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Introduction 

The Northern Ireland Association of Social Workers (NIASW) is part of the British 

Association Social Work (BASW), which is the largest professional body for social 

workers across the UK. The Association has over 17,000 members employed in 

frontline, management, academic and research positions in all care settings. 

Social Work’s role in contributing to the Programme for Government 

The Programme for Government (PFG) contains 14 strategic outcomes which the NI 

Executive believes best describes the society it wishes to deliver. The outcomes are 

accompanied by 42 indicators which are intended to demonstrate progress made 

towards achieving the outcomes.  

Of the 42 indicators, 7 are directly relevant to the delivery of social work services in 

Northern Ireland. These are:  

 Indicator 5 – Improve the quality of the healthcare experience 

 Indicator 6 – Improve mental health 

 Indicator 9 – Improve support for adults with care needs 

 Indicator 10 – Improve support for looked after children 

 Indicator 15 – Improve child development 

 Indicator 39 – Reduce reoffending 

 Indicator 42 – Increase quality of life for people with disabilities 

Work undertaken measured by these 7 relevant indicators will contribute to delivery of 

11 of the 14 PFG outcomes. This highlights the importance of the role social work will 

play in contributing to the successful delivery of the PFG. It also underlines the need 

for social work services to be afforded adequate resources to ensure successful 

delivery against the various indicators and the importance of developing integrated 

approaches, with social work services planned in conjunction with other services 

including healthcare, and criminal and youth justice services. 

Below are the 11 outcomes to which the 7 indicators relevant to social work are 

aligned: 

 3: We have a more equal society 



 4: We enjoy long, healthy, active lives 

 5: We are an innovative, creative society, where people can fulfil their potential 

 6: We have more people working in better jobs 

 7: We have a safe community where we respect the law, and each other 

 8: We care for others and we help those in need 

 9: We are a shared society that respects diversity 

 11: We have high quality public services 

 12: We have created a place where people want to live and work, to visit and 

invest 

 13: We connect people and opportunities through our infrastructure 

 14: We give our children and young people the best start in life 

General comments on the PFG Framework 

NIASW supports the positive outcomes based approach taken by the NI Executive in 

developing the PFG Framework. The Association also welcomes the NI Executive’s 

commitment to work in partnership with stakeholder organisations to ensure 

successful delivery of the PFG goals.  

NIASW recognises the PFG in its current framework format outlines the NI Executive’s 

direction of travel for the coming five years and action plans will be developed to 

support delivery of the PFG outcomes.  However, ahead of building the action plans it 

is essential the various indicators are further developed to contain S.M.A.R.T. 

(specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-bound) targets against which 

progress can be assessed. In the current PFG framework none of the 7 indicators 

relevant to social work contain targets and 4 of the 7 indicators (Indicators 5, 9, 15 and 

42) currently lack baseline data against which progress can be measured.   

Including targets in the action plans is essential to enable the NI Executive to 

demonstrate the extent to which it is successful in delivering the PFG outcomes. 

Where baselines of data are not present it is important the NI Executive determines 

these as a priority to enable progress to be measured. 

NIASW welcomes the PFG commitment for action plans and strategies to focus on 

engaging with stakeholders and partners. The Association offers its assistance to the 

NI Executive to help develop targets for the PFG indicators relevant to social work to 

ensure progress towards the PFG outcomes is accurately measured.  

NIASW also believes it is vital that social work services receive sufficient funding to 

enable the delivery of services which meet the needs of all service users, and in doing 

so contribute towards delivery of the PFG outcomes. 

Indicator specific comments 

The draft PFG Framework document notes under next steps that the NI Executive 

intends to engage with stakeholders about the actions needed to help deliver on the 

indicators. The following points highlight issues which need to be addressed to ensure 

the indicators support delivery of the PFG outcomes.   

 



Indicator 5 – Improve the quality of the healthcare experience 

In addition to establishing a baseline of evidence and a target for assessing progress 

the PFG must clarify the length of time it considers constitutes “recent contact” with 

health or social care services.  

NIASW notes the indicator intends to assess the % of people who are satisfied with 

health and social care. Inclusion of social work service users will be difficult and the 

approach taken will need to differ from that for health care.  

The NI Executive will need to give particular consideration to the manner in which the 
satisfaction of users of social work services is assessed. For example:  
 

 Family and children’s services accounts for 54% of social workers employed by 
the Trusts. How will the satisfaction of children known to social services as a 
child in need and children on the child protection register or in the care of the 
Trusts be assessed? How will families where children are deemed to be at risk 
have their satisfaction assessed? 

