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Purpose 

This information has been collated to provide an overview of the supply and demand of 

social workers over the next three to five years. It considers the key factors influencing the 

estimation of future need of the social worker profession and gives an assessment of the 

current workforce supply. It includes regional perspectives and a summary analysis of risks in 

training. This report builds upon the Workforce Risks and Opportunities: Adult social care 

report (CfWI, 2011) to bring social work workforce intelligence into one report. 

KEY FINDINGS  

 There is a potential oversupply of newly qualified social workers due to a preference 

that posts are filled with experienced social workers 

 There is not a decline for adult services overall. However, there is a decline in demand 

for adult social workers, while there is an increase in demand for non-professionally 

qualified workers. 

 Children’s social workers remain on the shortage occupation list.  

Next steps 

Specific measures for social worker workforce planning include: 

 Employers should increase the quantity and quality of student placements to 

increase experience levels of newly qualified social workers; 

 Employers should improve retention of experienced social workers; 

 Employers should maximise the potential of career progression opportunities and 

learning in line with social care policies; 

 The Department of Health will review the bursary funding arrangements to allow 

supply to be controlled. 

 The CfWI will support the Department of Health to review the supply and demand of 

social workers.   
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CONSIDERATIONS FOR FUTURE 

REQUIREMENTS 

Policy drivers 

Table 1 summarises the key policy drivers and the relevant references. 

Table 1: Policy drivers affecting the workforce - social workers 

Key drivers Relevant policy 

1. Changing structure of social work 

The Social Work Reform Board (SWRB) was set up to 

take forward recommendations from the Social Work 

Task Force (SWTF). Within social work, structures and 

work roles are changing. The SWRB has recommended 

that social work roles are formalised by setting 

standards for both social workers and their employers. 

By applying professional standards and involving 

people who use services in the social work degree, a 

rigorous, more efficient curriculum and training 

standard will be set to ensure students are better 

equipped when they join the workforce. 

Building a safe and confident future: The final 

report of the Social Work Task Force (Social 

Work Task Force, 2009).  

 

Building a safe and confident future: One 

year on (Social Work Reform Board, 2011). 

 

The Munro Review of Child Protection: Final 

Report A Child Centered System (DfE, 2011b) 

2. Integration with healthcare and wider services  

Although health is the main focus of the Health and 

Social Care Bill, its impact on social work could be 

extensive. Proposed structural and organisational 

changes include: 

 clinical commissioning; 

 working together to improve outcomes for 

adults, children and families; 

 the integration of social care and healthcare 

budgets with the roll out of personal health 

budgets; and 

 examining the effectiveness of contributions 

from all local services to the protection of 

children. 

Potential changes to legal framework for adult care (as 

a result of the Law Commission review). 

Health and Social Care Bill 2010 - 11 (Her 

Majesty’s Government, 2011). 

 

Adult social care (Law Commission, 2011) 

 

The Munro Review of Child Protection: Final 

Report A Child Centered System (DfE, 2011b) 
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3. Personalisation 

Personalisation is being introduced to provide people 

who use services with greater choice and control over 

how their social care needs are met. The development 

of new worker roles is being encouraged, such as 

through the Department of Health’s personal 

assistants framework. Children and young people are 

being empowered to be fully involved in designing 

packages of care. This will require new approaches to 

the commissioning and delivery of social care, which 

will impact on the social work workforce. 

A Vision for Adult Social Care: Capable 

Communities and Active Citizens (DH, 2010a) 

 
Aiming High for Disabled Children: better 

support for families (DfE, 2007). 

 

Supporting personal assistants working in 

adult social care (DH, 2011b) 

Employers’ view  

There is a trend for fewer vacancies in most regions. Most employer representatives report 

oversupply of adult social workers. Representatives of children’s and mental health services 

report difficulties in recruiting experienced social workers. Continuous professional 

development (CPD) has been used to aid retention of staff but employer representatives 

have voiced concerns that future funding for CPD may be uncertain. There is strong 

employer support for the Newly Qualified Social Worker programme (SfC, 2009 and CWDC, 

2011a), although representatives expressed concerns regarding the sustainability of funding 

experienced social workers to mentor newly qualified staff. These funding implications could 

also have a similar effect on placements for students. 

