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1. Background to the development of the pilots 

Social care services have over the last twenty years shifted from being largely provided by 

local authorities, to being over 80% located in the independent sector. In addition there has 

been an increase in the number of people who are directly purchasing their own care, 

without going through a social work assessment. It is estimated for example that over 40 % 

in the residential care sector is purchased directly by people). It has long been predicted that 

social work services would be likely to follow suit. Both the last Government and the current 

Government have been keen to see social enterprises as major providers of services and 

the Social Work Practice pilots (SWP pilots) go with that direction of policy. 

2. Development of Children and Families Social Work Practice Pilots 

The Green Paper “Care Matters: Transforming the Lives of Children and Young People in 

Care” proposed the institution of Social Care Practices. (Department for Education Oct 

2006).The stated reason for the development was because of concerns within the profession 

about poor outcomes for “looked after” children (LAC). There were particular concerns 

regarding continuity of care, or lack of it, for children. Evidence clearly pointed to great 

dissatisfaction among “looked after children” regarding a very high turnover of social 

workers. The turnover of social workers was seen to contribute to poor outcomes for the 

children in terms of health, education etc. 

Recommendation 12 of the Green Paper proposed that “The Department (of Education) 

establishes a national Steering/Implementation Group, containing the appropriate range of 

stakeholders and expertise, to oversee the pilots and makes sufficient resources available 

centrally to provide support to these pilots”. The steering group was set up under the chair of 

Julian Le Grand. He wrote a comprehensive account of the concepts of Social Work 

Practices, including giving examples of a range of models that could be adopted. A detailed 

report of the thinking is found in “Consistent Care Matters: Exploring the Potential of Social 

Work Practices” (Le Grand not dated but possibly 2007). 

As well as highlighting the problem of lack of consistency for “looked after children” in 

practice Le Grand highlighted major levels of dissatisfaction among social workers:  

“This lack of a continuous personal relationship also creates problems for social 
workers themselves. In general, social workers enter their work with a strong moral 
purpose, idealism, energy and enthusiasm. However, once into the job, they often 
feel de-motivated, overwhelmed by bureaucracy and deprived of autonomy. More 
controversially, it can be argued that the accountability of social workers has become 
a rule-based managerial accountability, instead of a knowledge-based professional 
accountability. Managerialism is increasingly dominating professionalism”. (Le Grand 
2007). 
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Le Grand described the original idea of Social Work Practices as a relatively simple one. It 

was that there would be benefits for both “looked-after children” and for social workers if the 

latter were organised along the lines of professional partnerships, mirroring similar 

arrangements for legal and medical partnerships. Le Grand noted that the proposal was one 

of the issues deemed most controversial in the Green Paper, with opposition from Unions 

being notable. He went on to say that the problems of social work practice within local 

authorities may have the potential to be solved by not externalising social work services for 

“looked after children”, but that the social work practice pilots, providing they were properly 

evaluated, could provide an alternative model for service delivery. 

Le Grand detailed a number of different forms that SWPs could take, but stated that the 

Group’s preferred model is: 

“..that of the professional partnership: a group of six to ten partners, a majority of 

whom would be social workers. The partnership would contract with the local 

authority to provide field social work for looked after children, and to commission 

services that its own staff could not provide. It would own its assets and pay the 

partners and any staff that it might employ”. (Le Grand 2007) 

The Care Matters Green Paper became The Care Matters White Paper, Care Matters: Time 

to deliver for children in care, (DE March 2008). The White paper proposed the setting up of 

SWP pilots and mechanisms were established for local authorities to bid for pilot status for 

the setting up of social work practices. (Explained in “Piloting the Social Work Practice 

Model: A Prospectus (DE 2008)). 

Five pilots were approved and received DE funding in the latter part of 2008. They are: Kent, 

Liverpool, Hillingdon, Staffordshire; and Blackburn with Darwen, (The latter is an in house 

version of SWP). 

