
What are the ingredients that make a good place for social
workers to practise? The London Borough of Islington believes it

has the right recipe, a view endorsed externally when it was
judged Best Employer in the Social Worker of the Year Awards for
England. Shahid Naqvi visited the London authority to get the
view of the social work leadership about what sets it apart.

f you think Islington is all dinner
parties, smart cafés and
expensive Georgian squares,
think again. The multicultural
London borough is the most

densely populated authority in England and
Wales and has the second highest proportion of
children living in poverty (46%).

Islington men have the lowest life expectancy
in London; Islington women are twice as likely
to commit suicide as those in the rest of
England. Half of all deaths are premature, with
poverty an overarching factor, according to the
Cripplegate Foundation.

By any account, being a social worker in
Islington should be a tough gig, the kind of
place to send stress levels and vacancy rates
rocketing. This, however, is not the case. Within
the Borough’s 300-plus children’s social care
workforce, there are currently only two social
worker vacancies. Almost all its social services
staff are on permanent contracts, with very
little reliance on agency staff. Last time the
authority advertised for a social worker, it
received 60 applications. 

Some of this may be due to the appeal of a
corner of London known, despite the negative
statistics already outlined, for its trendier
aspects. Yet add to this the fact it was voted
Best Employer by a judging panel in the Social
Worker of the Year Awards for England last
December and received a glowing Ofsted
inspection for safeguarding children last March
and you begin to get a picture of an authority
with something to shout about.

Single factor 
It’s difficult to identify a single factor that
makes a good employer for a social worker but
according to Melanie Davies, head of Islington’s
Children in Need Services, a key ingredient is
stability of management. “When you are in an
authority where there are constant changes in
senior managers, that has an effect. Even when
we have had a new senior manager they haven’t
come in changing things for the sake of it. It
has been about building on existing strengths
and driving forward new initiatives. This is
important because it gives continuity.”

That’s not to say that Islington hasn’t been
through change to get where it is today, Ms
Davies adds. “I came here nine years ago and
the authority was judged to be ‘weak’. We are
now good with many outstanding features.
That is quite a journey. We have come from a
place where there was an issue of retaining staff
and the authority used a lot of locum staff.

“In 2009/10 we had an inexperienced
workforce in Children in Need, with 30% to
40% newly qualified staff. Now we are at the
stage where all staff in our Children Looked
After service have at least two years experience.
We have moved from 60% agency staff to
nearly all permanent staff. Generally people
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progression across the service and into
specialist roles in other areas like, for example,
working as a social worker in Holloway prison.”

Regular manager forums are also part of the
culture at Islington, where heads of services
meet with their managers and discuss issues
affecting performance. Ms Nield says any
hurdles to effective practice are dealt with head
on and effectively. “We did a time and motion
study 18 months ago. We were trying to work
out how social workers spend their time. The
intention of doing it was to try and free them
up to spend more time with families rather
than in the office and looked at business
support roles to see whether they could take on
more to free people to have greater contact
with families. Social workers could see we were
trying to be transparent and fair. It is important
they feel that managers listen to them.”

Social work practitioners are also encouraged
to join in practitioner forums aimed at
improving practice. 

Recently both service heads were encouraged
by their boss to exhange roles, something
which the pair believe reflects the confidence
senior managers have in their staff.

“She said you have both done a lot to change
your own services so why not swap jobs?” said
Ms Nield. “There are not many authorities that
would allow you to do that. That reflects down
the service in terms of trust and confidence.”

Because of the time Ms Nield and Ms Davies
have been with Islington, starting about the
same time nearly a decade ago, other agencies
“know who they are” which they say helps to
build strong and trusting partnerships. The
authority’s stability and confidence has also
allowed it to become something of a trailblazer
in trying out new government initiatives.

Ms Nield said: “We are often piloting
government initiatives like the Department for
Education’s Single Assessment Framework;
family, drug and alcohol courts and the Family
Intervention Specialist Service, a pilot
programme for troubled families. We like to be
involved with new initiatives.”

