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Executive summary 

Deep financial cuts in the public sector have resulted in pressures on social work 

posts in adult social care. But The College of Social Work’s (TCSW) business case1 

argues that saving money on social work is usually a false economy.  

In this contribution to the business casea we argue that local authorities which under-

invest in social work risk failing in their statutory duties to their residents and also 

that the financial and reputational risks of failure are prohibitive.  

Since the public inquiry into the Mid Staffordshire NHS Foundation Trust, led by 

Robert Francis QC, great stress has been laid on the importance of investment in 

staff if the quality and safety of hospital care are to improve. We believe a parallel 

argument can be made for investment in social work in adult social care.  

We discuss findings from our consultation with more than 100 social workers, which 

set out to define statutory social work with adults and establish how the unique 

contribution of social work supports councils’ legal obligations to local residents. The 

professional relationships between social workers and their clients were thought to 

be essential to an informed understanding of people’s needs and an appropriate 

response to their wishes and feelings.  

Where strong social work and social work leadership are lacking, people who use 

adult social care services can suffer the consequences. Tragic events, such as those 

involving Gloria Foster and Steven Neary, demonstrate the importance of the highest 

standards of social work to minimise the risk of cases like these.  

This is set against a historical background of repeated attempts by Parliament to 

strengthen the role of social workers ever since the 1948 legislation replaced the 

Poor Law. When, in the 1950s, Parliament came to consider the suitability of the 

staff employed to implement the new legislation they found that ‘89 per cent of the 

present officers have no qualification whatsoever in social science or professional 

social work’. The proposal then was that although much of the work could be done 

by ‘welfare assistants’ with in-service training, they should be supervised by 

professionally trained social workers. It was also proposed that there should be an 

                                            
a
 Like all the papers in The College of Social Work’s ‘Business case’ series, this is a discussion paper and TCSW does not 

necessarily endorse all of the views expressed in it. A slightly different version of this paper was circulated for discussion at 
TCSW’s Summit on the future of social work with adults in December 2013. 
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even more highly trained grade which would undertake ‘case work of exceptional 

difficulty and for the guidance and supervision of other social workers’.  

These social workers were employed to implement the requirements of the National 

Assistance Act 1948, much of which is still in force. More than 60 years later, the 

social workers who took part in our consultation believed that what Parliament said 

then about the role of social work was still true. The Care Standards Act 2000 came 

about because Parliament had concerns about the quality of the care being provided 

to the most vulnerable members of society. The Act addresses quality by requiring 

social workers to be suitably trained and registered and also defines what it calls 

‘relevant’ social work, which is statutory social work required in connection with any 

health, education or social services provided to any person.  

Yet nowhere in this Act, nor in any other Act, statutory instrument or binding 

guidance, does it actually say explicitly that relevant social work with adults must be 

undertaken by social workers. So adults who require social work have a degree of 

protection if social workers provide it, but they lose that protection if councils simply 

decide not to employ social workers to do it.  

Our consultation identified two different sorts of protection which being a registered 

profession affords to the vulnerable people for whom councils are responsible: first, 

there is accountability to the professional regulator and, second, there is a 

professional body of opinion to set the standards of practice required.  

These safeguards are necessary because social workers build relationships with 

clients in the most difficult circumstances, where there may be questions about 

mental capacity, abuse, neglect or the ability to function as part of a community in a 

way that the vast majority of people take for granted as a fundamental right. Social 

workers are trained to act as the local authority ‘safety net’, taking responsibility 

when other services have decided they cannot help or can help only in a limited way.  

The relationships involved are highly specialised and, as such, ought to be 

undertaken by a social worker. It was stressed in the consultation that a particular 

responsibility of social work is to safeguard vulnerable adults from harm. The risks of 

using a person not registered as having the appropriate training and skills to work 

within these principles were seen to be too high to all concerned.  
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Social work training was seen by participants as a guarantee of consistency in 

approach, guarding against the randomness of decisions and judgements that could 

be taken by people not qualified as social workers.  

This paper supports TCSW’s business case. Social workers are clear that councils 

should entrust their adult social care to the profession of social work, except for that 

part of it rightly entrusted to the profession of occupational therapy. The potential 

costs to councils of not doing this are too high. Only social workers can provide safe 

social work: it is the one professional group subject to the training and regulation 

necessary to meet the needs of the most vulnerable residents.  