A first wave of additional children’s pilots was launched in September 2010 with a five local 

authorities receiving funding: Bristol, North Tyneside with Northumberland, Peterborough 

and Wakefield. (Funding for the pilots sites is generally between £80k and £120k plus 

support and advice from the DE project team).  

Evaluation of the children’s pilots has been granted to: 

 the Institute of Education, University of London 

http://www.ioe.ac.uk/study/departments/ssru/36028.html 

 University of Central Lancashire, School of Social Work and King's College London, 

Social Care Workforce Unit (SCWU) http://www.scie-

socialcareonline.org.uk/profile.asp?guid=0ede40e7-2a3d-43a1-975f-cd8135e791a7 

The outcomes of the formal evaluations are due to be reported on in 2012. There has been a 

short study entitled “Success stories” (DE March 2011). In that survey reports of improved 

outcomes for children and improved job satisfaction for social workers were reported. 

However it needs stressing that this report is very much at the level of anecdote and does 

not take into account wider issues such as the impact on parts of the local authority 

http://www.ioe.ac.uk/study/departments/ssru/36028.html
http://www.scie-socialcareonline.org.uk/profile.asp?guid=0ede40e7-2a3d-43a1-975f-cd8135e791a7
http://www.scie-socialcareonline.org.uk/profile.asp?guid=0ede40e7-2a3d-43a1-975f-cd8135e791a7
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concerned with commissioning. The issue of terms and conditions of employment, 

employment rights, TUPE and similar repercussions for staff are not reported on in detail. 

3. Adult social work pilots 

Proposals for alternative ownership models within adult social care were endorsed within the 

Department of Health’s ‘Vision for Adult Social Care’, published in 2010, which clearly states 

as one its aims supporting the creation of mutuals, co-operatives, charities and social 

enterprises, and to enable these groups to have much greater involvement in the running of 

public services. 

NHS White Paper, Equity and Excellence, Liberating the NHS, stated that the Government’s 

ambition “to create the largest and most vibrant social enterprise sector in the world”, 

including making all NHS trusts, Foundation Trusts. As NHS Trusts become foundation 

trusts “staff will have an opportunity to transform their organisations into employee-led social 

enterprises that they themselves control, freeing them to use their front-line experience to 

structure services around what works best for patients.” 

In November 2010 Andrew Lansley (Health Secretary) announced at the Annual Directors of 

Adult and Children’s Services Conference the launch of similar pilots to the LAC ones, only 

for adult services in England.  

“The practices, which would carry out councils' statutory functions in relation to 

adults, are designed to reduce bureaucracy for social workers, give them more day-

to-day control over cases, improve staff satisfaction and make more flexible use of 

resources. Putting decision-making and power in the hands of social workers will 

mean better, more personal care for individuals. Social workers – the people who 

really know their clients – will have flexibility to create services around their clients. 

These pilots will explore how the government can encourage social workers to 

develop fully independent groups contracted to local authorities” (Community Care 

Nov.2011)  

Unison repeated its opposition to the pilots arguing in a 10 point manifesto that SWP would 

lead to more bureaucracy, not less, would have a negative impact on recruitment and 

retention of social workers, latent privatisation etc. (See appendix 1 for the full text).  

ADASS president Richard Jones expressed concerns that adult social work practices could 

fragment support for older and disabled people. However he also said that social work 

practice pilots did not have to lead to disintegration of services. (Community Care November 

2010).  

