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Social work’s

As BASW prepares to publish its Social Work Bill [see page 06], a
prescription for improving the profession, David N Jones maps the rights
and responsibilities incumbent on social workers. In doing so he asks
practitioners to resolve a vital tension about the kind of workers they want
to be – autonomous professionals or tightly constrained bureaucrats.

ocial workers have always been
divided about whether we are or
want to be a profession. However
the debates about the future of
professional regulation, the

College of Social Work and the Munro review
are forcing us to make choices. What does it
mean to be professional and can our profession
unite around some common ideas and visions –
and professional structures?

This is hard fought territory. The early BASW
history was marked by a battle between those
fighting for professional standards and
recognition and those opposed to elitism and
wanting to identify with service users rather
than other professionals. This debate has also
divided the representative bodies of social work.
BASW was one of the first ‘professional’ bodies
to embrace ‘new professionalism’ in the 1970s,
inspired by Bill Jordan’s influential conference
address, ‘clients are fellow citizens’. Indeed,
BASW has always viewed professionalism as a
partnership with service users. Yet the decision
in the 1990s to call this journal ‘Professional
Social Work’ was even then seen as risky.

Professionalism traditionally assumes an
implied contract between the community, the
professional and the user. This model has been
challenged but not fatally undermined from two
main directions – managerialism and
consumerism/user power. Both perceive the
professional as insufficiently accountable and
not able to be trusted to act with integrity.
Both elements have been especially strong in
social work and have paradoxically weakened
the self-confidence of social workers and their

commitment to professional structures.
Managerialism is losing credibility, possibly
fatally, through its failure to deliver
improvements and its alienation of the
workforce. Respect for users’ rights and power,
however, remains of major political and
professional significance. 

This article does not rehearse the evidence
and arguments in this debate; there is plenty of
material debating social work and public sector
professionalism. BASW has consistently, over
several decades, promoted ‘new
professionalism’, balancing the rights and
interests of the community, user and
professional. So what is this notional contract
between the professional, service user and the
community?

1. The community and individuals need
problems resolved by people who have
technical knowledge and experience.

2. The professional has specialists skills which
benefit the community and the user and can
solve problems, but the skills may be
technical and complex and may not be
understood by the community or user.

3. The community undertakes to support the

training and development of specialist
professionals on the understanding that they
will use their specialist skills for the public
(and individual) good.  

4. The professional undertakes to be available
and competent and to behave with fairness
and integrity and to undertake continuous
professional development to sustain those
virtues. This usually involves putting the
user’s needs before their own. Arguably, a
professional strives to provide high quality
services and not services which are just
basically competent and ‘good-enough’.

5. The community recognises that professionals
deserve recognition of their competence and
integrity and that this is seen in the ability to
earn remuneration and a degree of
professional and social respect. Increasingly
the respect has to be earned by the individual
and the profession as a whole rather than to
be expected as a right. 

6. The community and professionals agree that
there is a risk that some professionals will
not act with fairness and integrity. It is also
recognised that the individual user is often
not in a position to evaluate competence and
integrity, perhaps until it is too late.  

S

SOCIAL WORKERS HAVE TO DECIDE
WHETHER OUR DOMINANT TRAIT SHOULD
BE ‘TECHNICIAN’ AND ‘BUREAUCRAT’ OR
WHETHER WE WISH TO EMBRACE PERSONAL
RESPONSIBILITY AND ACCOUNTABILITY 

big decision
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• Right to form professional associations

The responsibilities of professionals can be
said to include:
• Responsibility to act with competence
• Responsibility to act with integrity and

respect for users
• Responsibility to act with fairness and equity
• Responsibility to identify unprofessional

practice and to take action to protect the
public against it

• Responsibility to seek and take account of
user wishes and views

The community has a right to expect: 
• Respect for users
• Adherence to the above responsibilities 
• Availability of specialist skills and knowledge

when needed
• Action to protect the public from incompe-

tent professionals or those lacking integrity

The old debate about the characteristics of
‘professions’ is perhaps anachronistic; many
groups of workers (professions, trades, jobs) are
now ‘regulated’ and ‘professional’ has come to
mean ‘proficient’, ‘skilled’ or even simply
‘practised’. Social workers themselves have to
decide whether our dominant characteristic
should be ‘technician’ and ‘bureaucrat’ or
whether we wish to embrace personal
responsibility and accountability – and
professionalism. 

This long-standing tension must now
be faced and resolved urgently.

David N Jones is a former BASW general
secretary and until this year he was president
of the International Federation of Social
Workers. 
SELECTED REFERENCES
• Coulshed, V., Mullender, A., Jones, D. N. and
Thompson, N (2006) Management in social
work. Basingstoke, Palgrave
• Harris, J (1998) Scientific management,
bureau-professionalism, new managerialism:
the labour process of state social work. British
Journal of Social Work 28 (6): 839-862
• Jones, D. N. (2000) People need people:
releasing the potential of people working in
social services. London, Audit Commission,
Department of Health and Office of the
National Assembly for Wales. 
• Jordan, B. (1975) Clients are fellow citizens.
British Association of Social Workers Annual
Conference. Edinburgh, out of print
• Parker, R. (1990) Safeguarding standards.
London, National Institute for Social Work 
• Payne, M. (1996) What is professional social
work? Birmingham, Venture Press

PSW

experience and as a result of professional
supervision or mentoring.

11. In order for the public to know which
‘specialist’ professionals can be trusted and
who is not competent, the community
agrees to restrict or limit the right to use the
title of the profession to those who have
undergone the formal qualification and
registration (or similar process).  Those who
have a right to use that title are responsible
to a regulatory body which can ultimately
remove that right if the professional acts
without competence or integrity.

12. The community recognises that it is in the
common good and the good of the
profession that professionals come together
to form professional bodies to develop,
promote and monitor professional
standards, to improve professional services
and to provide mutual support. Professional
bodies are given the right to contribute to
public discussion about the development of
services.

The rights of professionals can therefore be
seen to include:
• Right to recognition of qualifications and

continuous training
• Right to remuneration (of some kind)
• Right to respect for demonstration of

knowledge and skill
• Right to a suitable working environment 
• Right to work with an appropriate degree of

autonomy, subject to the level of training and
amount of experience

• Right to protection of title

7. It is therefore agreed that there will be
regulatory mechanisms that specify
competence and give guidance about
behaviour, so that professionals and
individuals can evaluate practice and
behaviour.  Such guidance must be readily
available to the public and professionals.

8. If professionals do not respect the codes of
competence and integrity, they can be disci-
plined by the regulatory body and may be
prevented from practising. Any such arrange-
ments must follow due process and be 
employed with fairness, equity and 
proportionality. It was thought until recently
that only professional ‘peers’ could 
reasonably be expected to evaluate the com-
petence and integrity of a colleague. This is
now changing, with an increasing emphasis
on the public interest and on lay 
participation – or in some cases control – in
the process of review and evaluation of 
professional conduct.

9. Professionals have a duty to protect the
public from peers who demonstrate a lack of
competence or integrity in practice, which
includes a duty to report such individuals to
the appropriate regulatory body.

10. In order to be able to practice with
competence and integrity, it is recognised
(to some extent) that professionals need a
competent workplace which respects ethical
principles and supports integrity in practice.
In many fields, a professional will expect to
have a greater or lesser degree of autonomy
in recognition of their specialist skills and
experience. This usually increases with
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