Profession’s view
1
 

The representative from the College of Social Work (CSW) expressed concern about the low 

rate newly qualified social workers (NQSWs) are obtaining jobs. This highlights that low rates 

of employment may be due to employers hiring experienced social workers instead of 

NQSWs. Students are not thought to be studying social work simply to get a bursary funded 

degree.  

The representative from British Association of Social Workers (BASW) also reported large 

numbers of NQSWs having problems finding qualified positions. Since 2003 the number of 

students has doubled while local authority employers have received funding cuts of up to 25 

per cent. The representative stated that with less money and fewer posts, employers are 

filling vacancies with experienced social workers instead of NQSWs. This diverts resource to 

caseloads rather than mentoring NQSWs. The representative reports that some NQSWs are 

taking up non-qualified positions within social care to gain experience, and suggests that 

retention is the key to stabilise the workforce. It is important to retain experienced social 

                                                             
1
 The CfWI held meetings with representatives from the profession to inform this report. This workforce 

summary will use the term ‘representative’ to credit information presented by these representatives. Please 

contact the CfWI if more information is required.  
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workers who are not only able to take on the high-complexity cases but are better placed to 

train students during their placements and mentor NQSWs through the NQSW programme. 

The representative from the General Social Care Council (GSCC) echoed the view from the 

BASW, saying that although there are increased numbers of people requiring social services, 

changes to funding and thresholds are resulting in an oversupply of NQSWs. The 

representative added that any oversupply is largely regional and varies across local 

authorities. 

Demographics 

The majority of adult’s social workers work in services for people aged over 65. The 

percentage of the population aged 65 and over is expected to increase by 25 per cent over 

the next 10 years; while the children (aged up to 18 years) and adult (aged 18-65) 

populations are expected to increase by 4 per cent and 5 per cent respectively. The number 

of people aged over 85 is expected to increase by 42 per cent over the next 10 years (ONS, 

2010).  

The referrals, assessments and packages of care (RAP) returns record activity for adult social 

care. The recorded case types consistently show more people aged over 65 requiring care. 

For example in 2010 there were 1.15 million people over 65 using services compared with 

0.54 million people aged 18 – 64. This gap is only set to increase with the aforementioned 

25 per cent increase in people aged over 65. The RAP returns do not specifically present 

data for the 85 and over age group however, the projected 42 per cent increase in this age 

group will increase demand for services (IC, 2010). 

The Children in Need (CiN) census records activity within children’s social care. In 2010 the 

census recorded 375,900 children using services. The age group with the most children 

receiving services is the 10 – 15 year-olds containing 32 per cent of the total. The 

distribution across recorded age groups is even between genders (DfE, 2011a). 

It is important to note that the RAP returns and CiN census only record the caseloads. There 

is no indication whether the work was undertaken by a social worker or social care worker. 

Additional drivers 

Career development 

The SWTF recommends a greater focus on CPD for social workers to extend their skills and 

increase their knowledge (SWTF, 2009). This will provide the workforce with more flexible 

social workers, able to adapt to policy, demographic or practice changes. This will be aided 

by the use of a national career structure to provide continuity across the profession (DH, 

2010b). 

The SWRB has developed a Professional Capabilities Framework (PCF) which identifies the 

capabilities required for social workers at all levels of the profession from entry to 

qualification. This will inform the CPD process and aid career development. 
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Employer representatives reported that some regions are providing training and 

development to improve capability and retention of existing staff, trainees and NQSWs. 

Examples include both individual employers and groups of employers working together in 

local partnerships and consortia. In West London an 82 per cent retention rate was reported 

for children’s social workers (CWDC, 2011b). Employer representatives expressed concern 

about the ability of organisations to maintain current levels of investment in staff learning 

and development in the current financial climate and that resources would be diverted from 

CPD, particularly at advanced practitioner and leadership programme level.  

