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Social Work Bursary Consultation response form 

 

We request that you use the pro forma below to help us analyse the responses. 

 

 

 

 

Question Response 

Options 

1.         Which options do you support, 

and why? Please rank them in 

priority order 

After consultation with our members BASW has found the majority 

of members would like the bursary system to stay the same. 

However, if changes are unavoidable there is a leaning towards the 

first option. The least favourable choice would be option four as 

detailed below. All options were considered as part of the 

consultation and our members’ views are listed accordingly. There 

was general concern expressed by our members about capping in 

respect of any option as there continues to be a lack of robust 

evidence about the demand for social workers. 

 

There appeared to be a correlation (although not scientifically 

proven) between the work/student position of the member 

commenting as part of the consultation and the option preferred. 

BASW suggests that the students consulted provide a more accurate 

picture of how the options would affect the intake of social workers 

to the profession. 

 

A common opinion expressed by those consulted confirmed that 

without a bursary the social work profession would be greatly 

affected with reduced numbers of students being able to complete the 

training. BASW is therefore pleased that the complete withdrawal of 

financial support is not being considered and welcomes this 

opportunity to comment on the options presented. 

Pleases indicate if you are completing this 

as an individual or on behalf of a group  

British Association of Social Workers is pleased to offer a response 

for consideration as part of this consultation 

Number of people represented.  

Background/profession?  BASW is the UK professional association for social work, led by 

and accountable to a growing population of approximately 14,500 

social worker members, over 11,500 in England.  Our members 

work in frontline, management, research and academic positions in 

all social work settings across the UK.  BASW members share a 

collective commitment to those values and principles that will secure 

the best possible outcomes for children and young people, adults, 

families and communities.  

 

Are you either an existing student or a 

prospective student? 

BASW students represent approximately 12% of the total 

membership. Students have been consulted through a number of 

methods and have contributed to this response. 

Are you employed in the education field? Many of our members are social work educators working in HEIs or 

similar 



We are aware that the social work student bursary was originally 

introduced as part of the recruitment strategy when there were 47% 

vacancy rates within some local authorities front line (safeguarding) 

children’s and adult mental health teams . Over the years the 

recruitment and retention strategies along with a significant amount 

of resources and monies being applied, have resulted in success and a 

significant reduction in vacancies. The recession leading to a 

reduction in the number of new social worker posts being created has 

also had an effect. This has to be remembered when considering the 

options. 

 

In relation to information provided to help formulate opinions on the 

options BASW is concerned that the statistic provided in the impact 

assessment suggests 25% of graduates do not enter the profession. In 

relation to other professionals eg nursing this is a relatively low 

figure and therefore it is surprising that it is quoted as a key element 

in determining the need to change the present bursary arrangements.  

Looking more closely at this group we question whether these are 

students who cannot get jobs and therefore lapse their registration, 

are they working in different sectors of social care, have they left the 

country to work abroad?  We have met many newly qualified social 

workers over the last two or three years who have been unable to 

obtain social work posts because of lack of experience and who have 

set about gaining this experience by working in (unregistered) jobs in 

social care – their commitment to their chosen profession is not in 

doubt. .This illustrates the selection of factors which need to be 

considered in respect of this figure. 

 

A further key factor in considering the options is the apparent leaning 

towards the public sector as the main employer of social workers. We 

know that both the voluntary and private sector recruit and employ 

social workers and question whether option 4 and 5 are applicable to 

this workforce. 

 

And we ask that the present economic situation is considered when 

looking at students who leave their course. As this country faces 

further austerity cuts and hardship, students may find it increasingly 

difficult to manage financially. It can be difficult to work during a 

social work course because of the full time nature of the placements. 

‘I know someone who had to leave the course as he could not get 

part-time employment to give him additional finance for him and 

his family to live on’ reported a BASW member. 

BASW believes that bursaries must be available to students to ensure 

the social work profession does not suffer a repeat of history and a 

shortage of qualified social workers once again. 

 

2.        Which option would have the 

greatest impact on improving the 

quality of social work graduates 

and why?  

BASW cannot conclude which option would have the greatest impact 

on improving the quality of social work graduates if any. We do 

repeat that the provision of a bursary is essential to attract a diverse  

range of people to study for the profession and reflect the 

communities they serve.  Social work has a proud record of offering 

opportunities for degree level study and professional qualification to 

people who have had deprived or difficult backgrounds and who may 

not have obtained traditional educational qualifications although they 

have a wealth of life experience.  Of course entrants are assessed on 



their capacity to study at this level and the Social Work Reform 

Board has undertaken work and issued new guidance for HEIs on 

candidate selection. 

The issue of the number of quality applicants is difficult to define. 

