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Consultation on changes to the standards of proficiency for social 
workers in England 

 
 
BASW welcomes the HCPC’s review of the standards of proficiency for social 
workers in light of the continuous changes to the national social work agenda. With 
the introduction in England of additional demands on the social work profession as 
part of the Knowledge and Skills Statements and the move towards compulsory 
accreditation for child & family social workers there is a need to ensure the 
profession’s overarching standards remain fit for purpose.  
 
It is essential that the proficiency standards connect to the Professional Capabilities 
Framework (PCF) from the perspective of the hosting professional body (BASW) as 
a whole social work, whole career development 'map'. 
 

‘There is a danger that having Knowledge and Skills Statements in addition to the 
PCF and the proficiency standards might breed confusion by creating the perception 
of a three tier system.’ BASW England member  
 
BASW England was involved in the pre-consultation process and attended the 
relevant workshop facilitated by HCPC. This process contributed to this submission, 
incorporating the views of BASW England’s membership in order to assist the HCPC 
in developing regulatory standards for social workers that are supported by the 
profession.  
 
BASW is the UK professional association for social work, led by and accountable to 
a growing population of over 20,000 social worker members.  Our members work in 
direct social work practice, management, research and academic positions in diverse 
social work settings across the UK.  BASW members share a collective commitment 
to the professional Code of Ethics, core social work values and principles that will 
secure the best possible outcomes for children and young people, adults, families 
and communities. 
 

 
Comments about the draft revised standards  
 
BASW England largely agrees with HCPC that the present generic standards for 
entry level social workers are robust and need only slight refinement to update them 
in accordance with recent developments in the profession (6.1). Proposed 
amendments to individual standards (S) are featured below with amendments or 
additions in bold: 
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 S 1.5 be able to recognise signs of harm, abuse and neglect and know how to 
respond appropriately, including recognising situations which require 
immediate action  

 
‘The addition of immediate action is required to underpin the important 
consequences of delaying a decision and that opportunities to intervene on 
behalf of vulnerable service users can be fleeting.’ BASW England Student & 
NQSW Reference Group   

 
The connection to the KSS framework was accepted as this standard would 
form the basis of those additional KSS statements. 
 

 S 2.1 understand current legislation applicable to the work of their profession 
social work with adults, children, young people and families  
 
This amendment recognises the breadth of the generic social work 
profession. 

 

 S 2.3 understand the need to protect, safeguard, and promote and prioritise 
the wellbeing of children, young people and vulnerable adults  

 
The outcome of an intervention should be the well-being of a child, young 
person or vulnerable adult. The suggested amendment makes this clear; 
safeguarding is considered part of this. Interventions aim to prevent and halt 
physical risks to an individual but also to prevent the continued experience of 
abuse or neglect which can continue once safeguarding has taken place.  

 

 S 2.4 be able to understand the need to understand, and be able to 
address, practices which present a risk to or from service users or others  

 
This amendment clarifies an otherwise complicated sentence and emphasises 
understanding rather than the need to understand. Furthermore the change 
suggests greater recognition of the need to apply ethical reasoning to decision 
making.  

 

 S 3.6 be able to identify strategies to build professional resilience  
 

This aims to be a positive addition in the interest workforce wellbeing forming 
a central part of social work education. Workforce resilience is essential for 
service users and practitioners and how this is addressed in practice is 
essential, especially in a climate of organizational change.  It is crucial to 
ensure this standard is consistently achievable.  
 
Reference should also be made to the Standards for Employers of Social 
Workers and the obligation on the employer to assist with sustaining and 
strengthening professional resilience.  
 
‘Resilience is a corporate responsibility as well as a personal quality.  Without 
the support of both policy makers and employers in developing a system 
which encourages personal reflection, builds in time for training, coaching and 
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mentoring enabled through proper workload management in order to sustain 
energy, commitment and the pursuit of excellent practice, the most robust of 
practitioners will be at risk of failing.’  
BASW England Member & Independent Practice Educator, Tutor and Mentor 

 

 S 4.5 be able to work effectively whilst holding alternative competing 
explanations in mind  

 
This addition builds on Standard (4.4) and strengthens the requirement for 
social workers to continually question and analyse the information presented 
to them whilst retaining previously gained material in order to combat first 
impression bias. It also recognises the requirement for social workers to use 
respectful uncertainty in cases where service users may have grounds to 
conceal the truth. 
 
With the strengthening of this standard there needs to be made clear that 
social workers should be familiar with methods of resolution such as reflective 
supervision and critical friend to ensure the service users receive an unbiased 
assessment. 

