
 

 

Ethical questions for social workers when services are not able to cope with demand  

BASW is providing guidance for Social Workers during Covid-19, which has been recently updated to 
reflect the current situation. 

The Covid 19 epidemic continues to pose a major risk to health and well-being in the UK. Some 
hospital services are once again under severe strain and may have to cancel or postpone admissions 
or hasten discharges.   There may not be enough critical care beds available to meet demand.  If 
numbers of infections continue to rise, leading to increasing numbers of people with serious illness, 
then some services may have to make decisions that will be ethically very challenging.  

These situations will affect social workers in different ways. They may be working with people who 
become seriously ill with Covid; or be part of a multi-disciplinary team in a hospital making best 
interest decisions for treatment; or supporting people to leave hospital safely. (They may also be 
facing Covid themselves or supporting members of their families.)  

Social workers may feel in some circumstances that pressures are leading to unacceptable 
compromises.  Our role as social workers is to do whatever we can to ensure rights-protecting 
decisions are taken including in multidisciplinary contexts. 

‘Covid 19 Pandemic – Ethical Guidance for Social Workers’ continues to be the basis for BASW’s 
advice to the profession at this time:  

Covid-19 Pandemic – Ethical Guidance for Social Workers | www.basw.co.uk 

Members should also refer to the BASW guidance on social work in multi-disciplinary teams, hospital 
social work, and end of life care: 

Social Work in Multi-Disciplinary and Multi-Agency Contexts during Covid-19 | www.basw.co.uk 

Professional practice guidance for hospital social work with adults during Covid-19 | 
www.basw.co.uk 

End of Life social work during Covid-19 | www.basw.co.uk 

The guidance is based on the fundamental rights guaranteed throughout the UK by the Human 
Rights Act.  

Any decision (even if it is made using an emergency protocol or triage process) must be based on the 
individual’s circumstances. It must be free from prejudice and discrimination. Any interference with 
the individual’s rights must be necessary and proportionate, and for a legitimate purpose. And the 
decision-maker must be accountable – they have to be able to give reasons for their decisions, and 
they must inform the individual(s) who are affected how the decision can be challenged. 

Social workers should be able to participate fully in discussions about available options and support 
the search for solutions.  If social workers believe that they need to challenge other health and social 
care professionals then they can ask the following questions concerning decisions (e.g.) to withhold, 
change or limit treatment or care:  

• What’s the reason for your decision?  
• What other options have been discounted and why? 

https://www.basw.co.uk/media/news/2020/apr/covid-19-pandemic-%E2%80%93-ethical-guidance-social-workers
https://www.basw.co.uk/social-work-multi-disciplinary-and-multi-agency-contexts-during-covid-19
https://www.basw.co.uk/end-life-social-work-during-covid-19
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• Can I have a copy of the guidance document, emergency protocol etc on which your decision 
is based? 

• How do I challenge your decision?  

Whatever decisions are taken regarding treatment, every individual must be provided with basic 
care to maintain their dignity and keep them as comfortable as possible.  

BASW notes the British Medical Association’s advice for doctors in these situations and shares the 
BMA’s view that individual professionals should not be left to make these decisions on their own: 

COVID-19: ethical issues when demand for life-saving treatment is at capacity (bma.org.uk) 

Social workers should be included in MDT discussions and decision making on an equal footing to 
other colleagues, wherever appropriate. 

Rising pressure on services and the anxiety that this causes may increase the risk of ethically 
compromised or challenging decisions being taken. There are indications that this has happened 
earlier in the Covid pandemic, for example over Do Not Attempt Cardio-Pulmonary Resuscitation 
(DNACPR) decisions, and discharge to care homes without adequate testing or planning.  

Social workers should be aware of how to escalate any concerns over treatment decisions that they 
have been unable to resolve with their colleagues, for example to safeguarding leads in primary care 
or acute/mental health trusts 

When the social worker is the decision-maker (for example when planning for hospital discharge) 
then they have to be able to give and fully record reasons for any decision. They should make 
themselves thoroughly aware of all the relevant information and legislation (including any 
emergency legislation) and draw on supervision and other management support to identify the 
options available at that time. Any use of emergency legislation must follow guidance, be formally 
agreed, be transparent, kept under review and only implemented for the minimum time necessary. 

In the end, social workers and other professionals can only do their best with the resources that are 
made available to them by their organisation. The challenge of decision-making in the pandemic is 
likely to leave social workers and other professionals suffering ‘moral injury’ – trauma caused by 
serious conflicts between their core values and the decisions they may have no option but to take. 
Employers should recognise this and make appropriate support available, both now and in the 
longer term.  

BASW welcomes the clarification issued by Social Work England on the application of regulatory 
standards during the Covid pandemic and calls on the other social work regulators in the UK to offer 
similar clarification:  

Joint statement from statutory regulators of health and social care professionals - Social Work 
England 

BASW will keep its guidance under review and issue more detailed guidance if necessary. In the 
meantime BASW members should contact BASW’S Advice & Representation if they believe they are 
being asked to practise unethically. Support is also available through to members through BASW’s 
Professional Support Service and other activities. 

https://www.basw.co.uk/resources/ethical-questions-social-workers-when-services-are-not-able-
cope-demand  

https://www.bma.org.uk/advice-and-support/covid-19/ethics/covid-19-ethical-issues-when-demand-for-life-saving-treatment-is-at-capacity
https://www.socialworkengland.org.uk/news/joint-statement-from-statutory-regulators-of-health-and-social-care-professionals/
https://www.socialworkengland.org.uk/news/joint-statement-from-statutory-regulators-of-health-and-social-care-professionals/
https://www.basw.co.uk/resources/ethical-questions-social-workers-when-services-are-not-able-cope-demand
https://www.basw.co.uk/resources/ethical-questions-social-workers-when-services-are-not-able-cope-demand

