
S
ocial work in the 21st century is
increasingly known as a tough task, with
even sections of the media having

recently begun to comprehend some of the
challenges practitioners routinely face.
Grappling with demanding service users with
complex pasts, while accommodating limited
resources and ever shifting political agendas is
not for the faint hearted.

It is sobering then to consider the impact
of two other ‘fronts’ to have opened up on
social work professionals in recent years:
regulation of the workforce and increasing
levels of managerial pressure as centrally
imposed targets and performance indicators
bear down on local authorities.

Commensurately, the demands on BASW’s
Advice and Representation (A&R) Service
have soared, making it something of a
bellweather of the profession. From a
caseload often focused on low level workplace
disputes and practice queries, the A&R
Service has found itself the first port of call
for social workers facing regulatory council
conduct hearings or practitioners facing
emotional breakdowns as the pressure from
the top exerts its vice-like grip. Unlike the rest
of the economy this is one service where
demand is up, though it is rarely good news.

Changing culture 
Marcia Lawrence-Russell, head of the A&R
Service since the retirement of Terry Dadswell
at Christmas 2008, explains: “The changing
culture in which social work operates has
meant that employers are more inclined
towards disciplining social workers and
initiating capability procedures than before;
from, at one end of the scale, not recording
cases properly or not having up to date
records, through to gross misconduct. These
developments have emerged as a result of the
changing political environment that social
workers and employers are faced with.”

The inception of the four UK regulatory
councils may have gone some way towards
professionalising practice but as with most
political developments, the law of unintended
– or not very helpful – consequences has been
close at hand. “The workload for our A&R
officers has doubled per case as a result of
regulation because every disciplinary case has
to be reported to the regulatory councils,
which means that potentially there is a
process to manage through a council, as well
as with the employers,” Ms Lawrence-Russell
says. “So you can find yourself representing
members during disciplinary procedures with
employers, and then councils too. Indeed, this
is further complicated if it is regarded as an
unfair dismissal as we could also have a
further hearing before an employment
tribunal. The latter two are very time

consuming, so not only are there more cases,
but they are taking a lot longer to complete.
Cases that have gone to the fullest extent are
taking, from referral at duty to completion of
a council hearing and tribunal, up to two or
even three years to complete.”

The pressure on the duty service – a hotline
staffed Monday to Friday by an experienced
administrator who relays each call to one of
the team of case workers – is growing
accordingly. Ms Lawrence-Russell suggests
referrals now average 15 a day, compared with
less than six or seven just 12 months ago.
Some calls can be resolved through a
conversation with a duty case worker but
others will become part of a case worker’s life
for months or even years, so the growing
volume of queries has prompted BASW to
invest more resources in the service.

From just three case workers and a head of
service two years ago, there are now six full-
time officials, plus four sessional staff, based
in England, Scotland and Wales. A sessional
worker is expected to be appointed in
Northern Ireland before the end of the year.

All A&R officers are trained and registered
social workers with the necessary legal
training to handle often complex cases, a
point Ms Lawrence-Russell is keen to
emphasise: “I don’t want people to think that
because we are social workers that we will shy
away from voicing issues that need airing
with employers. All of our officers, including
myself, are trained in employment legislation,
updated annually, and we have sessions
together where we share information from
across the UK. This could be to do with
legislation or trends and patterns emerging in
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different UK countries. We have access to
solicitors for legal advice and will refer
complex cases to them as necessary. I don’t
have to refer cases to legal experts, in the
main, because we are fortunate in having
experienced A&R officers who are able to
handle most of the cases that we manage.”

Upturn 
The past two years has seen a marked upturn
in high profile cases, typically involving the
General Social Care Council, which despite its
widely publicised problems with conduct
hearing backlogs over the summer remains
far more prolific in pursuing conduct cases
than any of the other three UK councils –
even allowing for population variations. One
client, Sandra Gardener, a social worker based
in London, successfully resisted a GSCC
attempt to remove her from the Social Care
Register, with the support of case worker
Martin Weinbren. In common with another
Weinbren case, Tricia Forbes – the first
registrant in England to have a removal
reversed on appeal – the A&R Service argued
that Ms Gardener had been left exposed by
management and supervision failings, and
should not lose her right to practice her
profession as a consequence. Leaving the
hearing, Mr Weinbren wasted little time in
highlighting the value of the service he
represents: “If Sandra Gardener had not had
representation she could well have been
found guilty of misconduct.”

