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BASW Response to the Education Committee Inquiry into the 
Child Protection System in England 

 
1. BASW is the UK professional association for social work, led by and 

accountable to a growing population of approximately 14,000 social 

worker members.  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.  

 
Introduction 

2. The focus on child protection services in England became 
particularly acute following the death of Baby Peter in 2007 and the 
subsequent heightened media and political interest that followed in 

2008.  The social work profession in particular was under the 
spotlight and the previous Government decided that it was in order 

to set up a Social Work Task Force to address the standing of the 
profession across the piece.  BASW made a significant contribution 

to the work of the SWTF; firstly, BASW‟s development manager 
Bridget Robb was appointed to the taskforce.  Secondly, BASW 
spent a lot of its time in consultation with its members on all 

aspects of social work in order to produce substantial and informed 
responses to the work of the SWTF and its successor the SWRB of 

which BASW is a partner organisation and sits on its various 
groups. 

 

3. In June 2010, BASW was delighted that one of the first acts of the 
coalition Government was to commission an independent review of 

child protection led by Professor Eileen Munro.  Professor Munro is 
well respected by the sector and it was refreshing to have a review 
of child protection led by someone of such high calibre and with the 

relevant expertise.  Once again, BASW‟s members working in the 
field of child protection were more than equal to the task of 

responding to the calls for evidence.  BASW‟s Chief Executive Hilton 
Dawson together with our UK Chair Fran Fuller and Janet Foulds 
(member with substantial experience in child protection, 

specialising in working with children who have been sexually 
abused) met with Professor Munro to present our evidence and 

discuss the way ahead. 
 

4. However, three years on from the intense scrutiny following the 

death of Baby Peter many frontline social workers and their 
managers are feeling incredibly frustrated as their task has not 

necessarily improved but conversely been made even harder.  With 
the number of activities that have been carried out as described, 
social workers expectations were understandably raised hoping for 

much needed change.  It is now well documented that the task of 
protecting children had become skewed by an overly bureaucratic 

process including inspection often heavily weighted towards 
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measuring whatever is measurable rather than interrogating more 
qualitative data.  Social workers are so constrained that their ability 

to exercise professional judgement has become increasingly limited 
in a risk averse culture characterised by blame were the stakes are 

unacceptably high. 
 
 

5. The previously described situation is further exacerbated by the 
austerity measures that are being implemented across public 

services in light of the current economic situation.  Whilst there 
have been public reassurances that frontline social work posts will 
not be cut, BASW members are reporting that in some places, this 

is happening; for example, if a social worker leaves they are not 
being replaced as their post is frozen.  We are also being told that 

cuts are being made to other parts of the service such as support 
workers and administrative workers which has a deleterious effect 
on social workers as more work is simply loaded onto them.   

 
6. We are also seeing good, experienced people exiting the profession 

as their workload and caseloads increase exponentially and they 
worry that this will lead to unethical practice.  Conversely, some 

newly qualified social workers who are entering the profession are 
also experiencing burnout and leaving prematurely in some cases 
the social work profession altogether which is a waste of talent.  

This is not a good situation and whilst we accept that the Munro 
recommendations will take some time to embed, services are 

severely overstretched which could lead to even more tragedies if 
we are not careful.   

 

7. Community Care carried the headline on 30 September 2011 that a 
quarter of councils were not protecting children adequately.  BASW 

suspects that the reason for this in the majority of cases is likely to 
be the lack of capacity and resources available to meet the needs of 
children at risk. (see appendix Major BASW survey reveals child 

protection risks of current system)  This is demoralising for 
both individuals, services, the public and children.  Moreover, the 

reviews led by Professor Munro, Graeme Allan, Clare Tickell and 
Frank Field all extol the virtues of early intervention and 
preventative work.  This seems a million miles away from the 

reality on the ground but clearly does need to feature heavily in 
services to children and families to create a more balanced, less 

crisis driven and cost effective service that will actually save more 
money in the long term.   

 

8. The Hackney model in children‟s social care is testimony to this; 
basically, children‟s social workers are being deployed very 

differently working as consultants in multi-disciplinary teams.  
Evaluation of the effectiveness of this model demonstrates that the 
number of children being taken into the care system has reduced as 

a result of effective intervention with children and families living in 
the community. 
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Executive Summary 
9. Child protection workers whether they are social workers, police 

officers, health workers or others are often unsung heroes who go 
about their work quietly and conscientiously making a huge 
difference to the lives of our most vulnerable children in England.  

