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Social Work with Adults:  What does the future hold? 
            Summit at The College of Social Work, 17 December 2013  
 
 
Plans for a new summit 
 
The rapidly changing policy landscape in health and social care presents both 
opportunities and challenges for social work.  The Care Bill signals a radical switch of 
emphasis from crisis-driven services to a more preventive approach based on the principle 
of well being, while the integration agenda in health and social care brings opportunities for 
social work leadership to influence the fundamental reform of services that will be 
necessary. 
 
The College of Social Work’s (TCSW) Business Case for Social Work with Adults provides 
a growing evidence base for the importance and economic value of social work with 
adults.  Our London summit on social work with adults, held in February 2012, initiated 
discussion of the Business Case and led to our discussion paper The Business Case for 
Social Work with Adults (TCSW, December 2012).  
 
Now we are holding a second, smaller summit to focus on the next steps for social work 
with adults in the context of the new policy priorities.  We want the summit:  
 

 To give strategic direction to the development of social work,  

 To answer some key questions on the future of the profession,  

 To identify the practice challenges that may result – including the skills and 

knowledge contemporary social work requires  

 To mark the beginning of TCSW’s campaign to ensure that the role of social 

workers in adult social care flourishes in the new policy environment.  

Some of the key questions for the summit to consider are: 
 

 How can social work give added momentum to the drive for integrated health and 

social care, personalisation and prevention based on the principle of well being?   

 What is the best way to develop the role of social work with adults in the context of 

the changing policy agenda? 

 How can we use and take forward the Business Case to develop and strengthen 

the role of social workers?   

 What is the evidence base for social work with adults and how should we use it to 

ensure that employers give social work a prominent role in the provision of social 

care? 
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 What are the implications for the skills and knowledge required of practitioners and 

managers at different stages of their career? How can The College of Social Work 

and other key stakeholders support the practice development agenda?  

 How can the testimony of service users and carers help to reinforce the arguments 

for a strong social work profession in a changing policy context? 

 How helpful is it to distinguish between social work with older people, disability and 

mental health in advancing the case for social work with adults? 

 What leadership is needed to take this agenda forward?  

TCSW is keen to use the answers to these questions to make a practical impact on the 
deployment of social workers locally, in collaboration with employers, users and carers, 
other stakeholders and government.  In the following sections we explain the objectives of 
the Business Case and outline new developments. 
 
Aims of the Business Case 
 
The care and support White Paper Caring for our Future, published by the Government 
last year, says: ‘Social workers have a crucial role to play in the reformed care and 
support system.’  The College of Social Work (TCSW) agrees, but in a climate of austerity 
social work must be able to show not just that it makes a unique contribution to the lives of 
service users but that it makes financial sense too. 
 
TCSW is working with a number of partners to develop the Business Case.  It is part of the 
purpose of our forthcoming summit to consider some of the findings that are beginning to 
emerge, contribute ideas for taking the Business Case forward, and help to draw up a 
strategy for using it to exercise real influence on employers and other stakeholders in the 
interests of social workers and the people with whom they work.   
 
It is equally important that TCSW and others clarify the practice implications of this 
emerging agenda.  This includes supporting social workers to have the requisite skills and 
knowledge and making sure that the organisations in which they work enable them to work 
effectively.  We will prepare a report on the summit to share with TCSW members, 
principal social workers, government, employers and others. 
 
The ‘Business Case’ for social work with adults must demonstrate to employers that it is a 
false economy to delete social work posts without first taking care to ensure that the short-
term savings are not outweighed by the long-term costs.  The point of our Business Case 
for Social Work with Adults discussion paper, published last December, was to indicate 
where social workers fit into modern models of care and sketch the outlines of an 
argument that the cost-benefit analysis comes out in their favour. 
 
Since producing that discussion paper, TCSW has initiated a series of projects in 
collaboration with College members, academics and employers to move the Business 
Case on to the next stage.  We plan to publish the first reports from these projects in 
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January 2014, drawing on new research, fresh thinking about the role of social workers, 
and the evaluation of new styles of practice to strengthen the Business Case.   
 
The Government wants to see the integration of health, social care and housing in every 
locality, so that public money moves out of acute care into the community. We believe that 
social workers should have a leadership role in taking this policy forward because they are 
well qualified to coordinate these agencies in the interests of service users. 
 