‘Grow Your Own’ 

A ‘Grow Your Own’ programme has been running since 2009 where employers support 

students through their studies. Findings from a GSCC study showed that ‘Grow Your Own’ 

provided employers with NQSWs that were able to take on fully their caseload due to 

familiarities with the employer and its working practices. Increased staff retention to rates of 

80 per cent has been seen alongside employers with commitments to CPD as a result of the 

learning-based culture (GSCC, 2008). A representative from the GSCC expressed concern 

that students need to be provided with a broad enough placement experience for a career 

as a social worker, not an experience that suits them to the role they will undertake upon 

qualifying with the training employer (GSCC, 2008). 

Changes in activity 

A representative from the CSW said that demand for adult social workers could be in decline. 

This is because their role is changing with the introduction of self-directed support and 

personal budgets through the Vision for Adult Social Care (DH, 2010a). Currently social 

workers assess, plan and review packages of care for people who use services. With the 

introduction of personal budgets, people who use services are increasingly opting for direct 

payments and employing their own personal assistants (PAs) and care staff. The 

Government’s vision is for all people eligible for adult social care support to be offered a 

direct payment by April 2013. Children’s social workers will see less of a decline in demand. 

The Voice programme has been developed to provide children with a greater say in the 

services they receive. One consistent message reported by the representative of the CSW 

was that children who use services want one named social worker to consistently provide 

their care (Voice, 2011). This may increase demand for children’s social workers in the 

future.  
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CURRENT AND FORECAST SUPPLY 

Existing workforce  

Supply 

There are currently 87,442 social workers registered with the GSCC. Approximately 48,000 

are estimated to be employed in a social work role while the others retain registration but 

may work outside the sector in roles that do not require a social work qualification, such as 

social care workers, or have left the profession. Table 2 shows a total of 45,720 social 

workers employed in local authorities. The National Minimum Data Set for Social Care 

(NMDS-SC), which is managed by SfC on behalf of the DH to gather data about the social 

care workforce, indicates that an estimated 5 per cent of employed social workers are within 

the private, voluntary and independent (PVI) sector. The NMDS-SC is not a statutory return 

and collates data for adult’s social care and a range of children’s services and care should be 

taken when estimating the number of social workers in the PVI sector. Following the 

discontinuation of the SSDS001 return, the NMDS-SC now collects data from local 

authorities. 

Table 2: Current qualified public sector workforce – social workers 

Staff Headcount (HC) Full time equivalent (FTE) FTE/Headcount 

Adult social workers 23,670 21,355 0.90 

Children’s social workers 22,050 19,975 0.91 

Qualified staff 45,720 41,330 0.90 

Source: NHS Information Centre for Health and Social Care (NHS IC) SSDS001 2010 

The number of social workers working in the public sector has stabilised over the last four 

years, only varying by 3 per cent from the base year 2007. In 2007 there was a 33 per cent 

increase in public sector social workers recorded on the SSDS001 return from 35,160 to 

46,680. This can be attributed to a number of factors in 2003 including increased funding 

for local authorities for student training, an increase in the number of universities offering 

courses and places, and the degree training being available at school leaving age instead of 

requiring two or more years of experience before entering training. The FTE workforce has 

followed headcount in its fluctuations over the last five years. 
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Age profile 

Figure 1: Headcount age profile by five-year age band, 2011 – social workers 

 

Source: GCSS Registrations 2011 

The age profile shows a bell shaped distribution. A third of social workers registered with the 

GSCC are aged between 45 and 54. There is no threat of an imminent retirement bulge as 

less than 25 per cent of the workforce is aged over 55. The age profile for undergraduate 

(UG) and postgraduate students (PG) shows that, respectively, 61 per cent and 69 per cent of 

students are below the age of 35. Approximately 84 per cent of students are women (GSCC, 

2011a). 

