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Consultation questions on the standards of proficiency for social workers – HPC consultation  

Introduction 

BASW has consulted with members about the consultation on the standards for proficiency for social 

work, in anticipation of the transfer of regulation of social work from the GSCC to the HPC in July 

2011. BASW welcomes the opportunity to comment on the HPC proposals and looks forward to 

continuing to work with the HPC in a productive and on-going way. 

BASW also recognise the standards of proficiency need to be read and understood alongside The 

HPC Standards of Conduct, Performance and Ethics. We understand that these standards will be 

subject for a review next year and will be pleased to contribute to that review. We anticipate 

particularly that we would want to comment on some of the language, which clearly doesn’t reflect 

the language used in social work. BASW is at this stage broadly supportive of the Standards of 

Conduct, Performance and Ethics.  

The standards of proficiency for social workers will be the standards that the HPC will consider 

necessary for safe and effective practice. They will play an important part in how HPC regulate the 

profession as they will be: 

• the threshold standards for entry to the Register 

• the minimum standards which HPC registrants must continue to meet throughout their 

professional life (CPD) 

• the minimum standards which registrants will be judged against if allegations are made 

against them questioning their competence 

The HPC consultation asks five questions: 

1. Do you think the standards are at a threshold level necessary for safe and effective 

practice? 

2. Do you think any additional standards are necessary? 

3. Do you think there are any standards which should be reworded? 

4. Do you have any comments about the language used in the standards? 

5. Do you have any other comments on the standards?1 

                                                           
1
 The consultation document is found at http://www.hpc-

uk.org/assets/documents/100035F9ConsultationondraftstandardsofproficiencyforsocialworkersinEnglandFINA
L.pdf 
 

http://www.hpc-uk.org/assets/documents/100035F9ConsultationondraftstandardsofproficiencyforsocialworkersinEnglandFINAL.pdf
http://www.hpc-uk.org/assets/documents/100035F9ConsultationondraftstandardsofproficiencyforsocialworkersinEnglandFINAL.pdf
http://www.hpc-uk.org/assets/documents/100035F9ConsultationondraftstandardsofproficiencyforsocialworkersinEnglandFINAL.pdf
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BASW has consulted with members and this report is the constellation of that consultation.  

This response addresses the above five questions.  

1. Do you think the standards are at a threshold level necessary for safe and effective practice? 

The overall response is that most of the proposed standards are at the right level for threshold 

standards, however there are concerns about specific standards. The concern is that the standards 

do not sufficiently recognise the complexity of social work and the very difficult decisions that social 

workers have to face. The following sections takes extracts various parts of the standards and makes 

specific comments on some. The first standard looked at was standard 2.0 

2.2 There are occasions when both law and professional ethics require the protection of others to be 

given precedence over the promotion of a service user’s best interests. (Although one hopes that 

such action may in the long term benefit that service user, it would be disingenuous to say to him or 

her, “I am doing this for your sake.”)  

2.4 Competing or conflicting interests may be, not merely potential, but actual. 

2.6 “Autonomy” is a dubious quality for human beings. It is often seen as the desirable converse of 

dependence, but ‘”mature interdependence” is a better goal, and one which better expresses SW 

values. 

Standard 3.0 

3 0 Be able to maintain fitness to practise2 

3.1 understand the need to maintain high standards of personal and professional conduct 

3.2 understand the importance of maintaining their own health and wellbeing 

3.3 understand both the need to keep skills and knowledge up-to-date and the importance of 

career-long learning 

3.4 be able to establish and maintain personal and professional boundaries 

3.5 be able to manage the physical and emotional impact of their practice 

Standards 3.1 to 3.4 were accepted as essential minimum standards. There was some disquiet over 

standard 3.5 ‘the physical and emotional impact of their practice’. It was felt that this put too much 

emphasis on the individual, without acknowledging the importance of the employer’s responsibility. 