Modern social work is about promoting choice and control, supporting people to live 
independently as active citizens in their communities.  As public funding evaporates and 
the state downsizes its public service role, this needs to be translated into the details of 
local policy and practice.  Social workers will be critical to giving the term ‘active citizens’ 
real significance because they are uniquely prepared by their education and training to 
foster the social capital that makes active citizenship in thriving communities a genuine 
possibility. 
 
‘Social return on investment’ 
 
It is one of the main arguments of our Business Case that the ‘social return on investment’ 
that can come from good social work is often neglected in the standard cost-benefit 
analyses. Strong, inclusive communities with resilient individuals living as part of them – 
and the emphasis here is significant – can contribute to the public purse, whereas 
dysfunctional communities are a drain on it.   
 
That is the whole point of allowing social workers, as the White Paper puts it, ‘to focus on 
promoting active and inclusive communities, and empowering people to make their own 
decisions about their care.’   

The financial benefits are only just beginning to be quantified (see below). The London 

borough of Sutton, for example, is attempting to construct a business case and in a small-

scale study recently found that appointing a community development social worker in a 

deprived community resulted in a 15% reduction in statutory care packages.  Phase 2 of 

this project is currently being evaluated. Derbyshire is an example of another local 

authority which has begun to measure the financial returns from investment in social work.   

In our submission to the government prior to publication of the White Paper we talked 
about the ‘desire amongst social workers, service users, directors, and managers for the 
profession to be liberated from the care management strait-jacket so as to be able to be 
creative and focused on problem-solving in its approach to supporting users and carers.’  
There is a clear professional and moral case for this kind of social work, but our Business 
Case aims to pave the way for a clear financial case too. 
 
New Developments 
 
Last December’s discussion paper generated considerable debate and led to the initiation 
of a programme of work to develop the Business Case and build on the evidence base. 



 

 

  Page 4 of 7 

The following reports are scheduled for publication by The College of Social Work with its 
partners:  

 
1. Meeting statutory requirements 

A report on the Business Case requirement for local authorities to invest in social work if 
they are to avoid a costly failure to perform their statutory duties, by Angela Jenkinson and 
John Chamberlain at the Centre for Quality Assuring Professional Practice in Community 
Health and Social Care, Kingston Business School, Kingston University. They argue: 
 

 The risk to a local authority of failing in its statutory duties is great and, if the 
higher powers of the secretary of state or the courts are invoked as a 
consequence, the outcome can include having the duty to provide the service 
removed, financial penalties and loss of reputation.   

 Angela Jenkinson, one of the authors, has put it as follows: ‘Social services 
authorities need staff who can be trusted to use the powers and duties of the 
authority to best effect to promote the welfare and safety of vulnerable people.  
This calls for a specialist knowledge of social welfare policy and law, a unique 
set of skills in understanding and working with people, and a specific set of 
professional values.  Taken together, these three constitute professional social 
work.’  

 There is an important parallel with the recent Francis report on the NHS, 
following the Stafford Hospital scandal, which emphasised the importance of 
employing the right staff with the right skills and knowledge in sufficient 
numbers. 

This will be accompanied by a longer report from the same Kingston University centre 
on what expectations of the role of social workers should be. 

 
2. Principal Social Workers in adult care 

 
The TCSW Business Case for Adult Principal Designated Social Workers argued that the 
financial and organisational costs of fully implementing the PSW role in adult social care 
will be far outweighed by the longer-term gains of improved quality of practice and an 
increased understanding of the pressures of frontline practice within strategic and financial 
planning processes. 
 
TCSW co-ordinates the new network of principal social workers; this network provides a 
potentially powerful new form of leadership within adult care services.   
 

3. Social work in community development 

A report by Alex Fox (Chair of Shared Lives Plus) and Bernard Walker (Chair of TCSW 
Adults Faculty), looking at strengths-based approaches to support more vulnerable adults 
to live independently in their own communities will argue: 
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 Strategic investment in community development social work can save costs 

elsewhere in the health and social care system and enable people to make an 

economic contribution. 