There is a general worry that the number of social work jobs 

available to graduates are now reducing as employers face more 

hardship in the shape of financial cuts. Students report that friends 

who were considering applying are now rethinking. BASW is 

running a mentoring scheme to help the many newly qualified social 

workers who cannot get jobs, estimated at 1 in 4 from 2010/2011 

graduates. One member suggests ‘it may be that the message has 

got out to applicants that there are not the jobs out there at the 

end, so why bother. If that is the case then we could quickly move 

from a position of over supply to under supply’.  

 

A member (social work programme organiser) from a HEI reported a 

drop in quality social work applicants this year with not all places 

being taken without going to clearing. She refers to the present 

bursary covering half the university fees and she hopes this will be 

improved with this review. She concludes ‘if we are not careful we 

will generate a further crisis in social work whereby there will be 

no social workers to social work’ 

 

With respect to quality, one could argue that option 2 could lead to a 

higher academic intake of social workers and possibly an 

improvement in academic quality but BASW would suggest that this 

does not necessarily go hand in hand with excellent social work. 

Measures of the student’s ability to meet the requirements of 

BASW’s ethics and values policy are as important in social work 

practice. Life experience is important in this profession and 

restricting bursary provision to graduates would disadvantage the 

profession by not providing the diversity of social workers needed by 

our society. 

 

 

3.         What do you think the impact of 

each option will be on the supply 

of social workers, and why? 

1 Introducing a means-tested Undergraduate and Postgraduate 

Bursary with a cap on the number of students who receive a 

bursary 

 

Student members agreed with the statement that option 1 will ‘widen 

participation’. One member suggested that ‘the training course I'm 

on doesn't reflect the local community and the people the local 

social work department serves. I'm concerned that limiting 

financial support will exacerbate this problem and restrict access 

to trainees from poorer backgrounds.’ 

Means testing may be a preferred way forward suggested the students 

consulted. However there were some concerns expressed in respect 

of process and transparency. Would the criteria be as open and clear 

as the NHS process with eligibility criteria stipulated to enable early 

clarification of funding? The Impact Assessment does suggest that 

the mean testing process will be integrated into the existing means-

testing NHS bursary. This would be a positive step. 

 

Students expressed their concern about how means testing would 

occur, suggesting that often capital assets do not equate to disposable 



income ‘which reflects the older age profile of many social work 

entrants coming into the profession after several years either out 

of the job market or in other jobs’. They added that this ‘means 

testing’ option is difficult to comment on without further information 

as to how this would be delivered. On the other hand another group 

of students believed this would ‘open up and widen participation’ 

in the social work profession to those who may not have considered 

training previously. Concern about capping in relation to this option 

was expressed by a number of our members due, as previously stated 

to a lack of robust evidence about  the future demand for social 

workers, Out of all the options this was deemed to be the most 

acceptable to prospective social workers. 

 

BASW summary: It is essential that members from all sections of 

our diverse society are encouraged to train as social workers and any 

barriers to this are eliminated. A means tested approach to financial 

support may reduce the likelihood of restricting entry to the social 

work profession and hence keep the workforce at an acceptable level. 

Capping with no evidence of future need for social workers is not 

appropriate. 

 

2 Retaining the postgraduate bursary only with a cap on the 

number of students who receive a bursary. 

 

During the consultation period a group of qualified and experienced 

social workers preferred this option suggesting that the high level of 

entry to the profession ensured social workers had the academic 

skills necessary to do the job. They also agreed with the proposal to 

cap the number of places as their perception was that there are too 

many social workers for the limited number of jobs available. BASW 

points out that this was a locality issue for this one group of social 

workers but considers their views as valid. There was reference to the 

availability of the student loan to undergraduates which is not 

accessible to most postgraduate students as they are likely to have 

had this for their undergraduate studies. Again this pointed to the 

positive side of having funding available for post-graduates.  

On the other side of this, was the majority opinion that this would be 

discriminatory and ‘rewarding the privileged’. Only those who had 

been supported through a degree could progress to this high level of 

study. This option ‘may radically alter the intake of trainees (ie. 

more postgraduates; fewer undergraduates), further skewing the 

make-up of new trainees and the social work profession’. 

 

BASW summary: Option 2 could limit the supply of social workers 

producing an elite profession not best suited to support the most 

vulnerable of society. The Impact Assessment indicates an estimate 

of 25% of the annual intake of social work students is at postgraduate 

level. Does this not suggest that if no bursary is available to 

undergraduates, fewer would apply and the workforce would soon be 

diminished?  

 

3 Retaining the undergraduate bursary from the second year and 

the current postgraduate scheme with a cap on the number of 

students who receive a bursary. 