In some cases, their intervention saves lives.  The public needs to 
have a far more balanced picture of the effectiveness of the child 

protection system and employers, local government, the media and 
politicians can all play a critical role in making the good work that 
takes place more prominent and better understood.  Professionals 

charged with protecting children need society‟s backing and those 
in positions of power and influence to champion their cause. 

 
10.Too often, the consistency and quality of services available to 

children in need of protection is variable across the country.  Some 

of this is due to the post code lottery and the agenda for constant 
change making it difficult to consolidate positive initiatives.  There 

is also a demand by those in power to work smarter but this can 
only be done by having a sufficiently skilled, valued and supported 

workforce.  Plugging the recruitment and retention gap in social 
work services is critical and part of the solution lies in developing an 
effective career progression for children and families social workers.   

 
11.The impact of cuts to public services is already having a devastating 

effect on child protection services.  Workloads are rising whilst 
capacity is decreasing both within local authorities and its partner 
agencies in the third sector.  Ironically, this will end up costing the 

tax payer more and does not square with the emphasis placed on 
early help and preventative work in recent Government sponsored 

reviews.   
 

12.Finally, more specialist areas of work such as forced marriage, child 

trafficking, child sexual exploitation and female genital mutilation 
are likely to suffer and remain on the margins rather than be 

mainstreamed into child protection services.  Inevitably, the most 
vulnerable children will remain largely invisible and fall through the 
gaps.  Even more recognised areas such as domestic violence are 

now being relegated in terms of priority being given to cases in 
terms of risk assessment, changes in legislation and policy and 

allocation of resources.  This does not bode well for the thousands 
of children and families who live in these situations.  If we are not 
careful, many of the advances we have made in protecting children 

could be lost at great human cost. 
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Whether the child protection system allows for effective 

identification of, and early help to, children at risk of 

different forms of abuse and exploitation (including, but not 

restricted to: neglect, sexual and physical abuse, domestic 

violence, forced marriage, female genital mutilation, child 

trafficking and online exploitation); 

13.There have been various reports about the effectiveness of 

agencies and professionals abilities to identify the potential and 

actual risk of abuse to children.  In 2009, Ofsted reported that 

agencies working with children more generically such as education 

were not adequately identifying basic indicators of abuse which was 

worrying.  On the other hand, an article in teachingexpertise in 

2010 highlighted the benefits extracted from research on the 

Common Assessment Framework in helping agencies work together 

to provide positive outcomes for families.  In truth, effectiveness is 

likely to be patchy, subject to the quality of leadership in an 

organisation, the training and support that is available (see 

appendix  Survey finds social work employers risking safe 

practice), the experience and qualifications of the workforce, 

adequate resources, established relationships and protocols across 

agencies and consistency and commitment to strategies (at times, 

effectiveness can be greatly undermined by a change in policy 

direction, jeopardising what is already in place preventing any 

consolidation).   

 
14.Good practice needs to be highlighted and shared universally so 

that others can learn from it and apply it.  Often, there are pockets 
of good practice which may even have been evaluated but not 

enough is being done to build a comprehensive evidence base to 
tell us what works.  (We note that the Munro Review specifically 
asked for examples of good practice and a number are included in 

the various reports)  This can also make particular projects very 
vulnerable to funding as they may be regarded as a luxury and see 

their funding withdrawn.  There is an issue here for Councils and 
LSCBs in respect of commissioning arrangements and making 
decisions that are in the best interest of protecting children‟s 

welfare.  We need a longer term commitment to resourcing 
effective services and some ring fencing of money in the pot.  

 
15.Domestic violence is a case in point, as Women‟s Aid report 

significant cuts in provision which have seen a reduction in both 

accommodation for those fleeing domestic violence and support 
services in the community.  This is further compounded by the 

Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Bill making its 
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way through Parliament which in its current form will make it much 
harder for victims of domestic violence to be adequately protected 

by the courts.  Community Care magazine also reported recently 
that some social work departments were re-categorising domestic 

violence cases from children at risk cases to children in need cases 
because of resources.  This is all extremely worrying and feels as if 
we are turning the clock back on some of the excellent progress 

that has been made in this area over the last 20 years.  Sadly, time 
and time again Serious Case Reviews tell us that where a child has 

died domestic violence has also been a factor.  We cannot afford to 
ignore the evidence base otherwise there will be even more victims. 