 Social workers freed from care management can utilise their skills in new ways, 

particularly when it comes to helping people with complex needs not only to 

construct an integrated package of care, but also to become less isolated and to 

contribute to their community or to find volunteering or employment 

opportunities. 

 This is social work that fits into the personalisation agenda and takes it forward.  

Even perfectly tailored services don’t always add up to a good life. Full 

citizenship comes when we are enabled to connect with others and to contribute 

to community life, as well as the right to have our own needs met.  

4. Collaboration with Derbyshire: case studies 

TCSW is collaborating with Derbyshire adult social care on “The Business Case: the 
Derbyshire experience.”  They have several projects that exemplify the Business Case in 
action and have invested in community development social work. The report will argue: 
 

 Social workers are uniquely qualified to create social capital and ensure that 
vulnerable adults are networked into their communities. 

 Community-based forms of care and support, properly resourced by the NHS 
and the local authority, can reshape services to be much less reliant on 
residential, hospital and other forms of institutional care.   

 Examples include holistic approaches to reablement, rather than the common 

task-centred approach, and Derbyshire’s £200 million investment to divert 

resources from residential care to specialist housing, day care and residential 

services for older people across the county.  

5. Collaboration with Sutton: case study 
 

We propose to collaborate with Sutton adult social care on a Business Case report 
drawing on the evaluation of phase 2 of their community social work pilot programme.   

 

 In phase 1 the London borough ran a year-long pilot scheme that involved 
appointing a social worker to work with 30 older people with personal budgets in 
a deprived area.  The aim was to build community capital and social cohesion in 
the expectation that this would reduce the need for longer-term care.  In fact, it 
achieved an average reduction in statutory care packages of 15% for the 30 
older people, who were all long-term users of care. 
 

 Phase 2 began in August 2012 and is a more ambitious attempt to embed the 
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same community social work principles across the whole borough.  A new team, 
comprising a senior practitioner, six social workers, a community care assessor 
and a community art therapist, take all new referrals (except hospital discharge) 
and screen them to ensure the correct care and support pathways are followed.  
The team were tasked to find out about local resources, develop social capital 
by building resilience in individuals, families and communities, and divert people 
away from statutory services by calling on the skills of the voluntary sector.   

 
6. Approved mental health professionals and leadership 

The Business Case for the AMHP Lead Role, which argues that it makes economic sense 
for local authorities to invest in Approved Mental Health Professionals to enhance social 
work leadership. It argues that: 

 AMHP training is lengthy and costly, with an average of £4,000 per candidate for 

initial qualification followed by annual CPD requirements of at least 18 hours per 

annum set out in regulations.  As such retention of good AMHPs is vital for a 

local authority to maximise the financial commitment of training individual 

practitioners.  

 Research has been carried out across a number of industries in relation to the 

value of effective leadership and its contribution to both quality and economic 

efficiency in organisations. Employee retention, customer satisfaction and 

workforce productivity have all been shown to be significantly influenced by 

leadership style.   

 On the basis of these economic facts, it makes good business sense for local 

authorities to invest in the AMHP lead role in order to achieve effective social 

work leadership that promotes high quality practice and financial efficiency.  

7. Social work with older people 

The Business Case for social work with older people, by the “G8” group of social work 
gerontology academics. They argue that: 
   

 Social workers are uniquely equipped to undertake the skilled and sensitive task 
of working alongside an older person to reach an understanding of the 
difficulties they are facing and to help them find ways - that suit them - of 
managing these to prevent their escalation.  

 This is a nuanced and demanding activity which often rests on the development 
of empathy and an appreciation of the range and types of informal and formal 
community support available.   

 These are core social work skills and the argument links up, albeit speculatively, 
with our Business Case that community development social work can save costs 
across the health and social care economy as a whole.   
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The Business Case for social work with older people will be accompanied by a longer 
“Vision for the Future” report by the “G8,” which considers the role of social workers 
with adults more broadly. 
 

These collaborations are beginning to build a strong evidence base for the Business Case, 
which will be further reinforced as we find new sources of evidence to demonstrate the 
underlying argument that investing in new approaches to social work is a cost effective use 
of resources.  As the policy context of social work changes, we believe there is an 
enormous opportunity for social work, and we want the profession and its allies to seize it. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 