It is notable that much of the service’s
caseload is made up of black or Asian social
workers. The first black head of the A&R
Service, Ms Lawrence-Russell twice
successfully fought discrimination cases with
previous employers – the National Probation
Service and Sandwell Borough Council –
before joining BASW eight years ago, so is
adamant that BASW takes steps to bring any
possible widespread discrimination to light.
She estimates that well over 50% of the
service’s clients are non white, considerably
above the proportion of minority ethnic
social work registrants – figures available for
the General Social Care Council in England
suggest approximately 7% of registrants are of
non white origin.

“It is something we are now actively
monitoring, with a view to informing BASW
policy and challenging employers. As a case
officer I had a 95% caseload that was black or
Asian, while our London-based officer, Lily
Robertson, has a caseload that is comprised of
around 98% black or Asian social workers. It
is no underestimate, and indeed I would place
this as a conservative figure, to say that more
than 50% of the cases we handle are either
black or Asian, which is extremely worrying.
Clearly all groups can suffer poor treatment

in the workplace but this is a particular
problem that requires our attention.”

Historically restrained by limited resources,
the service has also tended to shy away from
publicity, eager not to ‘drum up more
business’. With the injection of more
professional staff and with BASW’s UK
Council having recently endorsed further
investment in administration, the mood has
shifted, and the still relatively new head of the

service is keen to ensure that BASW members
– and non members interested in joining the
Association – are aware of what A&R can
offer if they need support.

“One thing that surprised me when I took
the job is how little the 12,000-plus members
we have know about the service we offer.
Sometimes people have only resorted to the
A&R service after a dispute or problem has
already gone through internal processes. So
they have come to us as a last resort rather
than as a first port of call. This has been a
result of a few things but one reason is that in
the past we haven’t profiled ourselves enough
to ensure members are aware of our services.
It is often that social workers are referred to
their trade union instead, but I have to say
that in our experience, BASW members who
are also members of a union refer to us first
as they feel the service offered is going to be
better and more informed – this is directly
related to us all being social workers.

“That is important. We assess a case from a
social work perspective. Also, our approach to
employers is received better because of that.
We are all registered and are bound by
BASW’s Code of Ethics, which means the
service doesn’t promote or defend bad
practice but will ensure every member is
treated fairly.”

Where to start
For anyone facing a problem in the workplace
or in their practice and contemplating seeking
advice or representation, Ms Lawrence-
Russell offers a quick run-through of where
to start. “At the first sign of difficulties, you
should contact the A&R Service where you
will be assisted by our administrator who will
forward your call to the duty officer. A duty
service is in operation Monday to Friday
between 9am and 4.30pm. If your case can be
managed through the duty system then this
will happen, but if your case requires the
services of a particular A&R officer it will be
allocated accordingly. This contact should be
made at the earliest point to ensure you get
the best out of the service and don’t
disadvantage your position.”

More in-depth research into the
effectiveness of the confidential service is
underway but the fact that 90% of the 100
A&R ‘customers’ surveyed earlier this year
said they found the initial help provided to be
‘useful’ is a positive base from which to move
forward. It is just as well, because this is one
service for which demand looks set to keep
on booming for the foreseeable future.
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“The changing culture in
which social work
operates means
employers are more
inclined to discipline
social workers and
initiate capability
procedures than before”

Direct A&R contact details: Tel: 0121 622 8413,
email aras@basw.co.uk. All post should be
addressed to BASW A&R Service.

1. Professional practice – 249
2. Service conditions – 66 
3. Intimidation – 31 
4. Reorganisation – 29
5. Course complaint/failure – 19 
6. Health/retirement – 18
7. Race – 8
8. Disability – 8
9. Discrimination – 3
10. Sex – 2

Basis of referral to A&R
2008/09 – issues relating to:

Marcia Lawrence-Russell

P012_013_PSW_Nov09.qxd  22/10/09  11:06  Page 11


