is now an air of intimidation in social work that
I’ve never experienced previously.”

“Bullying; blaming social workers, not the system.” 

“My manager is increasingly under immense pressures.”

“I have never had reflective supervision since qualifying
nearly five years ago, it just doesn’t seem to happen in

adult services.”

“In our office we now have no cleaning staff, and have to
hoover and clean the loos!”

“We lost a business support role, and have to take turns
staffing reception and answering phones.”

“Social workers have become expensive typists!”

“Increased admin tasks following a 50% cut in
administrative support across the department.”

“Admin, admin, admin – we get more administrative
tasks than ever! It takes longer to do admin tasks than

the actual assessment.”

To comment on any of the findings on
these pages, whether you agree or feel
they do not represent your working life,

please get in touch by emailing
editor@basw.co.uk
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