 

16.BASW applauds some of the ground breaking work that has been 
done in the area of trafficking, forced marriage, female genital 

mutilation and online exploitation in recent years.  It is inspiring to 
hear about some of the initiatives that have been taken to address 
these very challenging issues which involve working at a local level 

and also outside of the jurisdiction of the UK.  Nevertheless, these 
are still issues that are given very little or no priority by some 

agencies in some localities.  This is clearly not acceptable given that 
children and young people at risk of trafficking, forced marriage and 

female genital mutilation are likely to have even less of a voice than 
other children.  There needs to be a clear auditing process in place 
that would help us to interrogate the effectiveness of agencies 

across the country to deal with these issues.  We would suggest 
that LSCBs have a vital role to play in collating information 

pertaining to key areas which should include child sexual 
exploitation, children who run away, asylum seeking children as 
well as the categories already identified.  Whilst as stated 

previously, some pioneering work is being undertaken in these 
areas there is still a real danger that more vulnerable and isolated 

groups of children are being missed and will disappear through the 
cracks if we do not get a better handle on this. 

 

Factors affecting the quality of decision-making in referral 

and assessment, and variations across the country;  

17.Firstly, it is important to acknowledge that there is some excellent 

practice going on in child protection in England delivered by 

individuals on behalf of their agencies which is rarely commented 

upon.  The tendency is always to focus on the negative putting a 

poor complexion on services in general.  We think it is important to 

cultivate a „learning culture‟ as espoused by Professor Munro in her 

inquiry.  The media and politicians therefore, need to be proactive 

in getting good news stories out to the world at large about the 

work of child protection workers so that there is a better awareness 

of these issues in society which will ultimately improve the status of 
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the work, the morale of professionals and ensure that children in 

need of protection receive the right level of support from services.  

 

18.As stated in the previous paragraph, resources and quality of the 

workforce are significant factors that impact the quality of decision-

making.  The SWTF quickly established that there is a lack of 

experienced social workers and first line managers in the workforce 

putting more pressure on those with very little experience to 

undertake tasks that they are not equipped to handle.  Other public 

services such as the police and health have also experienced cut 

backs to their personnel and given the more generic nature of these 

services, child protection may be given less priority than other 

areas of work.  Unfortunately, reductions in public services is not 

matched by need; since 2008, referrals to children‟s services 

departments have increased which has had a „knock on‟ effect on 

other parts of the system given that care applications to court have 

also increased and consequently the population of children in care 

has grown.  This has led to many social workers having too many 

cases making it extremely difficult for them to devote the time and 

attention they would like to an individual case.  The assessment 

process has also not been helped by an over prescriptive system 

(as documented in the Munro Review).  Many of our members feel 

that the assessment task in some cases represents little more than 

a snapshot of a situation and is not flexible enough to provide a 

more in depth view of a child‟s situation.  Strategy meetings 

between police and social workers are more often than not over the 

phone which may be appropriate in some cases but not all; 

thorough and effective assessment is vital to the successful 

protection of children and should not be short circuited.  However, 

the latter simply represents the inordinate pressures services are 

under with finite resources and their strategies for survival. 

 

19.It is our contention that child protection must be seen as an 

absolute priority in this country and requires proper investment; 

the analogy of more from less simply cannot and must not be 

applied to this area.  Children must receive services from a skilled 

and confident workforce that is well supported in terms of training 

and good supervision (see appendix BASW/CoSW calls for 

consistent supervision support).  Sadly, we know that another 

area that is vulnerable in terms of the cuts agenda are training 

departments.  Reducing training opportunities for professionals in 
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child protection work represents a huge own goal and runs counter 

to any attempt by Government to improve policy, issue directives 

and implement new programmes.  This is a futile exercise if the 

workforce is not supported and equipped to carry out the task.   

Appropriate thresholds for intervention, including arguments 

for and against removing children from their families;  

20.BASW would agree with most commentators in this area that our 

childcare legislation (in particular, the Children Act 1989) provides a 

sound framework to undertake the task of protecting children.  

Moreover, we believe that it holds in balance principles about the 

sanctity of the family and the importance of maintaining a child 

within their family and intervening where necessary in removing 

children from their families if the risk is deemed unacceptable.   