 

 S 4.7 understand the importance of participation in training and 
mentoring  

 
Social work is a continually developing profession. All social workers need to 
learn and improve throughout their careers, this importance of this process 
cannot be emphasised enough. 

 

 S 7.3  understand the principles of information governance and be 
aware of the safe and effective use of health and social care information  

 
Governance is covered by employers in their information 
sharing/confidentially policies and often within mandatory training for all 
statutory organisation’s induction training. However this standard could be 
beneficially expanded to include the importance of whistleblowing as part of 
understanding ‘the principles of information governance’. 
 
Social workers have to manage personal information which comes to them 
through a variety of mediums. With this in mind, a more robust approach to 
the safe management of information is accepted  

 

 S 8.6  be aware of the characteristics and consequences of verbal and non-
verbal communication and how this can be affected by a range of factors 
including age, culture, disability, ethnicity, gender, socio-economic 
status and spiritual or religious beliefs 

 
Expanding the list of factors that could affect verbal and non-verbal 
communication from the original, shorter list, is very welcome. This 
amendment suggests listing those factors alphabetically to guard against any 
perceived bias. 
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 S 8.11 be able to prepare formal reports and all written records in line with 
applicable protocols and guidelines and S 8.12 be able to present reports in 
formal settings  
 
Record keeping is as essential as report preparation and presentation. 
Professional report writing is only part of a bigger picture and if recording 
assessments and professional judgements are not of a high standard than it is 
likely that any report including this material will also be poor.   

 

 S 13.4 promoting and prioritising participation, advocacy, co-production, 
involvement and empowerment;  

 
The original standard only introduced the concepts of participation, advocacy, 
co-production etc. This amendment is more positive and proactive and in-line 
with anti-oppressive practice. 
 
‘Social workers should demonstrate effective use of the concepts of 
‘involvement’ and ‘co-production’ in their practice’ BASW England member - 
academic 

 

 S 13.5 understand the concept of leadership and its application to 
practice  

 
This is key as most, if not all, social workers will have to demonstrate 
leadership in their work in some form. It must include having an up to date 
understanding of best practice in regard to effective leadership theory and 
models alongside skills in applying these in practice. 
 
‘The Professional Capabilities Framework, capability 9, explains the 
importance of leadership better, suggesting reference to leadership theory, 
models and skills would help practitioners and students understand this 
standard’ BASW  England member. 
 

 
HCPC questions set as part of the consultation: 
 

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

 
The majority of BASW members praised the review, confirming that the changes do 
meet a threshold level necessary for safe and effective practice but although the 
standards are satisfactory at present they may need to change in line with ongoing 
developments in social work practice and accreditation as well as social reforms. 
 
BASW England Student & NQSW ref group stated:  
‘The standards provide students and newly qualified social workers with a valuable 
tool to guide their practice and therefore our consideration of the amendments is 
deemed as Beneficial by our group.  We agree with the majority of the points raised 
and believe these will strengthen the document and provide increased clarity.  
However, there are specific points, as outlined above, that we believe could be 
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further strengthened to benefit student and newly qualified social workers in practice 
and to enhance the effectiveness of the standards in their practice implementation 
for social work students and practitioners.’       
 

2. Do you think any additional standards are necessary?  
 
The review is timely and necessary as new policies and guidelines about social 
worker are announced and implemented although there was some concern that new 
standards alone are not sufficient to improve practise outcomes in a time of austerity 
and increasing caseloads.  
 

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

 
Standard 13 is too long and complex and could benefit from being more concise, 
BASW members are concerned that the meaning is lost. 
 

4. Do you have any other comments on the standards? 
 
The standards continue to focus exclusively on employees. The problem with this 
approach is that social workers with the skills and understanding to exceed 
standards thresholds are often placed in difficult work situations by employers, 
preventing them from holding to all the standards. BASW recognises the existence of 
the Standards for the Employers of Social Workers (LGA) but those standards are 
not mandatory and are therefore frequently ignored by employers who are trying 
hard to provide a service with restricted budgets and resources.  
 
Members are concerned with the culture of constant testing and believe too 
reviewing standards too frequently puts pressure on social workers to repeatedly 
prove that they are doing a good job. There have also been worries about how the 
standards were to be rolled out and the implications for practice. Of course, there is 
the question of a new social work regulator to be put in place as early as spring 2017 
and what this will mean for standards and implementation. BASW England fully 
recognizes this is not an issue for HCPC. 

 
 
 
 
Consultation response collated by Sue Kent, Professional Officer, BASW England 
June 2016 