It is possible that local authorities are acting inherently unreasonably when they do 

otherwise. But even if they could show they were acting reasonably in that respect, 

the potential failures in their duties of care, in both human and financial terms, are 

too great for councils to take such risks for short-term savings. Elected councillors 

have an historic duty of care to their neighbours and Parliament has created a 

stronger social work profession as the means to carry it out.  
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Introduction  

It is the purpose of TCSW’s business case, as set out in its discussion paper in 

2012, to argue that saving money on social work with adults is a false economy.1  

No such business case would be needed for children’s social work. The relevant 

Secretary of State has made it clear in binding guidance that children's social care 

must be delivered through social workers. But the clients of adult social care enjoy 

no such protection.  

TCSW’s business case aims to show that short-term financial gains made by 

councils employing less qualified and so less expensive staff could be offset by 

longer-term costs. As this discussion paper makes clear, there is also an important 

legal argument to be made. This is that the profession of social work has been 

created precisely to ensure that adult social care is delivered safely and that it would 

be inherently unreasonable of councils to ignore this fact. To do so could lead to 

consequences that councils would wish to avoid. The decisions which need to be 

taken in adult social care can be just as significant in their own ways in vulnerable 

adults’ lives as those in children’s social care and equally deserve the protection of 

being taken by suitably qualified professionals. It is our contention that Parliament 

has expected elected councillors to ensure that such protection is afforded.  

Councils must be ‘mindful of fulfilling their statutory duties when making decisions in 

relation to the deployment of social workers’, according to the Association of 

Directors of Adult Social Services (ADASS) and Skills for Care in their amended 

advice note Social Work in Adult Social Services.2 Those councils that choose not to 

employ social workers to do social work run the risk of failing in their statutory duties 

towards local people at great cost. If the powers of the secretary of state or the 

courts are invoked as a consequence, the result may be having the duty to provide 

the service removed, financial penalties and loss of reputation.  

In this contribution to TCSW’s business case, we add the advice of professional 

social workers to the advice given by ADASS and Skills for Care. We draw on the 

results of our consultation with more than 100 social workers in adult social care to 

show why high standards of social work are essential to the delivery of every local 

authority’s duties to its residents if the prohibitive costs of failure are to be avoided. 
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This paper accompanies our fuller analysis of the consultation, which uses the views 

of the social workers themselves to confirm the role of social work with adults.3  

A clear parallel can be drawn with the health service. The public inquiry led by 

Robert Francis QC into the failure of care at the Mid Staffordshire NHS Foundation 

Trust recommended the introduction of measures of the suitability and competence 

of staff as a method of determining staff numbers and skill mix. ‘This should include 

nursing staff on wards, as well as clinical staff’, the inquiry report stated 

(recommendation 23).4 This recommendation has been accepted by the 

Government, which has tasked the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence 

(NICE) to produce guidance on safe staffing in the NHS. At the same time the Chief 

Nursing Officer in England, Jane Cummings, said: ‘we have very clear evidence of a 

link between appropriate staffing and the outcomes of our patients. This evidence 

must be used to set staffing levels locally. Patients and the public are therefore 

entitled to know that we have the right number of people in place to provide safe, 

quality care every time.’  

Jane Cummings’ remarks accompanied new guidance from NHS England’s National 

Quality Board which suggests that where there are lower levels of registered nurses 

there are higher rates of errors in care, and care is more likely to be ‘left undone’ 

when there are fewer registered nurses on a ward.5 Here, we make an analogous 

case for social work in social care organisations. Safe health services require the 

right numbers of appropriately qualified staff and the same is true for social care 

services.  

In 11 meetings in May and June of this year, the Centre for Quality Assuring Public 

Services of Kingston Business School consulted 112 social workers and two student 

social workers from five London boroughs, with posts ranging from senior 

management to newly qualified workers. The purpose was to seek to define 

statutory, or relevant, social work with adults, as it is termed in the Care Standards 

Act 2000. The concern of the consultation was with the legal definition of social work 

in adult social care and with the consequent legal expectations on how it should be 

delivered.  

