
Professional Social Work • April 2010

Focus on employers18

Turning the tables

The pressure on social workers to perform against sometimes overbearing
pressures has long been a serious grievance of frontline professionals. But
as BASW’s 5 Star Employer Engagement Plan gains traction and recent 
initiatives put more onus on supervision and support, PSW looks at what
some of the first 5 Star BASW partners and other local authorities around
the UK are doing to help restore social work to rude health

s employees, social workers are
what you might call low-
maintenance. Swanky offices,
expense accounts and bosses
who will cater to every whim are

neither expected nor desired. It is unglamorous
work and those who do it are, generally, driven
by a sense of vocation rather than financial
rewards. And for those – and let’s not kid
ourselves there are a few out there – who think
that social work is an easy way to get a good
management job that pays well without having
to do much, well, the illusion is quickly shattered. 

But while social workers may accept working
in a no-frills environment, they can’t do what is
by anyone’s estimate a demanding job without
proper support. Majidah Akbar has been a social
worker since 1999 and now works as an
advanced social work practitioner (ASWP),
dealing day-in and day-out with the most
complex child protection cases at Sheffield City
Council. “As social workers you’re not asking for
a red carpet to be laid out, just for support and
the little things like your own desk and a place to
park,” she says, adding: “The work is no different
whether you’re in Haringey, Doncaster or
anywhere else in the country. What makes the
difference is the support you get.”

Remodel
Since joining Sheffield in October 2009 as an
ASWP – one of a range of new roles developed
by the council to remodel its workforce and
keep experienced practitioners at the frontline –
she has enjoyed a huge amount of support
from her managers, who are quick to reallocate
cases when she has too many. In her role she
has a protected caseload of 13 because she is
dealing with the most complicated cases. 

Ms Akbar is the type of experienced
practitioner councils across the country try, and
often fail, to keep at the frontline. Her belief that
social workers’ willingness to go the extra mile,
such as working late and doing occasional

weekend visits, is done out of goodwill
doubtless strikes a chord with thousands of
social workers who, according to research by the
Social Work Taskforce – and reinforced by an
online BASW survey last month [see page 08] –
regularly work beyond their contracted hours.

But it must work both ways. Employers who
fail to keep up their end of the bargain will see a
gradual erosion of that goodwill, replaced by a
resentful employee who looks around for
another job. In Ms Akbar’s case, it was inflexibility
over working hours to fit in with childcare
arrangements, and to a lesser extent the daily
annoyance of hot-desking, which pushed her to
jump ship and leave her previous employer.   

Support for social workers, whether it be by
providing a decent workplace where there is
flexibility and always someone on hand to talk
to, or via the more formal structures such as
regular supervision and manageable caseloads,

must increasingly become an employer priority.
At the heart of the UK government’s plans to

reform social work in England, and recognised
as far back as 2005 in Scotland’s Changing Lives
agenda, is a push to make sure that those at the
frontline are properly supported. In its report,
published in December 2009, the Social Work
Taskforce made 15 recommendations, including
that there should be a clear national standard for
employers on the support social workers should
expect in order to do their jobs effectively, and
that there should be more stringent supervision
requirements. It also said a dedicated
programme of training and support should be
developed for frontline social work managers.

Already councils across the UK, to varying
degrees, are beginning to recognise that social
workers need to be better supported to access
training and to talk to fellow professionals about
their work. Most importantly, some have begun
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of their time on paperwork or IT systems are
now spending 30% of their time on them. 

An independent evaluation of the units,
commissioned by Hackney, found that
opportunities for critical reflection and to arrive
at a more holistic view of cases were much
improved under the new set-up.  There is a
‘better sharing of the burdens of work and
stress,’ said the report, published in March 2009
by Human Reliability Associates and the LSE.
Another important finding was that shared
ownership of cases had made social workers
feel less vulnerable. The report said: ‘Though
there is some perception of the persistence of
blame culture, this is considerably lower in social
work units, when compared to old-style teams
in both Hackney and elsewhere.’

Wirral Adult Services, which joined the BASW
5-Star scheme earlier this year, undertook its
own restructuring exercise two years ago, a
process aimed at meeting the challenges of the
growing personalisation agenda. Director of
adult services John Webb says the process of
reform has made the role of social workers
more important rather than less, allowing them
to devote their time to the people with complex
needs who need them most. He feels this will
be strengthened further if a new career structure
currently being considered keeps practitioners
in practice as they move up the pay scale. The
developments in adult services have not all
been good news, however. As the council has
moved to deliver personalisation, it has cut 18
social work posts. “It was never about
undermining social work and it’s not as though
we scrapped dozens and dozens of posts, but
we did have to rebalance the workforce for
personalisation,” Mr Webb concedes. 