 

21.However, the interpretation of legislation of course can be a more 

complex issue.  Whilst we have consistently argued throughout this 

submission for the need for sufficient expertise in the workforce to 

arrive at decisions about the welfare of children there are many 

other contributory factors that can impair the decision making 

process given that they are not necessarily compatible with the best 

interests of children.  Many of our members report that other parts 

of the infrastructure which are removed from the coalface and more 

concerned with budgetary matters can conversely effect decision 

making processes in respect of approval for resources.  There is 

strong evidence that finite resources mean that some children are 

given greater priority by the system whilst others are left more 

vulnerable.  This is not acceptable - the welfare of children must 

come first.  The process should not be skewed by monetary 

considerations.  Social workers must also have access to good legal 

advice from their departments but ultimately decisions to remove 

children from their families should be taken by welfare professionals 

and not be usurped by others. 

 

Whether the child protection policies and practices of non-

social work agencies and Government departments assist 

professionals to work together in the interests of the child.  

22.We would certainly agree with the recommendation in the Munro 

Review to significantly revise the Working Together guidance to 

make it workable for those on the frontline.  Practice guidance 
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would be far more preferable to the voluminous tome that we 

presently have.  It is difficult to say whether or not the policies and 

practices of non- social work agencies per se assist professionals to 

work together in the best interests of the child as that would be 

making a huge sweeping statement.  We know that in some cases 

they do and some they do not.  The real issue is how we can 

develop more effective and consistent services to children and 

young people across the country.  Clearly, they need to be child 

centred services informed by the experiences of children and young 

people.  As stated previously, there are pockets of good practice 

but not enough dissemination or resources to reproduce it more 

widely. 

 

 
 
 

Nushra Mansuri 
Professional Officer (England) 

 
07876 594539 
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Major BASW survey reveals child protection risks of current 

system 

1st October 2010  

Seven in ten social workers say they have experienced situations where 

they have been unable to protect a child because of the constraints of the 

job they do, according to the findings of a major BASW survey of the 

profession. 

The survey of 1,373 social workers, carried out in conjunction with ITV‟s 

Daybreak breakfast programme, found that 95% of respondents believe 

they spend too much time on paperwork and not enough with children 

and families. The result reaffirms the basis of the government‟s decision 

to ask EIleen Munro to investigate ways of reducing bureaucracy within 

children‟s social work and prompted BASW to emphasise the need to 

spare social work from cuts. 

The online BASW survey, carried out during September, also highlighted 

serious concerns among professionals about the impact of possible 

spending cuts, with 94% of the view that this will impact negatively on 

child protection services. 

The pressures of child protection work are evident in the 68% of 

respondents who said the work has caused them „emotional or mental 

instability‟, with 45% of these admitting to having taken time off work as 

a result. 

The survey‟s publication coincides with the emergence of Professor 

Munro‟s first report, in which the academic makes a range of initial 

observations about the excessive guidance and bureaucracy professionals 

have to endure. However, social workers are not yet confident her work 

will secure positive results, with just 46% suggesting it would improve 

child protection. 

Responding to the findings BASW said it was not surprising that social 

workers are not yet ready to believe solutions are at hand, pointing to 
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previous failed initiatives and the threat of cuts dominating the public 

sector landscape. 

In a statement the Association added: „These survey findings offer a stark 

illustration of the realities of professional life for social workers throughout 

the UK. High caseloads, low morale, poor recruitment and retention levels, 

a damaging and often unfair media depiction and weak or non existent 

training and supervision. 

„For the sake of the vulnerable people who rely on often extraordinary 

social work services, including children at risk of serious harm, there must 

be a massive, sustained political effort to renew the profession. This needs 

to start with a commitment from the Treasury and from local government 

not to cut funding for social work services. 

„Social work missed out when health and education received significant 

investment from the previous government, with clear and damaging 

consequences, and so cannot now be expected to cope with funding cuts. 