BASW confirmed support to the idea of adult SWP pilots and agreed to be involved in the 

steering group monitoring the implementation of the adult pilots. It needs to be made clear 

however that BASW’s view is that the pilots are just that, “pilots”, that lessons should be 

learnt from them, that the preferred model if there are to be social work pilots is that of 

“social enterprise” and that participants in the pilots need to be “willing” participants. 
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A bidding process for the adult pilots was launched. The successful bidders for the pilots 

(backed by £1m of DH money) were: 

 Birmingham – Full range of social work tasks for people with physical disabilities 

and long term conditions; - the contract to deliver was awarded to an organisation 

with a history of supporting people in the deaf community in Birmingham (BID). The 

new service, called Activ8, provides two service streams; a formal professional social 

work practice and an informal provision, called Cre8 

 Lambeth LBC – All adults: either funding their own care or having needs below the 

Fair Access to Care Services threshold. The service is called TOPAZ 

 North East Lincolnshire – Older people, including those with mental health 

problems, and adults with physical, sensory or learning disabilities; 

 Suffolk: Adults who are deaf, visually impaired or who have dual sensory loss; (See 

Community Care May 2012 for an article on the development of the project) Sensing 

Change.org.uk 

 Surrey: Individuals who are deaf or hard of hearing. A service was set up called 

FirstPoint: Hard of Hearing, Deaf and Interpreting Services CIC, 

 Shropshire: Older people, people with physical disabilities and learning 

disabilities;(People to People September 7 2011)  

 Stoke on Trent Assessment and case management to people with Long Term 

Neurological Conditions (LTnC) specifically Multiple Sclerosis, Parkinson's disease 

and Motor Neurone Disease.  

(See Appendix 2 for further details of the pilots). 

The pilots were due to go live at the beginning of July 2011 and are to run for 2 years. Each 

is to receive between £80 and £120k per year to help with implementation costs and will 

receive support from the project team at SCIE. 

It is notable that compared with the children’s services pilots that the adult ones cover a 

much wider range of service provision and also some appear to be on a much wider scale. 

Whilst some of the projects are very focused on a specialised area of work, others – notably 

Birmingham are much wider and will affect many more staff. The Suffolk pilot appears to 

include many aspects of the spirit of the original concept – small; the proposal came from the 

staff themselves and in the pilot terms and conditions of employment will be protected as 

staff will be seconded on the same terms and conditions.  

It has not been possible to find out detailed information about each of the pilots, but it is 

hoped that as the pilots develop and are evaluated that more information is put into the 

public domain. 

The adult SWP pilots report to a DH funded project board, hosted and run by SCIE. SCIE 

state on their web site that: 

http://www.bid.org.uk/news/entry/activ8/
The%20new%20service,%20called%20Activ8,%20provides%20two%20service%20streams;%20a%20formal%20professional%20social%20work%20practice%20and%20an%20informal%20provision,%20called%20Cre8
The%20new%20service,%20called%20Activ8,%20provides%20two%20service%20streams;%20a%20formal%20professional%20social%20work%20practice%20and%20an%20informal%20provision,%20called%20Cre8
http://www.collegeofsocialwork.org/uploadedFiles/TheCollege/News_and_Events/Event_details/Adult%20Social%20Work%20Summit%20presentations.pdf
http://www.communitycare.co.uk/Articles/01/05/2012/118178/more-client-time-and-autonomy-life-in-a-social-work-practice.htm
http://www.sensingchange.org.uk/
http://www.sensingchange.org.uk/
http://www.surreycommunity.info/firstpoint/
http://shropshire.gov.uk/news/2011/09/new-social-work-practice-pilot-scheme-taking-shape/
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“SCIE looks forward to adding to the evidence base about social work practice. We 

will do this by sharing the findings from the pilot sites with the social care sector”. 

http://www.scie.org.uk/workforce/socialworkpractice.asp 

Evaluation of the adult pilots has been commissioned to Kings College London. It may be of 

concern to BASW members that evaluation of the adult pilots may be much more difficult 

than the children’s pilots as the potential outcomes are much more diverse and the scale 

and diversity of some of the projects is much greater. 

