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Advice Note: Roles and Tasks requiring social workers

Introduction
Social workers are uniquely educated, trained and qualified to support individuals and
families in meeting some of life’s biggest challenges; for example, caring for family
members, rebuilding family relationships, coping with the difficulties of growing old, or
finding answers to the problems of mental distress or disability.

Social workers are society’s safety net as they are professionally qualified to intervene in
people’s lives for the protection of children or adults at risk of abuse or neglect   who
could otherwise be harmed.

Social workers work with other professionals to play a key role in helping children, adults
and families improve and take control of their lives when their safety or ability to
participate in the lives of their communities is restricted.

‘Social worker’ is a protected title.  Social workers are educated to at least degree level,
and in England must be registered with the Health and Care Professions Council to
practise as a social worker.  The College of Social Work provides a set of professional
standards (the Professional Capabilities Framework) and core values for social workers,
while the HCPC provides Standards of Conduct, Performance and Ethics and Standards
of Proficiency.

Social workers often work in multidisciplinary teams, and often work with unqualified
colleagues (e.g. family aides, care assistants) who they supervise and support.  To make
the best use of social workers, as well as to get the appropriate balance of skills in a
team, The College of Social Work (TCSW) has produced this definitive guidance for
employers and commissioners.

When must a social worker be used?
TCSW advises that social workers must be used in two sets of circumstances. First, in
situations defined by law where local authorities have a legal duty to intervene because
social workers are uniquely educated, trained and qualified to undertake the work
required.  And, second, in situations where consistently and reliably reaching the
minimum necessary standards of practice requires the use of social workers. Using
social workers in both these circumstances protects the authorities and the service
providers, not least because social work is a regulated profession.

It would however be extremely unwise to restrict social workers to working solely on such
‘reserved tasks’ because this would be harmful for people who use social work services,
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and likely to add significantly to costs.1 In some cases the reserved task activities (which
may include the deployment of statutory powers) come as the final process in a much
longer set of interventions e.g. when taking a child into care after a period spent
attempting to help the birth family to make changes that would allow the child to remain
in parental care. There is also a growing body of evidence that the involvement of social
workers in early intervention work may be of great benefit to people who use services in
helping them to make changes to their lives that will reduce the likelihood of crisis and
the need for intensive support later in their lives.2

TCSW has therefore produced a list of tasks which we believe should only be undertaken
by social workers, which we define as ‘Reserved Tasks’.

In addition, TCSW believes that social workers can add value to other tasks that can
legally be undertaken by other professionals, but will benefit from the unique blend of
skills, knowledge and values that social workers bring.  These tasks are listed in the
section headed ‘Other Tasks’.

Reserved Tasks3

TCSW advises that a registered social worker should always be both responsible for
dealing directly with people and overseeing cases in situations where:

a. Social care intervention is needed to safeguard a child or adult from abuse,
neglect or exploitation.

b. Risks must be assessed and responses planned when there is a strong
possibility that a child or adult at risk of abuse or neglect may cause harm to
themselves or other people.

c. An adult or child with social care needs may need admission to hospital for
treatment for mental health problems – either formally or informally – under the
Mental Health Act 1983.

1 The Business Case for Social Work with Adults: A discussion paper, TCSW, December 2012.

2 The Business Case, ibid

3 This list draws partly on work done by the General Social Care Council, the Association of Directors of Adult Social
Services, and in Scotland and Wales.  See Social Work in Adult Social Services, ADASS, 2012; Social Work at its Best: A
statement of social work roles and tasks for the 21st century, GSCC, 2008; Changing Lives: Report of the 21st century
social work review, Scottish Executive, 2006; Social Work in Wales: A profession to value, ADSS Cymru et al, 2005.
This list covers areas where there is a legal requirement on local authorities to do this work.
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d. There is a requirement for the assessment or review of an individual with
complex social care needs.

e. A safeguarding enquiry is necessary in the case of an adult at risk of abuse or
neglect or who has been abused or neglected .

f. A representative of the local authority is required for the local Safeguarding
Adults Board. Safeguarding adults review teams should also include a social
worker with substantial experience of safeguarding work.

g. There appears to be a need to remove a child from their parents or carers or
an adult from their home to a place of safety.

h. There is serious likelihood of family disintegration or relationship breakdown
which threatens to impair health and wellbeing of children or adults at risk of
abuse or neglect.

i. There is evidence leading to concern that parents or carers are unable to look
after their children.

j. A child is in care whether for a period or on a continuing basis.

k. A person is in need of social care and support but unable to exercise mental
capacity or provide informed consent

l. Future care or custody arrangements are disputed in relation to a child or adult
at risk of abuse or neglect.

m. People are being assessed as foster parents or adopters.

n. A court requires a formal report into the social circumstances of an accused or
convicted person or a mental health patient.

o. A mental health patient with social care needs is being discharged into the
community (including but not limited to those placed on Community Treatment
Orders) or is subject to Guardianship.

p. A service user requests assistance from a social worker.

q. Making a report to support an application for an adoption order.

r. There is a requirement for the assessment or review of a carer looking after a
person with complex social care needs.
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Other Tasks
TCSW advises that a registered social worker should usually be responsible for dealing
directly with people or overseeing cases in situations where:

a. Building relationships with people who need social care support, winning their
trust and finding good ways of communicating with them to help them assess
and review their situation, decide what they want to achieve, overcome
barriers, and obtain support that feels right for them.  Where needs are
complex, this task should be reserved to social workers (see [d] above).

b. Building relationships with carers, winning their trust and finding good ways of
communicating with them to help them assess and review their situation, and
obtain support that feels right for them and those for whom they care.  Formal
assessments or reviews for carers of people with complex social care needs
should always be carried out by social workers (see [r] above).