 



Some contributors considered this an appropriate way forward to 

minimise wasted expenditure with attendance on the first year 

illustrating commitment. It is recognised that some students would be 

entitled to a student loan and/or a possible maintenance grant but 

others questioned whether this was an equitable process. The 

definition of capping was unclear and the Impact Assessment offers 

only suggestions. Until this was calculated formally it would be 

difficult to comment on the capping concept. 

 

BASW summary: Although this appears a positive approach to 

ensuring commitment to the profession it is interesting to note that 

there was 0% students leaving university in this year according to the 

Impact Assessment. This therefore is not necessarily a sure start 

option to get social workers to commit to their training and stay in 

the profession.  

 

4 End the bursary completely to reinvest in other social work 

education and training. 

 

Not one person supported this option throughout this consultation. 

There was great debate on how this could be run with suggestions 

that this would be linked to employers and therefore ensuring the 

money would be spent on training may be difficult. Some even felt 

confident that the money may well go elsewhere to be spent on other 

services. ‘For me the bursary has been crucial and I would not be 

a student now if it wasn't available to me. I am a mature student 

(25 yrs old) and therefore have significant bills and rent to pay 

and every penny counts. I chose to apply to university at this age 

as I wanted to have a number of years’ experience working in 

social care prior to starting my degree. If I was living in halls 

perhaps I wouldn't need a bursary but I have responsibilities 

now and need to be able to maintain mine and my partner’s 

home’ BASW member. 

 

Some have argued that to improve the quality of social work it may 

be appropriate to provide ‘on-the-job training in partnership with 

HEIs’ but a clear strategy would have to indicate how this would be 

achievable and this in fact is exactly what the ASYE aims to do. 

There have been models of on-the-job social work training, most 

notably Open University, but there are serious problems with 

employers releasing the person for study time and offering enough 

learning experiences within the workplace rather than just treating 

the person as an extra pair of hands.  Also there is also a problem 

with the person having a range of experience.  The high level of 

preparation needed in workplaces to become sufficiently learning 

oriented at a time when Training Departments are being decimated is 

a difficult vision. Evidence of Post Qualifying courses, often 

workplace-based, suggests they have more or less disappeared 

because of shortage of resources. 

 

Despite the fact that for this option there may well receive centrally 

allocated start-up money, any additional money may be used to bail 

out other parts of the social work and social care service, ie the 

employer would cease to put any of their own money into training at 

any level but just use this funding.  



 

BASW summary: This option needs far more detailed planning to 

be considered constructively and depends on alternative schemes 

which at this time are not in place and therefore not measurable. An 

admirable ambition but not implementable within the given time 

frame.  

 

5 Create a new scheme based on successful completion of the 

Assessed and Supported Year in Employment. 

 

Students were quick to ask how they would be able to attend their 

training without monies and presumed this would be in the way of a 

loan paid back on receipt of a lump sum at the end of the year. They 

argued that this may be a costly process both for the student and the 

authorities and this scheme would certainly not entice them to study 

social work. One member suggested that this option ‘looks like a 

direct subsidy to employers’ 

 

BASW summary: The arrival of ASYE has had a mixed reception 

with some LAs working in consortiums to deliver a professional and 

appropriate scheme from September and some not offering it at all. 

The implementation of such schemes will not be consistent and 

therefore may not be available to all graduating social workers. This 

is far too new and untested a scheme to place such responsibility on. 

  

4.        Which opinion represents greatest 

value for money? 

According to the data available in the Impact Assessment option 1 – 

means testing, appears to be the best value. The cost of 

administration would be minimal due to the use of the existing NHS 

framework and the overall cost of bursaries is projected to be lower 

than paid out now.  In respect of value, means testing is open to all 

students, is not discriminatory and therefore is probably the best 

option to ensure a healthy intake of diverse students and a continuous 

stream of quality social workers.  

5.       Do you have a view on the balance 

between the number of bursary 

recipients and the level of payment? 

Do you have a view on the number of 

bursary recipients and capping 

methodology? 

 

The absence of workload planning and a knee jerk reaction to supply 

and demand has been a concern to BASW over recent years. It 

appears that there is a surplus of newly qualified social workers but 

there are corresponding vacancies for experienced social workers, for 

example we are aware of a Council running on 40% agency staff and 

due to recruitment difficulties is now offering all its staff £1,000 to 

recruit a social worker.  There needs to be clear planning for the 

future of the social work workforce. Although BASW is aware that 

this work has been picked up by Centre for Workforce Intelligence 

following work undertaken by the Social Work Reform Board this is 

at early stages.  Until this is successfully projected, capping will 

continue to be a difficult if not an impossible task as no one has 

clearly identified the future need. Without a national workforce 

planning model for social work there is no clear concept of how 

many social workers should be trained and it is therefore difficult to 

use the evaluation criteria to reach a decision on these options. 