This issue of employer’s responsibility was a recurrent theme in the feedback from members, and 

although it is recognised that the focus of the standards is on the individual, and respondents 

welcomed the importance of “professional responsibility”, respondents feel that the inter 

relationship between the individual’s responsibility and the employer responsibility must be 

acknowledged. This means that there must be cognisance of the essential role of the employer in 

                                                           
2
 The HPC standards all start with a generic standard, such as “Be able to maintain fitness to practice” – these 

standards apply across all the HPC professions and are not subject to consultation. These are in bold in the 
text. The text below the standard e.g. 3.1 to 3.4 are the specific proposed social work standards and these are 
the ones that are out for consultation. 
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enabling these standards to work and where the employer has not facilitated the conditions for 

effective professional intervention and development that not all standards can be achieved by social 

workers. It should be recognised that SWs are not infrequently required to deal with situations 

whose emotional impact is considerable. Furthermore, it is important for the practice of SW to 

develop and maintain openness to emotional experience, to be able to interrogate and interpret the 

feelings which the service user arouses in oneself as a tool for understanding the emotional life of 

the service user. The development of a cynical hard shell is not appropriate. The employer therefore 

owes it to the worker to provide appropriate support to help the worker to manage these 

“emotional impact”. This standard should be revised to make it clear that the responsibility here is a 

shared one. 

It is acknowledged that the HPC do not have jurisdiction over employers, however it is felt essential 

that there is a statement in the standards to say that employees must receive “reasonable” support 

from their employers to enable them to achieve the standards. BASW members are also very 

concerned that there needs to be a link between inspection standards and employer standards and 

would like the HPC to recognise this. Equally inspection standards need to acknowledge both 

employee standards and employer standards. 

Comment on standard 4.0 “Be able to practise as an autonomous professional, exercising 

their own professional judgement 

4.1 be able to assess a situation, determine its nature and severity and call upon the required 

knowledge and experience to deal with it 

4.2 be able to initiate resolution of issues and be able to exercise personal initiative 

4.3 recognise where they are personally responsible for, and must be able to justify, their 

decisions 

4.4 be able to make informed judgements on complex issues using the information available 

4.5 be able to make and receive referrals appropriately” 

It is recognised that 4.0 is a generic standard and not part of this consultation, however may have a 

real problem here, if the generic standards are not negotiable, and the social work degree does not 

equip SWs for “autonomous practice” (if that means unsupervised practice – and if it doesn’t mean 

that, then what does it mean?)  There were concerns expressed by a group of social work students 

and by others on the interpretation of “autonomous” – as seen in 4.1 to 4.3. Social work is a complex 

profession, with a very wide range of knowledge and skills. The concerns are that on first registering 

whether a NQSW could meet the standards given their limited power within their organisations, 

particular around working autonomously. It is also postulated that the degree of risk in much of 

social work – lives can be in danger, including social workers’ – makes it a profession with more 

complex decision making than some of the other HPC registered professions. This thereby raises the 

stakes in terms of “autonomy”. No decent employer would or should expose a newly registered 

social worker to the degree of autonomy implied in 4.0. A good employer would be working towards 

more autonomy within the first year of employment, with continued development to follow. What is 

essential is that the standards should be written in such a way that there is no possibility of 

employers using them to excuse failure to provide adequate support and supervision. 
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4.1 states “and call upon the required knowledge and experience to deal with it”. It is not clear 

whether that means the social workers should be able to “call upon others”, or should be able to 

“call on their own resources / knowledge / experience”. In other words the phrase is wordy and the 

meaning is not clear. 

4.2. “Be able to initiate resolution of issues”. Again there is concern about wording. Does “initiate” 

mean take the initiative and make a start, then referring on to others, or is it implying initiate and 

continue? An example might be that a social worker is on a visit and a service user reveals that they 

are being abused. All social workers must be able to initiate an immediate initial resolution, if it is an 

urgent matter, but then consult. That is different than the social worker “initiating” a resolution and 

fully dealing with it. It was requested by social work students that examples are given of what the 

standards mean in practice.  