c. Aiding people who wish to do so to assess their own social care needs, identify
resources, make decisions, and arrange and manage their own support.
Where needs are complex, this task should be reserved to social workers (see
[d] above).

d. Providing or arranging advocacy for people who do not have a voice, and
helping them to be more in control of their own lives.

e. Taking a lead on community development to assess, identify and maximise the
strengths or assets locked up in individuals, their families and their
communities.  It may involve repairing, constructing and reinforcing networks of
support for individuals in their own communities who would otherwise require
admission to institutional care, in the light of an assessment of risk.

f. Working with individuals, their families and communities to focus on the
attachments that people form, in the light of theoretical models of attachment,
and how resilience can be built up when they have been broken, eg through
bereavement.  Social work skills in this area may be key to avoiding
institutional care.

g. Taking a lead in ‘reablement’ services so that older people are re-enabled to
live independently after a spell in hospital or to avoid admission to hospital.  It
may involve building and using social capital in communities to connect people
to a variety of sources of support rather than merely adapting people’s own
homes.
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h. Taking a lead whenever community solutions may be a safe and effective
means of upholding people’s rights and meeting their needs under the Mental
Health Act. Those Approved Mental Health Professionals (AMHPs) who are
social workers use a ‘social model’ to assess people in relation to their social
and environmental contexts, a skill set which should be encouraged and
promoted in the interests of people with mental health problems.

i. Helping parents develop the skills and understanding to be more effective in
meeting their children’s need for care, development and control.

j. Supporting the physical, intellectual and emotional development of children
and young people who need help, and helping disadvantaged people of all
ages improve their health and wellbeing.

k. Arranging good quality alternative care for children and young people whose
parents cannot care for them, and for adults who can no longer manage in
their own homes.

l. Helping children and adults to overcome the problems of disability, negotiate
the transition to adulthood and achieve independent living.

m. Helping people in poverty to improve their financial position, informing them
about their entitlements, and supporting them to access training, work
opportunities and benefits.

n. Enabling people who are dissatisfied with the services they receive, including
social work services, to make use of representations and complaints systems
to seek explanations, apologies and redress.

o. Helping to ensure that public resources are allocated fairly and any changes
applied fairly, and informing commissioners of any evidence that the type,
scale or quality of services is not matching needs.

p. Seeking to promote social justice by challenging neglect, discrimination and
exclusion, and helping to build safe, strong and caring social networks and
communities.

q. Encouraging integrated working with social care workers, with other
professions and agencies, with networks run by people who use services, and
with community support groups to improve the way services are coordinated
and to better understand one another’s roles.
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Enforcement of reserved tasks
The College of Social Work (TCSW) has been established to raise the professional
standing of social work and to create a climate where no employer or commissioner will
consider deploying an unqualified worker to undertake those tasks which TCSW defines
as reserved.

This is because the inappropriate use of unqualified staff can lead to poor outcomes for
people who need social workers.  It can result in high statutory care costs because
people are more likely to require institutional care when a social worker could have found
an effective community solution.  Higher rates of hospitalisation and delayed discharge
are two of the expensive consequences of failing to make proper use of social workers
(see The Business Case for Social Work with Adults: A Discussion Paper, TCSW,
December 2012).

TCSW sees little value in ‘protection of tasks’ legislation to supplement the existing
protection of title legislation governing social work. A protection of tasks law would be too
inflexible to meet the variety and complexity of needs. But as the professional status of
social work rises, it will become as unthinkable for employers not to employ social
workers for reserved tasks as it would be for the NHS not to employ qualified medical
staff for the tasks reserved to them.

The College will work closely with inspectors so that they will ask during inspections
whether any reserved tasks were undertaken by unqualified staff.  And should a serious
case review identify non social workers taking on social work tasks, we would expect the
organisation responsible to be criticised.

Professional standards
The Professional Capabilities Framework4 (PCF), owned by TCSW, provides an
overarching framework describing what social workers need to be able to do at each
stage of their professional development from the point at which they begin their qualifying
training through to the leadership roles that some will take on in management, education
and advanced practice. The PCF offers a comprehensive definition of what social
workers need to know and be able to do to carry out all social work tasks.

The professional capabilities are expressed under nine headings - called ‘domains’ in the
PCF. These are

4 Click here for Professional Capabilities Framework
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1 Professionalism – identify and behave as a professional worker, committed to
professional development

2 Values and ethics – apply social work ethical principles and values to guide
professional practice

3 Diversity – recognise diversity and apply anti-discriminatory and anti-oppressive
principles in practice

4 Rights, justice, and economic well-being – advance human rights and promote
social justice and economic well-being

5 Knowledge – apply knowledge of social sciences, law, and social work practice
theory

6 Critical reflection and analysis - apply critical reflection and analysis to inform
and provide a rationale for professional decision-making

7 Intervention and skills – use judgement and authority to intervene with
individuals, families and communities to promote independence, provide
support and prevent harm neglect and abuse

8 Contexts and organisations – engage with, inform, and adapt to changing
contexts that shape practice. Operate effectively within their own
organisational frameworks and contribute to the development of services and
organisations. Operate effectively within multi-agency and inter-professional
settings

9 Professional leadership – take responsibility for the professional learning and
development of others through supervision, mentoring, assessing research
teaching, leadership and management

For each of these domains at each career level there is a set of capabilities enumerated
and explained.  This makes it possible for each social worker to reflect on their own role
and the quality of their practice and for the profession in general to have a map of
professional practice expectations.

From the time they qualify, social workers must be able to show that they meet the
capability levels set out in each of the nine PCF domains at every stage of their careers.
The College will be developing schemes to support the measurement of achievement
under the PCF.