The Social Work Reform Board will shortly
write to every local authority, and other social
work service providers, to complete health
checks on social workers’ working conditions as
soon as possible during 2010-11. Employers will
be expected to look at the support they have in
place, and take action where necessary, centred
on five areas: effective workload management;
pro-active workflow management; having the
tools to do the job; effective service delivery and
a healthy workplace.

Any smart employer won’t neglect the
seemingly small things. They have a vital impact
on holding onto the brightest and the best social
workers and, in the long-term, creating stable,
well-run children’s and adults departments. 

Anyone who doubts the value of providing
support to social workers, should remember just
two words, featured elsewhere in this
magazine: Lisa Arthurworrey. 

Reporting by Sally Gillen 
and Mark Ivory 
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workers (NQSWs) who can be brought quickly
up to speed using this new programme.

Improving support for students, NQSWs and
those on the frontline is a key theme in
reforming social work, perhaps most
entrenched in Northern Ireland but
acknowledged now in all parts of the UK. Earlier
this month, the UK government published
Building a Safe and Confident Future:
Implementing the recommendations of the
Social Work Taskforce, setting out plans for
reforming social work, including a £23m Local
Social Work Improvement Fund, which will be
available to councils to help those on the
frontline in 2010-2011. The cash can be used in a
range of ways, including funding efforts to keep
experienced staff on the frontline via 'grow your
own schemes' that aim to increase the number
of social workers in the future, improve
assessments and increase the time that social
workers in the hardest-pressed teams can spend
with children and families. 

Bureaucracy
Hackney Borough Council has been working for
around three years on a range of related
initiatives to reorganise its children’s services to
free up social workers from bureaucracy. In
2007 it launched its Reclaiming Social Work
campaign and deputy director for children and
young people Steve Goodman says a primary
objective of the programme has been to reduce
the time social workers spend in front of
computers, rather than doing direct work with
families. 

Practitioners are stationed in social work units,
each one of which boasts a unit co-ordinator
who takes on administrative tasks like diary
management, organising statutory reviews and
conferences, and recording case decisions. As a
result social workers who were spending 70%

to acknowledge that social workers’ views
should be taken into account. Anecdotal
evidence during a tour of UK local authorities by
BASW chief executive Hilton Dawson last year
suggested that many social workers are denied
opportunities to undertake training by
managers citing workload pressures. The same
pressures often limit the freedom to talk to
fellow practitioners, as well as professionals in
other fields, away from the cut and thrust of the
workplace, potentially leaving social workers less
confident and isolated.

In Scotland, South Lanarkshire Council is the
first local authority to sign up to BASW’s 5-Star
Employer Engagement Plan, an initiative aimed
at beginning the process of tackling this isolation.
Under the plan, employers agree to recognise
that social workers have important knowledge
to contribute to policy development, as well as
allowing BASW members to have paid time off
to attend training and other events, and to meet
regularly within the working day [see panel,
right]. 

Benefits
Willie McAllan, who works in the council’s
training department, sees clear benefits to giving
social workers the opportunity to attend training
and other events to continue their professional
development. As part of the plan, new recruits
are given information about BASW because,
says Mr McAllan, the council believes it is
important for them to be part of a professional
body. “We wouldn’t say we’re 100 % perfect, far
from it. But if workers can engage with us then
we can improve. If anything, we wish we could
get more practitioner feedback,” he says.

Elsewhere, others are following suit. Two
Welsh councils – Wrexham and Powys – have
signed up to the 5-star Engagement Plan.
Wrexham County Borough Council has been
looking at ways to develop support for staff to
advance professionally – strengthening career
paths, in line with a key theme of the Social
Work Task Group in Wales, which is currently
considering how to reward experienced
practitioners. The council has recently seen a
record number of social workers going through
post-qualifying awards, with 12 people getting
practice teaching awards and 14 people getting
full PQSW awards.  

And those at the start of their career are also
getting a helping hand. A new scheme has been
introduced to support newly qualified social
workers in their first jobs. A 15-month
programme has been developed with the local
university, designed to help embed skills learned
during the social work degree now they’re in
practice. Wrexham has a mature workforce, with
many retiring, and this is seen as a way of
replacing them with newly qualified social
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1. Recognise BASW’s Advice &
Representation Service 

2. Provide information about
BASW membership to social
work employees

3. Hold regular meetings with
BASW members to share
information and discuss policy

4. Work with BASW to pursue
common goals

5. Allow BASW members paid
time off for BASW activities

BASW’S 5 STAR PLAN
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