4.3 “recognise where should read “that” they are personally responsible for, and must be able to 

justify, their decisions”. 

Again there is concern that the meaning of this is not clear. The standard needs re wording.  

4.5 “be able to make and receive referrals appropriately”. This is again an example of the complexity 

of wording. Is it “appropriate” to the newly registered social workers’ level of understanding of 

specific agency policy, or is it “appropriate” against some absolute standard? There is no way that a 

newly qualified social worker on day one should be making and receiving referrals “autonomously”. 

Referrals can and are frequently about matters that place vulnerable people in severe danger. 

NQSW’s must be supported over a significant period of time to become autonomous. 

Comment on standard 5. “Be aware of the impact of culture, equality and diversity on 

practice 

5.1 be able to reflect on and take account of the impact of inequality, disadvantage and 

discrimination on those who use social work services and their communities 

5.2 understand the need to adapt practice to respond appropriately to different groups and 

individuals” 

It is felt that section needs to include the following additional standards: 

 “social workers contributing where possible to addressing poverty and inequality” 

 There needs to be specific mention of respect for human rights, self-determination, 

empowerment and protection of vulnerable people. (So that the standards specifically link 

with the HPC standards of conduct, performance and ethics and cross refer professional 

codes of ethics 

Comment on standard 7 “Be able to maintain confidentiality 

7.1 be able to understand and explain the limits of confidentiality 

7.2 be able to recognise and respond appropriately to situations where it is necessary to 

share information to safeguard service users or the wider public” 
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It was felt that there needs to be an introduction to state that confidentiality is important and social 

workers have a duty to maintain confidentiality, (for example cross refer to the HPC standards of 

Conduct and Performance and Ethics) This would give 7.1 and 7.2 context. 

8. The standards here fall into the trap of seeing communication primarily as the worker 

communicating to (rather than with) others. There should be an at least equal emphasis on listening 

and “attending to” skills. 

9.4 “to meet…outcomes” doesn’t make sense. 

9.5 The need to work in partnership with service users is more likely to be overlooked than the need 

for partnership with other professionals. 

9.6 This sentence has got a little confused. It should be either “To work effectively as part of a multi-

disciplinary team” or “To contribute effectively to work undertaken by a multi-disciplinary team”. As 

it is written, the worker is merely “contributing” to her/his own work as part of a team. 

13.4 (6th bullet) “impacts” which “impact on” doesn’t read well. Use “affect” instead of “impact on”? 

15.2 Does this meet the test of applicability to registrants before they have found a workplace? (“Be 

aware of …procedures in force at the workplace.”) And isn’t this more of an employers’ 

responsibility – to make staff aware of employers’ procedures? 

Overall comment on Question 1. “Do you think the standards are at a threshold level necessary for 

safe and effective practice?” 

There was recognition that the standards do place responsibility on social workers for their 

professionalism, which was felt to be their strength, however as raised in the commentary on 

standard 4.0, some of the standards, (depending on how words such as autonomous are 

interpreted) may be too onerous for a newly qualified social worker and must be seen as part of the 

continuum of continuous professional development. It is suggested that there should be critical 

stages, beginning at the end of workplace induction, followed by the first supervised year of practice 

and the development of further training and qualifications.  

Some of the standards cannot be achieved without workplace induction. An example 15.2 “be aware 

of applicable health and safety legislation and any relevant safety policies and procedures in force at 

the workplace, such as incident reporting, and be able to act in accordance with these” One cannot 

be aware of any relevant safety policies and procedures in force in the work place without induction. 

Again the issue of the meaning behind “awareness” was raised. It was also acknowledged that all 

social worker – newly qualified or in subsequent new jobs must have a degree of responsibility for 

ensuring that they have a good induction and contributing to making this happen. If social workers 

don’t get a suitable induction they should have responsibility to raise this appropriately, both 

internally within the organisation that they are employed in and where appropriate with their 

professional body / trade union. 