4. The views of BASW, England 

BASW has not to date systematically gauged the views of members regarding the SWP 

pilots, however anecdotal reports are of very mixed views. Some members who have been 

engaged with the children’s pilots are very positive. They feel that in terms of outcomes for 

children there have been tangible improvements and in terms of their own job satisfaction 

that this has improved considerably. Some members in the adult pilots have expressed their 

concern about the pilots. A particular concern has been that the overriding of the spirit of the 

pilots - SWPs as form of organisation that must be supported and delivered by social 

workers and not imposed from above. There have been concerns expressed that for some 

the pilots are being imposed. This of course completely negates the concept behind the 

pilots. 

BASW has come out in favour of the principle of the social work pilots with adults, (as pilots). 

Hilton Dawson stated that “If implemented properly this could enable Social Workers to 

spend more time working alongside vulnerable adults and improving service user outcomes, 

which is at the heart of all good Social Work”. BASW are represented on the adult pilots 

steering group by a staff member. 

5. Gauging the views of BASW members 

To date consultation among BASW members has not been undertaken in a formal way, and 

the following consists of a collation of the views of a small number of members. 

There are concerns among members regarding the adult pilots on the following fronts: 

 There are those who are opposed to the pilots as a matter of principle, who believe 

that social work should be part of the local authority and directly accountable to the 

public. They also are concerned that although the pilots may initially be social 

enterprises, that intrinsically in time they could easily become privatised and taken 

over by large national and multinational companies, much as has happened in the 

wider social care provider sector 

 Those who are opposed on the grounds of their political views, (although it should be 

noted that in England the SWP pilots have received all party support). 

 There are those who are not ideologically opposed, but have significant concerns 

about terms and conditions of employment. For example TUPE may apply during the 

life time of the projects, but if they are to become permanent enterprises then terms 

http://www.scie.org.uk/workforce/socialworkpractice.asp
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and conditions of employment may deteriorate and there is the associated risk that 

SWP may fail to renew contracts with local authorities in time 

 There are those who are potentially not opposed to the pilots, and subsequent roll 

out of the concept, but have concerns about the implications over time of the 

extension of the contract process to the complexities of social work practice and the 

exposure that contracting and commissioning could have on the number of social 

workers. Concerns have been expressed about the huge pressure in contract 

departments to drive down price and also the lack of social workers with 

commissioning and contracting experience. If there was to be a significant expansion 

into the commissioning of social work services there would need to be very serious 

consideration given about how social work is represented in the commissioning and 

contracting process 

 There are those who have very positive views about the pilots and or the concepts of 

independent social work practices and see the pilots as the forerunners of a model 

that could liberate social work from local authority bureaucracy.  

 There are also members who are unclear about their own views because of lack of 

information and knowledge and people who would identify themselves in more than 

one category 

Members have also noted that aspects of social work have in places already been 

contracted to the independent sector. Examples of this include: carers assessments, 

assessments for individual budgets and all the social work that takes place in the so called 

provider side, including family support, residential care, and support for people on individual 

budgets / direct payments and large parts of day services – adults and children’s. The 

development of GP commissioning as detailed in the Health and Social Care Bill also has 

implications for social work. Some GP practices and an increasing number of health services 

operate as social enterprises and this development could see the extension of the model to 

more aspects of health and social work. 

Subsequent to the announcement of the SWP pilots for adults a further innovation fund was 

announced for Social Work Practice Pioneer Projects 10 sites were awarded funding and 

support. Some of the Pioneer Sites are social enterprises. 

Proposals 

This paper is used to generate debate within BASW and that a position paper is developed, 

possibly following a survey of the views of members. 
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Appendix 1 

UNISON opposition to SWP 

1. More bureaucracy 

Private social work practices will require additional bureaucracy in local authorities: new 

commissioning and client functions, and a new contract monitoring and quality assurance 

infrastructure. There is the danger that this new bureaucracy will reduce flexibility for local 

authorities to adjust resources and ways of working in response to changing needs and 

priorities.  

2. Profit and restructuring: drain on resources 

As well as paying for the commissioned services, the local authority would also have to find 

additional resources to support the new contracting infrastructure. The pilots are receiving 

£6m to cover this but the practices themselves will have no more resources than the current 

local authority teams to devote to children. And they will be taking profits out. Neither will 

they be able to leverage additional resources and services in the same way that local 

authorities can for their looked after children. 

