
Matt Bee looks at why the average career lifespan of a
social worker is less than that of a professional footballer

Y
ou can have any job in the

world. What would it be?

“I’d travel the world with

my family to assess the

quality of five and six star

hotels…” replies Kevin.

Lucie says she always wanted to be an

actress. Maxine would love to be a

cardiologist. And James doesn’t care, so

long as he is outdoors. 

But in real life, all of them became social

workers. Do they regret it?

Maybe. James qualified 18 years ago and

when he first arrived in the workplace he was

buoyed with enthusiasm. “I thought I had

finally found what I was put on this earth for,”

he says. But wind the clock forward and how

does he feel about his chosen profession

now? “I am actively looking for an escape

route. I’ve tried everything I can think of, but

the toll on my mental and physical health is

too high and I’m leaving to use my

transferable skills in another area completely

removed from social work.”

He isn’t alone. Kevin actually beat him out

the door, having left the profession some

years ago. Many others are doing the same –

and this is happening sooner than you’d think. 

Cast your mind back to your careers fair at

school. Had you joined the line to become a

pharmacist, you could have expected a

career lasting, on average, 28 years. If you’d

taken a step to the left and joined the queue

to become a doctor, you’d have enjoyed

similar longevity, at 25 years. A nurse, on the

other hand, lasts 15 years. And a social

worker? We’re all burnt out and spent after

just 7.7 years. That’s it. All done. 

Mind, body and soul

That’s pretty astonishing. It’s less than the

average time spent in the armed forces (ten

years). Less, even, than the average career of

a footballer (eight years). 

Perhaps the only profession I can uncover

that is more damaging for the mind, body and

soul is, would you believe, teaching. In 2008,

The Guardian reported that a third of newly

qualified teachers left the profession in their

first year. And more recent surveys don’t

show much improvement for the health and

welfare of our teaching colleagues. 

But to return to social work, clearly there

are some serious questions to ask, the main

one being: Given the blood, sweat and tears it

takes to enter the profession, why do so many

abandon it so soon? 

Well, let’s start by bringing some balance to

this. Since people tend to enter social work

later in their careers (compared to, say,

nursing) the figure of 7.7 years isn’t as

alarming as it first seems. People just have

less time left to work. Also, this is only an

average. For each candidate that flags by the

wayside, another might well persevere and

have a long and illustrious career.  

Take Rachel as an example. She’s a team

manager in children’s services, qualified nine

years, and when I forward her a questionnaire

about her chosen vocation, her answers are

overwhelmingly positive. What’s her dream

job these days? “This one!” she replies. “I

cannot imagine doing anything different.”

By a twist of fate, Rachel qualified the same

year as me. But whereas I don’t mind

admitting social work has become something

of a drag, it remains nothing of the sort for

Rachel. Would she still show up for work if

she won the lottery? “Yes,” she replies.  

Rachel guesses that the average social

work career is 30 years.  

Lucie is a little more conservative,

estimating ten to 20 years before social
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workers hand in their notepads and walk.

She’s in adult services and has survived 13

years in the job so far. She has no thoughts of

quitting. “I love the people I work with and

even with the constraints now, I still feel you

can make a difference…”

Like Rachel, Lucie exudes enthusiasm for

the role – despite being in post for almost

double the average career length. What’s her

secret? 

I send another social worker, Maxine, the

same questionnaire and receive back similar

results. Although she’s relatively new to the

profession, at just three years, she still sees it

as her dream job. 

Clearly there’s something to be learnt here,

and, as someone considering moving on

myself, I’m keen to understand. Admittedly,

there’s very little science to my study, and

with only a handful of respondents it is tough

to draw any meaningful conclusions. But I do

want to discover how Maxine, Rachel and

Lucie remain so positive.  

“Work in an area you love,” suggests

Maxine, “and set yourself training goals as

targets.” Rachel recommends focusing on

positive outcomes for services users. Lucie

echoes that. “You’re in it for the service users

and giving them a voice.”

Controversial

All sound advice, and the temptation is to

back this up with some life-affirming stories of

the difference a good social worker can make.