 

 30,1081 people in the Elderly Care, Learning Disability and Physical & Sensory 
Disability programmes of care that were in contact with HSC Trusts in 2014/15 
to access community care services. How will the process for assessing the 
satisfaction of the 31% of these individuals with a learning disability be designed 
to suit the specific needs of the service users? Of the 36% accessing Elderly 
Care services that have dementia, how will their satisfaction be assessed? 

 

Indicator 6 – Improve mental health  

Mental health services have been consistently under resourced in NI for decades, 

despite the evidence that the mental health needs of the NI population exceed all other 

areas of the UK. As a result the limited number of services which exist fail to meet the 

growing demand.  

NIASW would support the aspiration “to improve mental health” but there is much work 

to be done on how to deliver on this aim. The full spectrum of mental ill health requires 

significant investment, to address, for example, mental health difficulties based on the 

trauma of “The Troubles,” the impact of austerity on individuals and families, and those 

who live with a chronic and lifelong severe and enduring mental illness. Social workers 

play a key role in working with people at all levels of the spectrum and as a profession 

seek greater engagement with policy makers to contribute to solutions to improve 

mental health services.  

Indicator 9 – Improve support for adults with care needs  

The indicator focuses on increasing the availability of home care and support, 

particularly for people with high levels of care needs. NIASW notes, however, that the 

indicator includes no way of assessing whether individuals receiving personal care at 

home or self-directed support for personal care are having their needs met.   

                                                           
1 DHSSPS Statistics on Community Care for Adults in Northern Ireland 2014 – 2015 



It is important that planning of services for personal care at home ensures sufficient 

time is allocated to meet service users’ needs and that the services provided are of a 

high standard. Therefore, the focus of the indicator should not simply be on ensuring 

the maximum number of individuals receive personal care at home, it should also 

ensure high standards of care.  

It is also essential social work and social care services are allocated sufficient 

resources to ensure successful delivery against this indicator. 

Indicator 10 – Improve support for looked after children  

While this indicator is a welcome inclusion in the PFG it differs from all other social 

work related indicators as it is precise in nature, focusing on a very specific group. 

Looked after children accounted for 10% of children known to social services in 

2014/15.  

NIASW recognises the particular set of complex needs that young adult care leavers 

experience and it welcomes the focus in this PFG on addressing these needs. 

Ensuring delivery against the indicator will cross cut a number of public services 

including, social work, mental health, housing and employment and it will require a 

coordinated interdepartmental approach involving the Department of Health, the 

Department of Education and the Department of Commuities.  

While NIASW welcomes the inclusion of this Indicator it is essential that the PFG focus 

on this particular area of social work does not divert attention and resources from other 

areas of children’s services and wider social work services.  

Indicator 15 – Improve child development  

It is essential the PFG ensures the role of social work is adequately acknowledged 

alongside that of healthcare in delivering improvements in child development. 

A key area of focus from the Department of Health over the past 3 years has been the 

development of evidence informed Early Authoritative Intervention (EAI) proposals, 

this policy direction recognises the need to intervene much earlier in the lives of 

children with multiple adversities and NIASW is fully supportive of that aim.  

NIASW is concerned, however, that due to inadequate resources that this work is not 

being prioritised. Social workers describe “fire-fighting” with constant demand, as a 

result the most at risk families and children are priortised to receive the limited 

resource and those who are not in crisis but in need of preventative services are a 

lower priority.  

There is a need for multi-agency working across health, social care and education with 

adequate resources allocated if the PFG is to improve child development and give 

every child the best start in life.  

Indicator 39 – Reduce reoffending   

In order to ensure successful delivery against this indicator it is essential that social 

work and probation services are adequately resourced.  



NI remains the only part of the UK to retain the expert knowledge of probation officers 

as social workers. NIASW commends this and would strongly resist any attempts to 

alter the current situation.  

Indicator 42 – Increase quality of life for people with disabilities   

Delivery against this indicator will require the involvement of social workers working in 

conjunction with healthcare professionals. In order to increase the quality of life for 

people with disabilities there will need to be adequate resourcing for social work 

services in the areas of physical, sensory and learning disability. 

Conclusion 

The social work profession has a central role to play in contributing to the successful 

achievement of the PFG outcomes. This contribution spans the breadth of the PFG 

and it is essential that the planning of social work services is undertaken hand in hand 

with the planning of services including healthcare, criminal and youth justice, 

education and housing. Ensuring the successful delivery of the various PFG outcomes 

is also dependent on the provision of sufficient resources for social work services 

during the allocation of budgets between and within NI Executive Departments.  