3. More fragmentation for children 

Private social work practices do not overcome problems of continuity – they will be a further 

fragmentation of the child’s journey through the care system. A local authority social worker 

will have to hand over a child to new staff within a private practice at the conclusion of care 

proceedings. Furthermore the child may have to be handed back to local authority teams if 

their placement breaks down or they are returned to their birth family.  

4. Blurred accountability 

Local authorities will retain their statutory responsibilities but lines of accountability will be 

blurred and the coherence of the corporate parent role will be undermined. In the longer term 

private practices may be bought up by bigger companies driven by corporate interests. 

5. Frustration of interagency working 

Evaluation of the Every Child Matters programme shows there are continuing difficulties 

about how to successfully engage GPs in partnership working across organisational and 

professional boundaries – social work practices modelled on GPs practices will create the 

same difficulties. 

6. Social workers don’t support it 

UNISON members do not support proposals to privatise children’s social work and there is 

no evidence that social workers are frustrated entrepreneurs who need a profit motive to do 

their best for children. Staff will be reluctant to TUPE transfer into an experiment with private 

social work practices which has a very uncertain future. There are big unanswered questions 

about what happens to pension provision and what happens to jobs at the end of the pilots. 
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7. Restricted continuing professional development 

Private practices may struggle to access and fund the range of continuing professional 

development and learning their participants will need – the focus on profitability may limit the 

training that is offered. And some of their training budgets will have to be spent on 

developing business and entrepreneurial skills. 

8. Danger to recruitment and retention in child protection work 

There is a danger that the local authority social work role will come to be seen as distinctly 

unattractive – ‘taking children into care’ and then handing them over to the private practices, 

with career opportunities to do on going and more fulfilling work lost. This could exacerbate 

the problems of retaining experienced social workers and senior practitioners in local 

authorities to do child protection work. 

9. Destabilisation in children’s services 

A proliferation of social care practices will only exacerbate the existing turbulence caused by 

inter-authority poaching of social workers and pay leap-frogging. Competition between 

practices for local authority business risks destabilising the system. 

10. There are better alternatives… 

Excessive caseloads, stress, burn-out and poor pay and conditions cannot be solved simply 

by outsourcing the work unless more resources go in. 
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Appendix 2 

List of Adult Social Work Practice Pilots, with details of the projects 

Birmingham 

The pilot will trial a new way of working, focusing on people with physical disabilities. It is 

aimed at helping people to be more active and independent. It will provide a new landscape 

for promoting and building the networks needed to support people in their own communities. 

This will be achieved using resources more flexibly, to ensure a sustainable infrastructure. 

Social work teams will be attached to user-led organisations and enablement services. They 

will therefore be able to develop an ‘enhanced offer’ to disabled people. This will allow social 

workers to work far more closely with individuals and in communities. 

Lambeth 

This pilot is part of the council’s vision for Lambeth to become a Cooperative Borough. The 

pilot will establish itself as one of the council’s “early adopters” of new ways of delivering 

services, through mutuals and social enterprises. Lambeth’s vision is of a social-worker led 

team offering early intervention to people with lower level need. These people would not 

usually have support from statutory adult social care services. 

Lambeth will work in partnership with local people in innovative and creative ways, right from 

their first contact. They will do this by advising people who are managing their own care 

needs; by reaching out to all parts of the community; and by helping people keep themselves 

safe from harm and independent. The pilot will build on the success of the council’s work 

developing more personalised care for people living in Lambeth. 

This site is looking for innovation. The client group is older people and people with physical, 

sensory or learning disabilities. The new SWP will work very closely with communities, GPs, 

other care practitioners and specialists. 

