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What we did:
• Adopted a collaborative partnership approach 
• Uniquely 2 professional bodies and 2 workforce regulators 
• Funded by BASW International Development Fund
• Led by BASW member Jenni Rice and Steering group
• Academic perspectives on identity from Dr Davy Hayes, Dr 

Neil Thompson and Dr Hilda Loughran, Gloria Kirwan
• Designed an online questionnaire
• Presented a list of factors: specific to Social Work, some 

generally applicable and some both 



What we found:
• 1691 responses 15% of the Social Work workforce
• 63% in North
• 37% in South
• 75%  selected Social Work specific factors 
• 25% Empowering service users and working in partnership 

with them 
• 17% having a Social Work Qualification is most important
• 11% promoting Social Work values of ARADP, respect for 

diversity.



What we found:
• Bureaucracy
• Excessive caseloads 
• Insufficient time with service users
• Media portrayal of Social Workers
• Social Workers in the North are less likely than colleagues in the 

South to consider themselves as members of a regulated 
profession.

• Social Workers in the North are more likely to consider 
themselves as employees.

• 53% of Social Workers  identify more closely with non social 
workers in their area of practice.



What we found:
• Members of BASW NI and IASW are more likely to identify as a 

member of a collective profession
• Northern Ireland 53% 
• Republic of Ireland 58%
• 71% of Social Workers across the Island are satisfied in their role
• In NI, social workers who work in regulation / inspection / governance 

(96%), training (92%) and physical disability (79%) are most satisfied
• In RoI, hospital social workers are the most likely to be satisfied in their 

role (89%) 
• Social workers qualified for less than one year (76%) and more than 20 

years (76%) are the most likely to be satisfied in their role (81% in ROI)



Why does it matter?
Reflections from the regulators

Patricia Higgins
Interim Chief Executive, NISCC



• Understanding what shapes professional identity
• The role of the regulator as a validator of 

professional identity
• Why does professional identity matter – building 

a strong community of social work practitioners
• Duality of influence – regulator and professional 

body
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Having a sense of professional 
identity?
Positive Impacts

• Values
• Service user (partnership, 

empowerment, facilitating life 
improvements)

• A social work qualification
• Professional standards

Negative Impacts

• Bureaucracy
• Workload pressure
• Insufficient time to spend with service 

users

This survey revealed the relationship-centred, value-based factors which contribute to social 
workers’ professional identity



Making a difference “I have the privilege of working closely
with people from all walks of life and
even if there is one small change that
will improve their quality of life, then I
am doing my job.” (Learning disability
services social worker)

“There is a ridiculous amount of duplication of
paperwork as well as IT systems that are
constantly changing and often do not work,
particularly in conjunction with each other.”
(Adult mental health services social worker)

This Photo by Unknown 
Author is licensed under CC 
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Feeling dissatisfied

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Black_Man_Working_at_his_Desk_Cartoon_Vector.svg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


Building a strong profession

WHY?

IS COLLECTIVE ACTION USEFUL?



Social workers who are members of
their professional body are more
likely to have a stronger sense of
identity and belonging to a collective
profession.



What next?
• Run series of virtual focus groups

1. With Students and education providers
2. With a mix of voluntary, community and 
statutory social workers
3. With the cohort who were most satisfied 

• Draft profession wide guidance based on the research and focus 
groups

• Host a joint WSWD event in March 2021 to publish our guidance 