We asked two questions:  
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 Should relevant social work be undertaken only by social workers and if so, 

why?  

 Should social work provide professional leadership for all adult social care?  

These are much the same questions to which Parliament addressed itself back in the 

1950s, when it first decided that there should be a training council to oversee the 

training of the workers employed by the local councils. It was then thought that there 

would be three grades of worker in the new council children’s and welfare 

departments, with different levels of training to carry out the statutory powers and 

duties in the 1948 National Assistance and Children Acts. Hansard’s records of the 

debates and what followed show that Parliament then acted on the advice that all 

such workers should be trained as social workers or supervised by social workers.  

Our consultation focused on the social workers’ understanding of what they saw as 

the legal duties which they were employed to carry out and what they saw as their 

unique suitability as registered social workers to be employed to do so. These legal 

duties for adult social care are still based on the 1948 National Assistance Act, just 

as they were back in the 1950s. There was a very high degree of consistency in the 

answers from the social workers in our consultation and they were essentially the 

same answers as Parliament arrived at in relation to the National Assistance Act, 

which is still largely in force. The answers to both questions were yes. The reasons 

given for answering yes were grounded in an understanding of why social work was 

created as a registered profession at all and certainly reinforce the business case 

being made by TCSW.  

The need for the profession to have to make a business case for adults shows how 

history can be so easily and dangerously ignored. Local communities in England 

have always wanted to be responsible for providing care and attention to their 

neighbours when they need it. There has not been a time in England’s history when 

this was not so and when they have not been given the legal duty to do so. Today's 

elected councils wish to do this no less than did their earlier counterparts in the 

parishes. What is under threat at present is the competence to do it properly. There 

is little point in elected members accepting and even welcoming a responsibility and 

then denying the means to carry it out properly.  
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Historical context 

It is worth remembering the historical context of the relationship in law between the 

duty on elected council members and the competence of the staff they employ to 

carry out their duties. In 1929 the Local Government Act transferred the ancient 

responsibilities to provide assistance from the parishes to the counties and the 

county boroughs and from 1948 the system we now work in came slowly into being. 

Elected councillors were given the powers and duties to provide care and attention to 

those of their neighbours who need it. The elected councils of social services 

authorities inevitably cover larger areas than the parishes which originally had this 

responsibility and the neighbours of local councillors are far too numerous for them 

to know them all personally, as once their predecessor overseers did. As a 

consequence, councils employed paid workers to act on their behalf.  

When, in the 1950s, Parliament came to consider the Younghusband Report on the 

suitability of the staff employed to do this they found that ‘89 per cent of the present 

officers have no qualification whatsoever in social science or professional social 

work’. The proposal was that although much of the work could be done by ‘welfare 

assistants’ with in-service training, their work should be supervised by professionally 

trained social workers, and there should be an even more highly trained grade which 

would undertake ‘case work of exceptional difficulty and for the guidance and 

supervision of other social workers’.  

This debate led, in 1962, to the establishment of a Council for Training in Social 

Work and to a National Certificate of Social Work. (These were replaced in 1972 by 

CCETSW, the Central Council for Education and Training in Social Work, and the 

Certificate of Qualification in Social Work (CQSW), which some social workers still 

have.) The training run by the Council was to be in statutory social work for workers 

in the health and welfare services of local authorities and the National Assistance 

Board. All of these have been reorganised and modernised but the decisions taken 

then essentially remain with us. Parliament was concerned that if this job had to be 

done then it had to be done properly. We now find TCSW having to argue once 

again with government for much the same conclusions which Parliament came to in 

the 1950s.  
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The Care Standards Act 

The Care Standards Act came about in 2000 because Parliament again had concern 

for the quality of the care being provided to the most vulnerable members of society. 

The Act addresses quality by requiring workers providing care to be suitably trained 

and registered. Among other things, it makes provision for the registration, regulation 

and training of social care workers. Within that, the Act makes particular provision for 

social workers. Social workers are defined in the Care Standards Act as social care 

workers who engage in relevant social work. Social work is nowhere defined in law 

but the Care Standards Act does define relevant social work. Relevant social work is 

defined as social work which is required in connection with any health, education or 

social services provided by any person. The Act is concerned with the standards of 

social work when it is required. In other words, it is concerned with the quality of 

social work provided to those people who require social work, as distinct from any 

social work provided to people who would simply benefit from it but do not require it.  

