
The findings, based on interviews and

observations with 18 front line children’s

social workers, identified five main areas

impacting on wellbeing and therefore

recruitment and retention. These were: the

extent to which they felt valued or

undervalued; coping strategies;

perception/communication; relationships and

emotions influenced by the role.

1. Valued or undervalued

In general, participants felt undervalued –

predominantly by their employer but also, to

some extent, by society and service users.

These feelings were reflected in the

following comments:

“Social workers are not liked are they?

Especially with child protection.”

“Social workers never, ever get a pat on the

back; a ‘well done’ from the manager or the

media. It is your job and you are therefore

expected to do it when you have done

something well.”

“Supervision is just about case

management not about supervising staff.”

“In terms of recruitment and retention, have

you had a look around this building? It’s a

f*****g dump!”

“It’s a Cinderella service with a low status...”

“I feel under the most pressure that I have

ever been under.”

However, there were also positive comments

about their work:

“Most of my clients like me… [they say]

‘well you’re a social worker but you’re

alright’.”

“People I work with keep me going.”

“I am aware of times when the service

manager has reported to the team manager

that my statement was excellent. That’s all

it takes.”

“I love my job.”

“You never stop learning in this job, it’s so

diverse.”
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The social work

The authority at the centre of this study was kept anonymous – referred to simply

as North City.

At the time of the study, 15.7 per cent of social work posts at the council were

vacant but the ‘real time’ vacancy rate rose to 32.9 per cent when the impact of

long term sickness and posts covered by agency staff was factored in. 

Nearly one in five staff left within five years. Caseload pressure was exacerbated

by 15 social workers being transferred to senior practitioner roles, with reduced

casework but no back-fill. Good intentions by managers backfired – staff were

given extra leave and CPD ‘reading days’, but no additional resource was provided

to cover the capacity loss.

The authority relied on a high number of newly qualified social workers who

required extra support and reduced caseloads.

Also, a shift away from preventative work towards child protection and court

work made social work with children and families increasingly challenging. Legal

proceedings were more complex, lengthy and adversarial.

A trend towards “performance management” was seen at North City and some

staff had poor sickness records and “competency issues”. The introduction of new

computer systems required additional training.

At the time of the study, a major refurbishment project was underway at one of

four worksites researched, coupled with a relocation programme of some teams. A

new system to prioritise work had been introduced.

Women at North City represented 80.7 per cent of the workforce, people with

disabilities 2.8 per cent and ethnic minority groups 13.9 per cent. Most fell within

the 40-49 age range (43 per cent) followed by the 50-59 range (25 per cent).

The in-depth study took place seven years ago. But its author  – Dr Simon

Cauvain, principle lecturer in social work at Nottingham Trent University – said the

issues raised are the same today. 

“While fantastic senior managers and employers exist, it is of great concern that

my research remains so relevant. I speak to social workers up and down the

country and the themes remain and in some cases are amplified,” he said.

The context
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Dr Cauvain’s recommendations

Senior managers should
n Demonstrate value in front line practice

n Effectively communicate with the workforce

Front line workers should
n Engage in recruitment and retention debate

n Improve self-confidence and self-efficacy

n Become active in ensuring core social work

principles and values are upheld

Both senior managers and front line
workers should
n Be less defensive/less cynical in

communication

n Recognise issues around communication

and building trust take time

n Recognise they share an overarching

principle – to protect and uphold welfare of

service users

n Build on positive change and not change

for the sake of change

3. Perception/communication

Dissatisfaction in the way the relocation

programme at North City was communicated

by senior managers contributed to a feeling of

“disempowerment” among social workers.

One said: “North City sometimes just seem

to change things for the hell of it.” Another

said: “Relocation has had an unsettling effect

on us all. I never thought I would be looking

for another job but I am.”

The study identified six main emotions
expressed by social workers in their job:

Joy – few signs of this in direct interviews, but

present in observational data mainly around

team banter, bonding, laughter and jokes.

Protecting children from abuse and neglect

also engendered feelings of elation.

Pride – being a professional social worker

and building rapport with clients were sources

of pride. Making a difference to people’s lives

was also cited. “Social work is something you

are rather than something you do,” said one.

Fear – the most frequently cited emotion.

Fear of “letting something drop”, the risk of

stress and burnout through being overworked

and bullying team managers were also

mentioned. Other fears were violence from

service users and being inspected.

Guilt – this was cited as preventing people

taking annual and sick leave and TOIL.

Sadness – Two participants said they were

frequently moved to tears by their work. Case

complexity, bullying and oppression were

cited as causes of sadness.

Anger – this was observed by two social

workers allocated cases without consultation.

One social worker was seen kicking a

malfunctioning photocopy machine.

4. Relationships

Good relationships in teams was key to social workers feeling positive and valued, with team

managers playing a pivotal role. “If you’ve got a good team manager, you can get through

anything,” noted one participant.

A long serving worker who left during the study said it had only been “the team” that had

kept him there so long. Lack of supervision – or supervision that was overly focused on case

management – was identified as having a negative impact.

A lack of community-based work was seen as detrimental to developing relationships in

communities, with duty work going via a “huge access team”.

Failure by other professionals to recognise the status of social workers also had a negative

impact. One participant said: “… [we] are supposed to be working together but you are

battling with health visitors, doctors… we have a hell of a time in court…”

One participant claimed “societal images of social workers” was a contributing aspect.

2. Coping strategies

Participants stressed social work was “not a job that everyone was

capable of doing”. Resilience and a good sense of humour were

viewed as two key personal qualities. The former was seen as

something that could be gained through experience.

A challenge identified by social workers at every level was a shift in

service provision from prevention to “high-end child protection and

court work”.

This, they said, created a “void” between what students were taught

to do and the reality of front line practice.

One participant warned the employer was “chucking” newly qualified

social workers into assessment teams before they were ready, leading

inevitably to burn out. Another described having to go and remove a

new-born child from his mother on his first day of work. “I just couldn’t

believe it,” he said.

The importance of nurturing social workers – particularly newly

qualified social workers – was seen as important for retention.

However, time pressures and the focus on ‘heavy-end’ child

protection, limited this.

Managers

A group exercise with 28 managers
ranging from team managers to seniors
identified the following priorities for
improving recruitment and retention:

1 Raise pay and improve work conditions

2 Provide a clearer organisational structure

– who does what?

3 Provide pathways to facilitate sideways

moves across services as well as

promotion

4 Recruit from student placements and

support unqualified staff toward

professional status

5 Review resources and communicate

clearly

6 Better support for what social workers

are employed to do: play to strengths

7 Recognise work-life balance

8 Support a positive organisational culture

starting with senior management

9 More effective support for social workers

10 Processes to recognise and share

good news and great social work

11 More equal support for social workers,

including supervision

12 Support a sense of professional

responsibility and cut red-tape

13 Improve the general perception of

social workers and the employer
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5. Emotions
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