Current vacancies and employment 

The pattern reported by employer representatives from most regions is that demand for 

staff is reducing as there are fewer vacancies in the system due to organisational change 

and financial pressures.  Most reported oversupply in the system resulting in few difficulties 

recruiting to social worker vacancies in adult services. In contrast recruitment is more 

difficult in children’s and mental health services.  Particular issues in children’s services were 

reported to be the highly demanding nature of the work and poor public image following 

recent high-profile child protection cases. The employer representatives reported that the 

oversupply of newly qualified social workers makes it more challenging for some employers 

to maintain a balance between newly qualified and more experienced staff.     

GSCC data shows that 27 per cent of the 4,082 newly qualified social workers who graduated 

in England in 2010 are currently unemployed (McGregor, 2011a). However, a survey 

conducted by Community Care reported the number of vacant posts in councils has 

reduced by 2 per cent in 2010 to 8 per cent in 2011. Children’s services have seen the 

largest reduction from 12 per cent to 8 per cent while adult services have seen reductions 

from 10 per cent to 9 per cent (McGregor, 2011b). 
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The GSCC representative said that at a national level there are enough social workers to 

meet these vacancies; but that there aren’t enough with the perceived or required level of 

skill and experience. 

Skills for Care’s (SfC) submission to the Migration Advisory Committee (MAC) for the 

Shortage Occupation List recommends a phased approach to reducing the number of 

migrant workers within the social care sector. This should continue until policy initiatives are 

in place to reduce the reliance on migrant workers. However, it is important that social work 

remains on the Shortage Occupation List as there are often fluctuations resulting in 

shortages in key occupations within social care (SfC, 2010). The Shortage Occupation List 

highlights the lack of data to provide clarity to a shortage of adult’s social workers so they are 

not currently included as having a shortage. In children’s social work recruitment issues have 

been raised but within the European Economic Area (EEA) there are not any equivalent 

training programmes to provide social workers with the same level of training received in the 

UK. Social workers from non-EEA English speaking countries are highly regarded but only 

account for less than 7% of the registered workforce (SfC, 2010). The changes to quality 

standards and career development are expected to increase the retention of social workers, 

reducing any reliance on migrant workers. While these initiatives are introduced children’s 

social workers will remain on the shortage occupation list (Home Office, 2011). 

Students  

The social worker degree was introduced in 2003 to improve the quality and supply of social 

workers (GSCC, 2011b). Students must register with the GSCC once enrolled on a GSCC 

approved initial qualifying course. Undergraduate training courses are three years and 

include 200 days of placements, of which more than half are offered by local authorities. A 

quarter of courses are two year masters level courses. This requires an experienced social 

worker to supervise and asses the students. The degree is bursary funded however there is 

currently no cap on the level of funding available. The DH is looking at the bursary scheme 

and is likely to propose changes to the current scheme through a consultation exercise. This 

will enable the supply of students to be controlled by only providing funding for a set 

amount of students. GSCC training data shows that student numbers have been rising over 

the last five years (2005 – 2009). Failure rates have remained low at approximately 3 per 

cent a year over the last five years however the withdrawal rate is approximately 15 per cent 

averaged from 2003 to 2008. Figure 2 shows the number of students qualifying per year 

between 2002/03 and 2009/10. 

The student ethnicity profile is 59 per cent white British. 23 per cent of students are from 

differing ethnic groups and 18 per cent declined to submit their ethnicity. This broadly 

matches the registered social worker profile that has 52 per cent white British, 26 per cent 

differing ethnic groups and 22 per cent declined to submit their ethnicity.  
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Figure 2: National qualifications, 2002-03 to 2009-10 – social workers 

 

Source: GSCC student data 2002 - 2009 

Many employer representatives hold the view that the standard of newly qualified social 

workers has improved from an academic perspective and accept that the desired level of 

work experience is difficult to achieve during the training programme. Strong support was 

expressed by representatives for the NQSW programme and for the support and funding 

provided by CWDC and SfC. This has enabled employers to offer a reduced workload to 

experienced staff, releasing time to provide support and mentoring. However, some 

employer representatives are concerned that the introduction of the social work degree is 

focused on academic achievement at the expense of work experience, with graduates 

finding it more difficult to pass practice-based assessments.   