The Care Standards Act is seeking to protect people who require social work by 

registering social work as a profession, a scheme now overseen by the Health and 

Care Professions Council (HCPC). The legal duties to provide social work to people 

who require it fall on the elected councils of local social services authorities. These 

councils have duties to support the health and education services, as well as to 

provide or arrange social services, and relevant, or statutory, social work is set in this 

context. The intention of the Act is to ensure that vulnerable people safely use the 

services they need. Once again, Parliament has sought to protect vulnerable people 

by requiring that statutory social workers are suitably trained. It follows, therefore, 

that elected councils should employ social workers to carry out their adult social care 

duties. It seems perverse that TCSW should have to make a financial business case 

for this protection to be afforded. There is, however a reason for the need for this: 

the legal requirement is not straightforward.  

There seems to be a gap in the law which might be used to avoid the intentions of 

the Act. The Care Standards Act makes it an offence for anyone to use the title of 

social worker unless they are registered as a social worker. It also states that to be 

registered as a social worker it is necessary to be suitably trained and to have 

reached the required standards of proficiency in relevant social work. So social 
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workers are those people who are registered as capable of undertaking relevant, or 

statutory, social work. So far it achieves what it is seeking, which is to protect people 

who require social work. Yet nowhere in this Act, nor in any other Act, nor in any 

Statutory Instrument, nor in any binding guidance, does it actually say that relevant 

social work with adults must be undertaken by social workers. There are many such 

requirements for children’s relevant social work but none for adults.  

So adults who require social work have a degree of protection if social workers 

provide their social work but they lose that protection if councils simply decide not to 

employ social workers to do it. There is no obvious legal requirement that required 

social work has to come from a social worker. So local authorities would seem to be 

able to avoid the consequences of the Care Standards Act when they provide social 

work by simply having someone other than a social worker do it. This is why TCSW 

is having to make a business case for it. 

The nature of social work 

The social workers who were consulted on the need for social workers to do relevant 

social work were clear that what characterises social work is that it is effected 

through a relationship with the client. This relationship cannot be impersonal if it is to 

be effective but equally it must not be a personal relationship. It must therefore be a 

professional relationship, undertaken through professional discourse within 

professional boundaries. A knowledgeable professional relationship is essential to an 

informed understanding of the needs of the client. A reflective professional 

relationship is necessary for appropriate responses to the wishes and feelings of 

clients, taking into account mental capacity when appropriate, and balancing them 

against those of the community, which the social worker represents.  

Our consultation mainly addressed the question of what constitutes social work in 

adult social care, as distinct from assessments for community care services. It is 

clear in law that social work is a community care service and that assessment for 

services is a distinct and different service in its own right. The social workers 

consulted said that social work is a professional relationship of a distinct kind which 

fulfils those statutory adult social care duties on behalf of the council which cannot 

be fulfilled merely by providing direct payments or services. The relationship required 

was viewed as a partnership with the client.  
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The role was seen as engaging with clients’ views, wishes and feelings to empower 

them and to promote their independence. One social worker said that ‘the social 

work relationship may be used to help a person build the capacity to realise their 

wishes when they seem beyond them’. The relationship was said to have a 

component which a therapeutic or counselling relationship does not have in that it 

represents the relationship between the client and their community, in the form of 

their legally elected representatives.  

It was said that to achieve a balance between the wellbeing of the individual and the 

wellbeing of other people in their social network, the social worker holds a statutory 

role in relation to the individual in their community. To fulfil this role they need to be 

able to make best use of legal powers to achieve wellbeing. One social worker 

stated that social work was about ‘using legislation rather than working within it’. 

Another social worker said that the role ‘represents [the] intersection between the 

public and the private’ and is required to ‘use authority in a way which is not 

oppressive’. It was said that a social worker engaged in relevant social work must 

always represent themselves as acting on behalf of the local authority and as 

working not just within the framework of the law but as engaging with the powers 

provided by law in the best interests of their client. A request for social work 

involvement often does not come from the client themselves. One social worker said 

that it is social work’s role to engage when an individual refuses to accept services 

which they may need. Three groups wished to make the additional point that social 

workers increasingly act as officers of the Court of Protection.  