Instead it needs a clear and continued commitment from policymakers to 

work towards a stronger profession.‟ 
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Survey finds social work employers risking safe practice 
12th April 2011  

BASW – The College of Social Work is calling on employers to recognise 
that many social workers are practising in unsafe conditions without 
receiving even the most basic levels of support. Launching the first stage 

of a Supervision Policy, outlining the support social workers should expect 
from their employer, BASW/CoSW highlighted research showing that 

professionals aren‟t getting the support they need. 
Ninety per cent of social workers say they need professional supervision at 

work at least once a month but the reality is that only 40% receive such 
support once every two months or less, with 11% never or rarely 
receiving it. A huge 71% of social workers do not feel their supervision 

adequately covers emotional issues that arise in practice. 
The failings come against a backdrop of unmanageable and complex 

caseloads, a lack of resources and huge public spending cuts. 
Fran McDonnell, Policy Officer at BASW – The College of Social Work said: 
“Supervision is an absolutely vital element to successful practice, to social 

workers confidence, morale and in some cases mental health. This survey 
shows that many social workers are not getting even the most basic of 

requirements from employers which jeopardises the quality of support 
they can provide to families most in need.” 
BASW – The College of Social Work Policy Committee has just launched 

the UK Supervision Policy for member consultation and, following 
feedback, will urge social work employers to adopt the policy and prioritise 

supervision. 
“Good supervision isn‟t a negotiable benefit,” Fran added. “It is intrinsic to 
the role and it keeps social workers focussed and able to do a good job. It 

gives them an opportunity to reflect on their practice and make well 
informed decisions based on the Code of Ethics, practice standards and 

within country legislation. Professional support and supervision should be 
provided by appropriately experienced social workers. We are looking 
forward to taking this policy to employers to ensure that standards in the 

profession are driven up.” 
The online survey also found that over half do not feel their supervision 

covers accountability issues or personal development and training issues. 
The BASW – College of Social Work Supervision Policy defines quality 
supervision for employers and offers practice guidance for social workers 

on supervision. 
Ends 
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Notes for editors 
1. For a draft copy of the Supervision Policy visit 

http://www.basw.co.uk/countries/england/policy-and-position-
statements/ 

2. BASW – The College of Social Work launched on 24 January 2011, 
to find out more about how it will support and enhance the 
profession of social work visit www.collegeofsocialwork.org.uk 

3. For a summary of BASW‟s Social Work Bill, published on 14 
October, visit 

http://cdn.basw.co.uk/documents/campaigns/socialworkbill/swbillfa
q.pdf 

4. BASW – The College of Social Work is the only professional Social 

Work association across the UK and the only body purely 
accountable to Social Workers and currently has over 13,000 

members. 
For more information or an opportunity to interview Fran McDonnell or a 
BASW Professional Officer in Northern Ireland, Scotland, Wales or 

England, please contact: 
Samantha Crisp, PR Manager at BASW – The College of Social Work on 

078 2445 3147 or s.crisp@basw.co.uk  
www.basw.co.uk 
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BASW/CoSW calls for consistent supervision support 
12th April 2011  
BASW – The College of Social Work (BASW/CoSW) is calling on employers 

to ensure social workers receive regular supervision in order to make 
sound judgments and maintain high professional standards. Publishing a 

12-point draft policy on supervision the Association said it is urging 
employers to guarantee weekly supervision for newly qualified social 
workers and offer more experienced practitioners similar support at least 

once a month. 
BASW/CoSW is asking members to read the guidance and share their 

opinions on it with the Association, as well as present it to their employers 
as a programme for potential implementation. 
The guidance has been drawn up amid growing concern that social 

workers are being forced to practise without adequate supervision. There 
is also disappointment that the Social Work Reform Board, which is 

implementing the recommendations of the Social Work Taskforce, decided 
against compelling employers to ensure minimum levels of supervision for 

social workers, a decision condemned by BASW/CoSW. 
BASW/CoSW says supervision improves confidence, competence and 
morale among social workers but is currently being delivered 

inconsistently across the country. A snapshot survey, carried out by the 
Association in late 2010, found that almost half of respondents (45%) 

were dissatisfied with the frequency of their supervision and more than a 
quarter (27%) rated it as poor. More than 70% said it did not adequately 
cover the emotional issues that arise from social work. Although more 

than half of social workers receive supervision once a month, more than 
10% said they rarely, if ever, got it. 

The BASWQ/CoSW guidance, on which it is urging members to share their 
views, restates the importance of supervision in social work, stating: „The 
lack of supervision or the over emphasis in recent years on the 

managerial aspects of supervision, has led to the reduction in the 
reflective aspects of supervision, loss of professional autonomy in decision 

making and a poorer service for service users.‟ 
It says that any organisation that employs social workers should have a 
strategic lead social worker with responsibility for developing a strong 

supervision culture through a supervision policy, agreements or contracts 
and effective training of supervisors. 

  
For a draft copy of the Supervision Policy 
visit http://www.basw.co.uk/countries/england/policy-and-

position-statements/ 
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