6. Do you agree with the evidence 

presented in the impact 

assessment on the costs and 

benefits? If not, please provide 

evidence 

BASW questions the use of statistics provided in the impact 

assessment with reference to 25% of graduates who do not enter the 

profession.  BASW believes, in comparison to other professions, this 

attrition rate is small. As earlier stated this statistic should not be seen 

in isolation. For example, it can be suggested that a large number of 

graduating students gain employment often in the social care field 



but not as social workers as unable to get NQSW posts (information 

from BASW NQSW mentoring scheme). Social work registration is 

not necessary in these posts. 

 

And we ask that the present economic situation is considered when 

looking at students who leave their social work course. As this 

country faces further austerity, cuts and hardship, students may find 

it increasingly difficult to manage financially. 

 

Equalities: The public sector Equality Duty defines the following as protected characteristics: age; disability; 

gender reassignment; pregnancy and maternity; race; religion or belief; sex and sexual orientation. It also applies 

to marriage and civil partnership, (in respect of the requirement to have due regard to the need to eliminate 

discrimination) and carers ‘by association’ with people sharing some of the characteristics.  

7.        Is there a risk that any of the 

options would disadvantage 

people who share a protected 

characteristic? Please provide 

reasons for your answer  

A number of social work students share ‘a protected characteristic’ 

under the 2010 Act e.g. gender or age. BASW is aware that there are 

many social work students who are BME and/or LGBT and/or with 

disability so they are in several 'protected' categories. 

 

Women dominate the social work profession with 78 per cent of 

registered social workers being women and the average age of a 

qualified social worker is 45.9 (GSCC June 2012). Evidence from 

Unleashing Aspirations (2009) suggests that higher education is 

inaccessible to many older men who still perceive themselves as 

‘bread winners’ with a family financially dependent on them. Kings 

College (2009) found that men are significantly more likely to 

withdraw and to fail their undergraduate social work courses when 

compared to women. A link between finances and responsibilities 

must be made with this evidence.   

Kings College (2009) also confirmed that funding streams also 

affected completion of social work degrees with seconded or 

employed sponsored students most likely to finish and pass, followed 

by those who receive the present bursary, followed by those with 

other means of funding eg undergraduate student loan. This indicates 

that unless the financial systems are correct in supporting students, 

the completion and pass rate will continue to be affected. 

 

Other diverse groups already facing hardship within society need to 

be supported financially to avoid incompletion of the course. Not 

suggesting this would be the sole reason for non-completion but a 

significant factor in their overall decision.  

 

Although not a protected category itself, part-time learning is an 

option which would often benefit students from protected categories. 

Part-time learners are often women, can be disabled, have caring 

commitments, jobs and other restrictions to full time 

university/placement attendance.  BASW is concerned about the lack 

of opportunities available for part-timers learners within social work 

training. They historically have not received as much support as full-

time learners, part-time students have not been eligible for student 

loans and there are only a limited number of HEIs offering part-time 

courses. 

 

On top of this, the comprehensive programme involved in both under 

and post graduate social work training often demands full time 

commitment with work based placements and therefore there is no 



capacity to work part-time to top up restrained finances as is the case 

in many other degrees. There is no option specifically designed to 

attract part-timers 

 

All these comments point to the preferred option for inclusion as 

option 1, means testing but again BASW reiterates that this has to be 

a fair and reasonable scheme which is easily accessible. 

 

8.       Do any of the options create 

opportunities for advancing 

equality between people who 

share a protected characteristic 

and those who do not? If so how? 

 

Access to a professional career has become more and more inflexible 

over time. Graduate-only entry has become a mind-set across the 

professions, and that has profound implications for social mobility 

(Unleashing Aspiration –Panel to Fair Access to the professions 

2009). Option 2, providing the bursary for post-graduate students 

only is therefore not an acceptable option to BASW. 

 

This is also the case with option 3 as employment entry for groups 

with protected characteristics is often difficult. Thought on inclusion 

methods would have to be part of the planning of any such scheme. 

Gaining a position on an ASYE may also prove difficult to such 

groups and therefore option 5 would not create opportunities.  

 

General 

9.       Do you think there are any other 

criteria that ought to be 

considered?  If so which and why 

are they important. 

BASW repeats the need for workforce planning to occur and for this 

not to focus purely on the statutory public sector but look at how to 

include the voluntary and private sector in any planning which 

involves employer’s delivery of schemes.   

Note about consultation process: The people consulted would like to 

have seen case studies to illustrate options through real life examples 

as illustrated in the last NHS bursary consultation.   

 

Please reply by 5pm on Friday 27 July 2012. 

 

Please send your completed response form to swbursaryconsutation@dh.gsi.gov.uk 

 

Hard copy responses can be posted to Social Work Bursary Consultation 

Department of Health 

Room 2N14, Quarry House 

Quarry Hill 

Leeds LS2 7UE 

 