It was agreed that professional social work is required when the council has a duty to 

provide adult social care when the following principles apply:  

 The individual may not be the best judge of their own wellbeing in that they 

might lack the mental capacity to make relevant decisions.  

 It may not be appropriate to follow the individual’s views, wishes and feelings.  

 There is a requirement to achieve a balance with the wellbeing of others, if 

this is relevant and practicable.  

 The council has a duty to safeguard adults wherever practicable from abuse 

and neglect.  
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 The council must use the least restrictive solution where it is necessary to 

interfere with the individual’s rights and freedom of action wherever that is 

practicable.  

These principles do not apply to many relationships which the council has with its 

residents in delivering adult social care but, when any of them do apply, then that 

relationship is a social work relationship and ought to be undertaken by a social 

worker. It was particularly stressed in the consultation that a particular responsibility 

of social work is to safeguard vulnerable adults from harm. The risks of using a 

person not registered as having the appropriate training and skills to work within 

these principles were seen to be too high to all concerned.  

Professional accountability  

It was suggested during the consultation that it might be inherently unreasonable for 

a local authority to assign a person not qualified as a social worker to undertake an 

important role for which they have not been trained when there are others who are 

trained and registered as capable of doing it. Registration with the HCPC was seen 

as being the only mechanism which can now generate a confident expectation that 

the worker has the requisite knowledge and is capable of exercising the skill and 

judgement required to fulfil the duty of care in social work.  

One social worker said that ‘vulnerable people’s freedom is at stake’ and others 

made the point that these are significant decisions about people’s lives and that they 

include life or death decisions. The most important consideration was seen as being 

the protection that registration affords to the client, in that they are receiving the best 

service available. One social worker asked ‘How would you feel going to hospital for 

an operation and you thought it was going to be done by a professional surgeon but 

actually it was going to be done by someone not qualified in surgery?’ 

Our consultation identified two different sorts of protection which being a registered 

profession affords. The first was the additional accountability which there now is to 

the professional regulator, the HCPC. If a registered social worker acts in such a way 

as to contravene their professional standards then they may be struck off the 

register, effectively ending their career in social work. This is entirely independent of 

any action their employer might take. The social workers who were consulted 



The College of Social Work (TCSW) is a company limited by guarantee registered in England and 
Wales No.07499397 and a Registered Charity No.1151285. 
 

13 

welcomed this accountability. However, should an unqualified person be employed 

to do social work and act in such a way as to contravene professional 

standards then, as long as they have not claimed to be a social worker, there is 

nothing the professional body could do.  

The second protection which being a registered profession accords is that there is 

then a professional body of opinion to set the standards of practice required. It has 

been established in law that, as with all professions, social workers must act in 

accordance with practice accepted at the time as proper by a responsible body of 

fellow professional opinion if they are not to be negligent. The social workers in our 

consultation saw it as their welcome duty to participate in setting such standards by 

taking more opportunities to engage in professional reflection and research. They felt 

that they lacked the opportunities to do this when compared with other professions. 

Setting expected standards of practice and working to them was seen to afford 

protection to the client, to the social worker and to the council. It has been 

established by the courts that local authority social workers owe a common law duty 

of care to their clients and that failure to meet this duty by failing to act in accordance 

with accepted professional practice can result in negligence awards against their 

employing authority. Again, this reinforces TCSW’s business case that councils must 

employ social workers to deliver their social care to adults.  

Social work as the ‘safety net’ 

It was said by the social workers that it is partly because social work is effected 

through a relationship that it needs the quality assurance of being a profession and it 

is partly because so much is at stake. The tragic death of 81-year-old Gloria Foster 

from starvation in February 2013 illustrates the life and death seriousness of the 

issues and the vulnerability of people with dementia living at home. Even the earliest 

medieval common law required of people in her circumstances that they should be 

sustained by their fellow parishioners ‘so that none of them die for default of 

sustenance’. Today’s elected councillors no less want to see this happen than did 

their medieval predecessors.  