Both recognise Islington is fortunate in that
despite a climate of cuts, it still has a thriving
third sector, which means clients can be
referred on for appropriate support. They are
also acutely conscious that Islington benefits

from strong support from local politicians and
senior directors at the authority who they say
view social services as a priority. “We are very
lucky to have lead members who are very
interested and support the cause of vulnerable
children,” said Ms Nield. “I have never worked
anywhere where corporate parenting is taken so
seriously. They really champion the quality of
care and outcomes for our children in care and
take a keen and genuine interest.

“We have also been quite protected in the
current climate. Statutory services have been
preserved wherever possible, with safeguarding
issues being at the forefront of strategy and
planning.”

Unrealistic 
Ms Davies added: “It is unrealistic not to think
that times will be difficult. But at the moment
we have the support of the politicians to do
whatever they can to ensure that children in
need are given priority.”

Service managers believe they have a
responsibility to help educate the public about
the value of social work, particularly at a time
of public sector cutbacks, which explains the
motivation behind Islington currently working
with Channel 4 on a documentary about
fostering. “It is easy for the media to pick on
where there have been failings,” said Ms Davies.
“But for all of that there are hundreds [of
times] where things have gone well.”

Ms Nield added: “I have been a social worker
for 30 years. It has always been under-fire, even
in the 80s. But I think we do a really brave job.
Our staff go into very precarious situations.
Sometimes you will send a social worker into a
family and the police say ‘you shouldn’t have
done that. We would never go on our own’. But
we are trying our best to do well by children.
Everyone here wants to change children’s lives
for the better. You have to keep holding on to
why you came into the job in the first place 
and I can think of heaps of success
stories.”

To comment on this article, whether because
you work for Islington or wish to compare your
experiences of your own workplace, or for any
other reason, please email editor@basw.co.uk
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move because they have been promoted or have
moved to a senior position elsewhere. 

“If we have had locum staff, a large number
of them apply for permanent posts. Staffing is
vital to have a good service. Your best asset is
your staff – they are the greatest resource.”

Ms Davies claims Islington’s success has been
in creating a working culture in which staff feel
secure through a sense of being “contained” in
a supportive and structured environment. “We
have tried to create a stable workforce and a
supportive structure for staff. That means
having clear policies. We have a very good
Quality Assurance framework, including regular
themed audits which feed back into practice,
good resources and clear processes. I think that
helps staff feel contained because the work they
do on the front-line is stressful.”

Islington’s Head of Children Looked After,
Joy Nield, says close monitoring of both the
service and staff is key, but stresses that the
manner in which this is conducted is important
to maintaining motivation.

“We do tackle poor performance. If someone
has a poor sickness record or is consistently late
or submitting reports late, we tackle it. We do a
lot of audit work. We are in an extensive audit
of cases at the moment. You sit with a member
of staff and tell them your findings. You don’t
tell them off, but just explain what would be a
good piece of work. When we first introduced
this a couple of years ago they thought we were
meddling. But it’s done alongside them. We do
it like that because that is how the inspectors
do it.”

Us and them
One of the signs of an ailing service can be the
existence of an “us and them” culture between
managers and front-line staff. In Islington’s
social services, managers sit in an open plan
office alongside social workers, something
which Ms Davies says means they get to know
staff and are seen as available and approachable.
“It can be difficult when you are involved in
confidential HR matters, but we have an office
for that. It is good to be visible,” says Ms Nield.

Both heads pride themselves on having come
up through the ranks from front-line social
work. But managers being able to emphathise
with staff is only part of the story. Just as
important to Islington’s journey, according to
Ms Davies, has been the creation of a strong
identity. “In the early days, nine years ago, we
had a big recruitment drive. We reviewed what
we were paying staff and what support we gave
them. We looked at trying to attract people to
work within Islington and to offer a really
strong sense of identity and belonging. We also
put a lot of effort into supporting our staff. We
have Practice Development Officers who offer
one-to-one development to help them practice
and we offer a range of training.”

Ms Nield adds: “Staff can see career

STAFF CAN SEE CAREER PROGRESSION
ACROSS THE SERVICE AND INTO
SPECIALIST ROLES IN OTHER AREAS LIKE,
FOR EXAMPLE, WORKING AS A SOCIAL
WORKER IN HOLLOWAY PRISON
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