It would be inspirational, re-invigorating, and

PSW’s exactly the place for it.

But I’m going to suggest something else,

something perhaps a little controversial. I’m

going to suggest that social workers can hit a

stage in their career where, try as they might,

focusing on positive outcomes for the service

user just isn’t enough anymore. It can’t

sustain them. And the reason is simple. Doing

just that has exhausted them already. So, it

doesn’t ring true to suggest they do this more.

If anything it will only exacerbate the problem.    

Be in no doubt, good social workers –

excellent social workers – grind themselves

into the ground, caught in a constant battle

they feel badly equipped to win. Sometimes

the battle isn’t even with the outside world. It’s

with their own employer, fellow professionals

and, on a particularly bad day, their own office

equipment. It’s hardly scientific, but you can

probably measure how close you are to the

edge by how small the thing is that tips you

over it. I call it the ‘jammed photocopier test’.

When you can’t handle that, it could well be

time to move on. Same goes for empty

staplers. 

Burn out

Feeling unable to cope with even minor

mishaps is just one of the symptoms of

feeling burnt out. But there are more serious

issues to consider. 

Interestingly, all the practitioners who take

my survey – those who love the job and those

who don’t – identify the same reasons people

want to leave: “Stress,” “overwork,” “the

intensity of the job.” James goes one step

further and identifies the “ever-growing, back-

covering paperwork” as a key factor that

pushes social workers out the door so early. 

There’s no two ways about this – he’s right.

They all are. Numerous studies have found

social workers dissatisfied because of stress,

less time with service users and more time

spent completing paperwork. What’s more,

it’s not just perceived weaker social workers

who leave. In 2013, Dr Mary Baginsky at

King’s College London found a trend of

“committed and excellent practitioners”

leaving the profession too.  

So the phenomenon isn’t simply one of

weaker candidates edging towards the door

while good, resilient social workers stay on.

It’s one of perfectly competent, highly skilled

professionals also shrugging their shoulders

and crying enough!

That leaves me with a dilemma. My task is

to dovetail all this neatly into advice for the

struggling social worker – how to sustain a

career beyond a meagre 7.7 years. But what

advice can I give ‘committed and excellent’

practitioners that they haven’t thought of

already? We all know how important self-care

is. We all know to take a lunch break. And yet

we keep on neglecting ourselves and paying

the consequences. We burn out. Remember

James’s comments… “The toll on my mental

and physical health is too high.”

What’s worse, it feels like we’re set up to

take the fall. One explanation for the brevity of

our careers is the intensity of the job. We deal

with harrowing cases of abuse and neglect.

Yet 13 years ago when we were dealing with

much the same cases, in 2003, 59 per cent of

social workers scored above average for job

satisfaction. Compared to other professions in

health services at that time, we were marked

as being ‘highly satisfied’ with our lot. 

What has happened since then, I think, has

a lot to answer for. Yes, there’s been a global

economic downturn. There’s been cuts. But

also the face of social work itself has

changed. Local authorities now behave like

large corporations. Tick box social work has

come of age. A blame culture has swept in

from the West. Managerialism has run wild.

Miserable

And the upshot of all this, I’m pretty certain,

is a miserable workforce whose needs aren’t

catered for, who aren’t listened to, and who

routinely come bottom of job satisfaction

surveys. If we’re looking for the mystery of

why so many social work careers fizzle out so

soon, I think we’ve found the answer – and it

isn’t complicated. People just aren’t happy in

the job.

But then again, are we entitled to be? What

if our happiness comes at the expense of our

clients? Frontline staff routinely find

themselves backed into this corner – with too

much work and too little time, they’re forced

to make a choice between their own welfare

and that of their clients. Most choose to work

late, to push themselves harder, to plug a gap

in service provision with their own sense of

compassion. They exhaust themselves. And

most local authorities seem willing to let them.

They are complicit in all this.  

If you really want to a long career in social

work my advice is simple: find an employer

who will look after you in the same way you

look after your clients. Then give the rest of us

a call, as we’ll all come and work for them.

Matt Bee is a social worker practising in the North East of

England
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