The case of Steven Neary’s unlawful deprivation of liberty illustrates and highlights 

the risks to vulnerable adults of adult social care making wrong decisions about their 

freedom. This case also supports TCSW’s business case and illustrates what the 
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financial costs can be to councils of wrong decision making. It cost the council 

concerned £69,000 just to fight the case and damages of £35,000 were awarded 

against them plus an unknown figure for meeting the court costs. There was also the 

reputational cost to the council, which had to issue a public apology.  

The issues need not be as stark as death from starvation or loss of liberty. One 

consultation group from the London Borough of Hammersmith and Fulham shared 

the work they are doing with people who excessively hoard in their homes. The 

seriousness of this as an issue was illustrated by the plight of a 53-year-old man who 

was recently buried under rubble for hours after the first floor of his house collapsed 

under the weight of his hoarded goods. Again, this year, the first floor of a 61-year-

old London woman collapsed under 20 tons of hoarded possessions. Fortunately, 

she was out at the time.  

The social work being done with hoarders in Hammersmith and Fulham was an 

illustration of the need for social workers to be able to engage in relationships with 

people who may not believe they are in need of any help, to balance the freedoms of 

their clients with the risks to their neighbours and to be able to represent the 

authority of the elected council. This is professional work and cannot be undertaken 

by untrained staff.  

Social workers taking part also highlighted that social work is further characterised 

by the council, as social services authority, being the service of last resort for its 

residents. It has been established in law that social care is not a set of services 

comparable to health or housing services. What constitutes adult social care is that it 

acts as the safety net for other services. In many ways it is defined by what other 

services will not do. In 2008, for example, the courts decided that it was for a primary 

care trust and not for the local authority to decide whether the care needs of a 

woman with dissociative identity disorder were primarily for health care or for care 

which a social services authority should provide. It was also decided that it was not 

satisfactory for the council to use the public purse to try to resolve such a dispute. 

The social workers in the consultation saw it as their clear role to have the bottom 

line statutory responsibility for ensuring the wellbeing of the individual. One social 

worker stated that social work is ‘the bottom line. I do what no one else will touch. I 
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am the safety net’. Another said that ‘after everyone else has done their job, we are 

left to do what remains’.  

The consequences of not providing this safety net were illustrated by one group 

which described a referral of earlier the same week for assistance with a woman who 

was refusing to go by ambulance to hospital when her life was at risk. The health 

professionals and the police were all denying that this was their responsibility but 

pointed out that it was a life or death admission. The social workers on duty 

accepted that life or death decisions for the council’s residents which no one else 

was prepared to take fell to them to deal with. It was for social work to make the 

public services work for the resident.  

All groups of social workers consulted wanted to say that social work has a specific 

responsibility for enabling their clients to make the whole care network work for 

them, including taking a lead role for them in ‘co-ordinating the system’ and 

‘mobilising the wider network’. It was said that social work needs to be assertive 

enough to ‘hold the whole network of professionals to account’. Social work was said 

to have the ‘bottom line responsibility in the professional network’. Social workers 

have to collate and understand a wide range of information and work with it in the 

best interests of their clients. In the case of the woman refusing to take the 

ambulance, the social workers resolved the situation safely. As the authority with the 

bottom line duty the elected council must be able to trust the competence and 

knowledge of the workers to whom they have delegated this very wide-ranging duty. 

The potential human costs, as well as the possible costs of financial redress, 

reinforce TCSW’s business case that only professionally trained staff can safely be 

trusted with such judgements.  

Assessment and practice governance  

The social workers who were consulted did not just believe that for a council to 

employ people other than social workers to undertake social work would be an 

avoidance of what was intended by the Care Standards Act. They also believed that 

social work should provide leadership for all adult social care to ensure that 

appropriate standards are met.  
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The social workers’ training was seen as a guarantee of consistency in approach, 

guarding against the randomness of decisions and judgements which could be taken 

by people not qualified as social workers. But they did not necessarily believe that 

the council should only employ social workers to effect adult social care. In particular 

they were concerned to unpick the relationship between assessments for community 

care services and social work as a community care service. Such assessments are 

not social work and may not need to be undertaken by a social worker. But it was 

pointed out that the service of social work is often needed as part of an assessment 

for community care services. This would be the case when an individual refuses a 

service or refuses an assessment or wishes to use direct payments in a way which 

could constitute a risk to themselves or others. These circumstances call for more 

than the simple assessment for and arrangement of services and call for 

professional decision making.  