2. Do you think any additional standards are necessary? 

This issue has been addressed in the commentary above. 

3. Do you think there are any standards which should be reworded? 
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Addressed in the commentary above  

Do you have any comments about the language used in the standards? 

There is concern that some of the standards are open to a lot of interpretation. The classic examples 

being the use of the words “appropriate”, “be aware of” “recognise”, “understand”. Some of the 

standards are clearly standards about professionalism and that is recognised as important, however 

there are some standards that must be about demonstrated competence. For example “Being 

aware” of policy and procedures in relation to health and safety is not sufficient, the practitioner 

needs to be able to demonstrate understanding and demonstrate the ability to apply the policies 

and procedures in practice. Another example “Understand in relation to social work practice 

concepts of empowerment..”;(13.4). Newly qualified social workers need to be able to understand 

and demonstrate how they successfully practice empowerment. The generic standards, except for 5 

and 13, begin with “be able to”. Many of the specific standards begin with “understand the need to”. 

Understanding the need for something does not imply the ability to do it. For example, within 

standard 3, “be able to maintain fitness to practise”, SWs must be able to establish and maintain 

personal and professional boundaries, but are required merely to “understand the need to maintain 

high standards of personal and professional conduct.” I think your intention is that they should be 

able to do this also, but it is not what is written.   

 

4. Do you have any other comments on the standards? 

It is felt that more work does need to be done on the standards and that more input from 

practitioners and NQSW’s is essential. BASW recognise the importance of these standards, and 

have been happy to contribute to the development of the standards. However BASW feel that it 

is essential that a group of social work practitioners are brought together to seriously analyse 

the standards. BASW would be happy to co-facilitate such an event. 

There are also concerns that not sufficient recognition has been given to the BASW Code of 

Ethics and the International definition of social work, to which BASW is a signatory. There are 

key references to professionalism and standards in the BASW Code of Ethics and it would make 

sense to assimilate the learning from the Code of Ethics into the HPC standards. 

It is acknowledged that the consultation is about social work in England, but that with the 

advent of a UK College of Social Work that the issues to do with transferability of skills and 

knowledge within the constituent nations of the UK need to berecognised.  

It is not part of this consultation, but it is felt that the following issue is pertinent: 

Standards of conduct, conditions of practice orders etc. 

In Wales the Care Council of Wales (CCW) has recently (March 2011) introduced new Conduct 

Rules which have introduced, amongst other things a Conditions of Practice Order, Interim 

Conditions of Practice Order, Interim Orders and Undertakings. All of these appear to be positive 

on the surface and discussions with CCW indicate that they are clearly trying to move away from 

the overly punitive, adversarial model that has been used in the past and that has been one of 

the concerns BASW in England have has regarding the GSCC. However, whilst a Conditions of 

Practice Order, for instance, includes giving SW’s the opportunity to undertake some 
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appropriate training or receive special mentoring the onus is entirely on the social worker to 

ensure this happens and to be able to demonstrate to the CCW at the end of the agreed period, 

that it has happened. The CCW when asked about the employer’s responsibility state that they 

have no power to compel employers to comply with the Order. BASW are sure that this issue will 

be raised in representations to the HPC in future practice and conduct hearings. BASW doesn’t 

state that it now has the answer to this sort of issue, but do feel strongly that without 

recognition of the part that employers should play that the issue that the HPC standards of entry 

will be seen as lacking meaning and substance. The balance between “professionalism” and 

context is a difficult one to balance, BASW are concerned that the abdication of responsibility of 

employers in the equation is problematic. 

 

David Barnes (Chair), Bill McKitterick (Deputy Chair) on behalf of the BASW learning and 

development group.  

Supported by Joe Godden, Professional Officer, England.  

November 9th 2011 