A significant increase in the number of training places provided by universities was also 

perceived to be a risk to improving the quality of provision by some regional representatives.  

Additional pressure on placements is also an area of concern. Some representatives 

reported universities placing students in voluntary organisations, which reduces their 

experience of statutory work. Some mentioned a positive change in relationships between 

universities and employers, with closer joint working on curriculum content and quality of 

provision. The quality of placements offered will be audited against nationally agreed 

benchmarks following the SWRBs recommendations (DH, 2010b).  

Recruitment 

The Newly Qualified Social Worker (NQSW) pilot programmes, developed by SfC (SfC, 2009) 

and CWDC (CWDC, 2011a) for adult and children’s services, provide support to social workers 

in their first year of employment. The NQSW pilot programmes will be known as the assessed 
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and supported year in employment (ASYE) which are being developed to replace the current 

pilot programmes. The programmes aim to ensure that employers provide a consistent level 

of support. The CWDC provides £4,000 for each NQSW and an extra payment of £15,000 on 

average to employers running the programme. There is also an additional £10,000 if an 

employer is supporting 10 or more NQSWs (CWDC, 2011c). SfC also provides a range of 

resources to help train supervisors and managers of NQSWs and also provides £2,000 for 

each NQSW which is allocated as £1,000 to the NQSW and £1,000 for the provision of the 

support (SfC, 2011a). This represents a significant financial incentive for employers taking on 

NQSWs however the funding for the ASYE has yet to be confirmed.  

Regional discussions with employers did not raise issues on the recruitment of workers from 

ethnic groups, and where this was commented on, profiles broadly match those of the local 

population. 

Supply projections 

Figure 3a shows that the social worker workforce has remained fairly static over the last five 

years. CfWI modelling estimates that the potential supply of social workers available to local 

authorities and any other service providers in England will increase to approximately 84,754 

headcount (HC) (76,616 FTE) in 2016. The figure gives the total potential supply of social 

workers qualified to take up social worker roles. However, it is important to recognise that 

not all newly qualified social workers will find a job.  

Figure 3a: Historical and projected workforce supply and requirement by headcount (HC) – social workers 

 

Source: Historical supply data is from the NHS IC (2010). Forecasts are based on GSCC data and workforce assumptions. 
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Figure 3b: Historical and projected workforce supply and requirement by full time equivalent (FTE)– social workers 

 

Source: Historical supply data is from the NHS IC (2010). Forecasts are based on GSCC data and workforce assumptions. 

 

Approximately 95 per cent of the 48,000 social workers estimated to be working in social 

care, are estimated, using the NMDS-SC, to be employed by local authorities and five per 

cent in the PVI sectors. The CfWI has used the following SSDS001 codes for staff numbers 

working in local authorities: 

 Social workers (Children) 2.30-2.33, 2.35 

 Social workers (other) 2.40-2.43, 2.50-2.52, 2.54, 2.55, 2.60-2.63, 2.70-2.73, 2.80-

2.83 

CfWI modelling
2
 from 2010 onwards, shows the potential available supply, is based on 

current training, assumptions reached by analysing past trends, and engaging with the 

profession to identify other indications. The most likely scenario (black line) indicating the 

estimate of future supply uses the agreed baseline assumptions in Table 3. The darker 

shaded area on the right of the graph shows the forecast range of social workers in local 

authorities and the PVI sector estimated to provide direct social care in the future, and is 

based on the low and high scenario assumptions in Table 3. This model assumes that service 

activity continues to be delivered in the same way as now. We accept service reconfiguration 

is likely to alter future demand and so future modelling can be adapted, as we know more 

about these changes. No allowance has been made for migrant social workers.  

 

 

 

 

                                                             
2
 Further details of the modelling used in the CfWI workforce risks and opportunities education commissioning risk summaries (WRO ECRS) 

can be found in the WRO ECRS methodology report. 
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Table 3: Summary of assumptions used in the supply forecast 

Variable Low scenario Baseline High scenario 

Training pipeline Three years Three years Three years 

Trainee post take up Commissions 5% lower As current Commissions 5% higher 

Training attrition 1% higher from 2010 As current trend 1% lower 2010 

Trainees registration 

on graduation 
89% with GSCC 89% with GSCC 89% with GSCC 

International recruits 5% lower 

Variable rate. 