One group said that all assessments in adult social care should be undertaken by 

social workers because to do otherwise would be too risky. All groups were of the 

clear view that all assessments for social work must be undertaken by social 

workers. Ten groups thought that some assessments for other services may be 

undertaken by people not qualified in social work, provided they were suitably trained 

and that their assessments were overseen in some way by social workers, who 

would then take the ultimate responsibility for them.  

Some social workers saw a wider role for unqualified staff than simply undertaking 

community care assessments. They believed that there was still a role for ‘welfare 

assistants’, as they were called in the 1950s, who could undertake social work tasks 

on behalf of a social worker. But all groups said that the assessment service as well 

as the social work service should always ultimately be the responsibility of a 

registered social worker. It was said by most social workers in the consultation that, 

although people not qualified in social work could undertake simple assessments, 

there was a risk of them missing factors which require a social worker, such risks as 

the need to safeguard vulnerable adults or to assess an individual who may lack 

mental capacity to make an appropriate decision. These risks were thought to be too 

great to be deprived of the protection which professional training affords.  
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Good professional practice must be subject to sound practice governance if it is to 

be safe. The social workers consulted were clear that social work as a profession 

and adult social care as a whole needs robust practice governance arrangements, 

as distinct from managerial oversight, which allow professional practice to be quality 

assured. As it was their professional view that social work should provide 

professional leadership for all adult social care, so it was their view that all social 

care governance should come under the leadership of social work. All social workers 

were keen to participate in governance arrangements and keen to see a lead social 

worker identified for each council along the lines of the Principal Social Worker 

(PSW) for adult social care now being promoted by TCSW.6 It was particularly 

stressed that professional governance needs to ensure that social care practice is 

open to scrutiny and that there is oversight of work which is conducted ‘out of sight in 

vulnerable people’s homes’. Councils are running a risk if they do not have such 

arrangements in place.  

Conclusion  

The responsibility for the care and attention needed by adults in need of extra 

support falls in law on the elected representatives of local people. For centuries local 

people have had a duty to look after their vulnerable neighbours and elected 

members of councils welcome this duty and take it seriously. They cannot exercise 

the duty in person and so they must employ the right people to do it on their behalf. 

When Parliament gave this duty to local councils of elected people they recognised 

this and they set up a Council to train social workers specifically to undertake this 

task. They recognised a role for the unqualified worker but they believed that 

unqualified workers still needed in-service training and that they should work under 

the supervision of qualified social workers. Since then Parliament has added the 

protection of making social work a protected title in law and clarified once again that 

social workers are those people registered as being trained and capable of 

undertaking the social work required of councils with social services duties. Despite 

this, it is a sad state of affairs that one of the first things the new College of Social 

Work finds itself having to do is to make a case for employing only social workers to 

do social work. Because some local authority employers are tempted by financial 

arguments to employ unqualified staff, so TCSW is countering with a business case 

that such financial savings are short sighted and will not pay off in the longer run.  
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This paper supports TCSW’s business case. Social workers as a profession are 

clear that councils should entrust their adult social care (except for that part of it 

rightly entrusted to professional occupational therapists) to professional social 

workers. The case the social workers make is that the potential costs to the council 

of not doing this are too high. As well as the financial case made by TCSW, there is 

the case that only social workers can provide safe social work. Safe social work is 

social work that is trained and regulated to meet the needs of the most vulnerable 

residents. It is possible that councils would be acting inherently unreasonably in 

law were they to do otherwise but, in any case, the potential failures in their duties of 

care, in both human and financial terms, are too great for councils to take such risks 

for short-term savings.  

The main reason, though, for elected members to employ social workers to deliver 

their adult social care duties is surely simply that the elected members of councils 

want to provide the best quality adult social care they can for their vulnerable 

neighbours, and Parliament has set up a process for them to achieve this through 

the training and regulation of social workers to deliver it for them to the standards 

required.  

John Chamberlain, Visiting Fellow  
Angela Jenkinson, Honorary Research Fellow  
Centre for Quality Assuring Public Services, Kingston University 
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