North East Lincolnshire 

People who use services, their families and carers, will help assess needs and develop 

tailored personal plans. The aim is to prevent problems that can lead to worsening health, 

going to hospital or admission to residential or nursing care. 

Shropshire 

Shropshire’s new Social Work Practice pilot scheme will involve the creation of a not- for-

profit social enterprise. The scheme aims to support up to 1800 residents throughout the 

county. The team will test a different approach to assessing older people, people with a 

physical disability and The Social Work Practice in Shropshire will work with older people, 

people with physical disabilities and those with learning disabilities, and will: 

• Help individuals at the first stage of contact by providing support to maximise 

their independence through rehabilitation and enablement services 
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• Provide advice, support and access to new support technologies 

• Work alongside other community organisations to help identify the right 

support within local communities 

• Develop peer support and advice networks 

• Work more closely with the individual to discuss their support needs 

• Allocate Personal Budgets to those who are eligible 

• Explore new and alternative options with individuals when developing their 

support plans 

• Arrange services / organise support 

• Carry out carers’ assessments and reviews 

• Providing on-going information, advice, support. Social care managers are 

due to meet with social workers to find a group of around five practitioners 

interested in joining the pilot, due to start in July 2011. 

Stoke on Trent 

The practice will provide assessment and case management to people with Long Term 

Neurological Conditions (LTnC) specifically Multiple Sclerosis, Parkinson's disease and 

Motor Neurone Disease. The practice will operate as a social enterprise, led by a voluntary 

sector organisation in partnership with an independent social work practitioner. 

In addition, the practice will support service users with low level needs focusing on 

prevention, early intervention and timely engagement. It will also include support for family 

members and carers. The practice will work closely with a range of health and social care 

professionals to ensure a holistic approach to service delivery and improved outcomes. The 

views and experiences of service users and carers will be at the heart of the practice during 

its development, and throughout implementation, monitoring and evaluation. 

Suffolk 

The Suffolk project will support adults with sensory impairments. There will be statutory 

assessments of individuals and carers, plus early intervention, support planning and care 

management. The principle aim of the project is to improve outcomes and to provide more 

choice for people with sensory impairment. It is hoped that this can be achieved through 

working more creatively with partners to establish better resources in Suffolk. 

Services will include; social work; rehabilitation; dual sensory services assessments; advice 

and guidance; equipment for people with hearing impairments; and British Sign Language or 

English interpreters. To deliver the service, Suffolk County Council will establish a social 

worker-led company. 
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In order to participate in the pilot, the Sensory Team will become an ‘arms length’ company, 

but will be wholly owned by the council. However, the company will be solely responsible for 

its own day to day management. All existing Sensory Team staff will be seconded to the new 

company on existing terms and conditions. 

Members of the County Sensory Team identified this opportunity themselves and led the 

development of the bid to become a pilot area. 

Julie Bateman, Suffolk County Council’s Head of Service for Development Care, said: 

“The bid to become a Social Work Practice was instigated by the team themselves and they 

have been instrumental in driving this proposal forward. We expect Suffolk to be able to 

achieve more positive outcomes for people, by increasing access and choice, as well as 

raising awareness of the impact that sensory impairment can have on a person’s life.” 

The pilot will run for two years and will be evaluated to see whether outcomes are improved, 

both for people who use independent practices and for the social workers and other staff 

working within them. 

Surrey  

People with sensory loss have recently benefitted from a co-designed commissioning 

strategy in the county. One of the outcomes is to evaluate the feasibility of providing deaf 

services independently of the local authority. This would be delivered by a new form of 

organisation, based on a social enterprise model. The SWP will provide a platform to trial 

these plans. Services will be dedicated to person-centred support, with more people 

managing their own budgets and accessing community services. The Council says it is very 

excited about the potential to further improve outcomes for residents. 

References for above: 
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http://www.scie.org.uk/workforce/socialworkpractice.asp 

http://shropshire.gov.uk/news/2011/04/new-social-work-practice-pilot-scheme/ 
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