Average 944 per 

year 

5% higher 

FTE/HC ratio Current minus 1% As current Current plus 1% 

Retirements 
Retirement trends shifted 2 

years earlier 

Retirement profile 

as 2009 

Retirement trends shifted 2 

years later 

 

The green dashed line indicates the estimated future demand for staff in 2016 due to 

weighted change in demand based on population growth and age-based activity.  

Interplay with related groups  

The representative from the CSW indicated that the introduction of personal budgets will 

mostly affect other roles within social care, such as care assistants, home carers and 

personal assistants. People who use services are able to select how their service is provided 

and an increasing number are choosing to employ their own personal assistants. If 

professional qualification requirements are brought in for these roles, there could be a 

switch back to social worker planned packages of care while the social care worker 

workforce undergo training. The NMDS-SC shows a 7 per cent growth in the number of jobs 

within adult social care between 2009 and 2010 (SfC, 2011b). This has been attributed to the 

rise in people working as direct payment recipients. 

The welfare and safeguarding of children requires joint working between health, education, 

early years, children’s social care, the voluntary sector and other agencies, including youth 

justice services (Her Majesty’s Government, 2010). The proposed increase in the number of 

health visitors by 4,200 FTE may help to support children alongside social workers and other 

staff providing services to vulnerable children (DH, 2010c).  

Both the College of Social Work and GSCC highlighted approved mental health professionals 

(AMHP) as an area that will affect other professions. Previously this role was undertaken by 

social workers only. However, nurses, occupational therapists and chartered psychologists 

have the opportunity to take on this role. This is not expected to result in a large decrease in 

the demand for social workers (Government Legislation, 2008). 

Social workers are expected to work more closely with other professional groups such as 

allied health professions following the establishment of health and wellbeing boards. Part of 

the responsibilities of these boards will be responsible for managing a more seamless 
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approach to re-ablement through the NHS and social care. Some local authorities are 

already setting their guidelines on how to integrate the health and social care workforces 

(DH, 2011a). 

CONCLUSION 

This report brings together available evidence on the social worker workforce. It suggests 

that:  

Demand for adult social workers will decline, while increasing the numbers of people that are 

required for social care worker roles such as care workers and personal assistants. However, 

there is still demand for experienced adult social workers in the short term. Children’s social 

workers are expected to see less of a decline and the demand for experienced social workers 

remains constant. NQSW in adult’s and children’s services are experiencing a lower demand 

compared to experienced social workers. The development of NQSW programmes has 

helped to improve the skill level of the workforce; however there is a potential over supply of 

NQSWs. However, it is important to recognise that not all newly qualified social workers will 

find a job.  

The SWRB recommends a greater focus on continuous professional development and 

career progression to provide opportunities to gain experience and develop skills. The NQSW 

programme aims to provide new social workers with robust on-the-job training to alleviate 

experience gaps currently reported by employers. 
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AHP – allied health professionals 

AMHP – Approved Mental Health Professional 

ASYE – Assessed and Supported Year in Employment 

BASW – British Association of Social Work 

CiN – Children in Need 

CPD – Continuous Professional Development 

CSW – College of Social Work 

CWDC – Children’s Workforce Development Council 

DH – Department of Health 

DfE – Department for Education 

EEA – European Economic Area 

FTE – Full Time Equivalent 

GSCC – General Social Care Council 

HC - Headcount 

MAC – Migration Advisory Committee 

NMDS-SC - National Minimum Data Set for Social Care  

NQSW – Newly Qualified Social Worker 

PA – Personal Assistants 

PCF – Professional Capabilities Framework 

PG – Postgraduate 

PVI – Private, Voluntary, Independent  

RAP - referrals, assessments and packages of care  
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SfC – Skills for Care 

SSDS001 – Social Services Staff of Social Services Departments 

SWRB – Social Work Reform Board 
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