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Welcome everyone to the first UK Standing Conference for Social Work of
recent times. We are very pleased to see you here and to welcome you,
knowing that some of you have travelled a long distance from different
parts of the UK. We have tried to ensure four nation representation here
today – and if, as we hope, this builds and is successful, we want to
achieve an even greater reach.

A Standing Conference of seven small social work representative bodies came together in 1970
to create BASW. This is a very different event for a different time. Born out of the BASW Social
Work Summit that was held in early 2016, today’s event has been developed through the
collaboration of several organisations and with the help of numerous individuals many of whom
are here today, who have shared the view that there is benefit in recognising we are one profession
across the UK despite the devolution of social care policies, laws and the regulation of social
workers. In these politically turbulent times with a lot of talk of what divides us across the UK, we
believe there is potentially great benefit in remembering we are an international profession, with
international codes of ethics and many shared values, principles, experiences, challenges and
successes that transcend national boundaries.

At a practical level, we believe there is much to be learnt across our UK boundaries, about what
has and has not worked in tackling social issues in places that often have more similarities than
differences. We should still use the fact that we are the UK as a fascinating source of comparison,
contrast and learning. We hope we will do that today.

Today has always been intended to be an opportunity for dialogue not only across different parts
of the social work world, but also with people using services which will be at the heart of the day.
We are very pleased to be joined by Becki Meakin, General Manager of Shaping our Lives, who
will be speaking a little later with her colleagues Graham Price, and other members of that
organisation and other organisations representing people who use services. 

We believe that dialogue with people who use services – and the development of true co-
production – needs to be at the heart of professional development and policy making. This is
essential if social work as a profession is to be strong, credible, reflective and effective. 

A message from Sean Holland Chief Social Worker for Northern Ireland who
could not attend:

We need to hold on to the simple truth that social work is a good thing. We protect and improve
the social wellbeing of people who for a variety of reasons find it compromised. The fact that we
do this is a good thing for those individuals, their families and friends, the communities they live
in and ultimately society. Altruism runs deep in the human condition and we get the chance to
act on that desire on behalf of the wider community guided by our values and commitment to
social justice. 

So, if social work is a good thing a strong social work profession is actually in everyone’s interest.
A lot of things need to happen to make social work stronger but a really good starting point is to
tap into the collective experience, wisdom and passion of the profession as to where do we go
from here. If we can do that we will make far more progress than following centrally issued edicts
from people like me. What you are doing tomorrow with the establishment of a Standing
Conference can be a really important step towards that.
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Dr Ruth Allen, CEO of BASW

The aims of the UK Standing Conference for Social Work

The term ‘Standing Conference’ is used to mean several different types of
event and collaboration. It is a term sometimes used to describe a group
of organisations that create a higher level of formal organisation. But it is
also used to describe a committed group of stakeholders organised

around a common theme. In the latter sense, it is purposeful but looser than in the first. 

The starting point we have been discussing in planning meetings with partners is for the Standing
Conference to be a wide forum for social work organisations and key stakeholders to
communicate, confer and collaborate around issues of strategic concern to the profession. 

This should include representatives of people who use social work services, or are affected by
them. These will not be organisations seeking merger or change to their organisational
distinctiveness. Some organisations will be pre-existing allies or partners in areas of work, others
may have differences of opinion or ideology. 

There will be diversity in terms of the formal power and influence held by different stakeholders.
Through creating a context for discussion and debate that can advance social work practice and
impact, it is hoped that the profession will be strengthened and ideas that promote the core ethics
and values of social work will come through in debate and in show casing the best of the
profession.

From the planning meetings we have suggested that the full Standing Conference is an annual,
large event involving many organisations. 

It is also proposed that a core group meets (around) twice per year and supports BASW in
delivering the full Standing Conference e.g. by agreeing a theme and the general format of the
event, and agreeing the invitation list. 

A third strand would be sub-groups set up by the Standing Conference to work on specific topics
on a time limited or long term basis.

Today’s programme

We can’t predict exactly how today with go, but we accept that and we will tackle difficult issues.

We are using graphic facilitation to help with concepts and out of this can come shared graphics
to give Standing Conference visual identity. The graphic facilitator will be asked at points to
describe what she has been capturing as we have visually impaired people present. 

Aims of the day

These are not hard and fast but as set in the planning meetings, include:

n Identifying and exploring priorities for strategic action
n Aiming for consensus where possible and mapping divergences where necessary
n Providing a formal and informal platform for people to collaborate and discuss within the
Standing Conference and subsequently

n Create confidence, energy and momentum for the profession and for people using our
services

At the end of the day will hope to know which organisations want to be/continue to be in the
organising group which will communicate outside of the ‘events’ with BASW coordinating.
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The Service-User Perspective – Shaping Our Lives

Shaping Our Lives is a user-led organisation, part of
a national network of such groups that specialise in
involving and including service users in the planning and delivery of services.
They promote a vision of the world where service users have the same rights
and opportunities as the wider population and crucially have choice and
control over the services they use and how they live their lives. 

Service User is a term preferred by Shaping Our Lives as a self-identifier. It
is used as an active and positive term but it also connotes the consequences of being a user of
services. Being a service user means living an unequal and oppressive relationship with the State
and society, long-term use of services can lead to feelings of inferiority, or a sense that something
is wrong.

Based on research conducted with service users on behalf of HCPC in summer 2015 and
published in January 2016, policy-makers can develop their understanding of what regulation
means to service users. What service users want is for a regulator to guarantee that they will be
protected, kept safe and that their dignity be ensured. Professional accountability and a
consistent standard of service are key to this, as well as clear avenues of recourse should
something go wrong. 

Currently service users feel that standards are imposed in too top-down a manner, with little
consultation and poor grounding in service user experience. Focus should be on empowering
service users to push for and pull up standards. At the moment rights, duties and regulation are
hard to navigate for the majority who don’t happen to have professional training and there is no
national charter for service users to rely on to compare services received. The need for clearer
recourse is also necessary for social workers who whistle blow when they see that services are
not being delivered according to the highest standards. 

The key asks of a new regulator from a service user perspective are therefore: 

n Consistency and accountability through a partnership approach that acknowledges and
seeks to dismantle the power imbalance, leading to stronger relationships between
service user and social worker

n A person-centred approach delivered by a dedicated social worker in an accessible and
inclusive manner

n Open communication but consistent confidentiality between the different agencies,
ensuring transparency and trust

n Accurate, clear and reliable communication by the social worker which can only be
achieved through working closely and inclusively with the service user

n Built-in opportunities for service users to reflect on and review the service they receive.
n A requirement for social workers to take part in regular, on-going training with service
users as part of the CPD framework 

n Service user monitoring, similar to the way it is conducted in the health and care services 

Good and equal relationships are the foundation of effective social work. Through high quality
communication as part of person-centred practice social workers and service users are
empowered to achieve service improvements. The support and opportunity to reflect on that
practice is crucial to guaranteeing national standard. To this end Shaping Our Lives is co-
producing a service user and social work charter that sets out the core principles of good practice: 

n Social model approach
n Rights based practice
n Promotion of independent living
n Valuing the voices of people with lived experience 
n Opposing discrimination and working for social justice



Session One 

The conference broke into small groups to discuss ‘what success would look like for the first
meeting of the Standing Conference’. The groups came back together in a plenary session, from
which emerged the following key points: 

n Forging contacts across the sector:
   • Mending bridges
   • Re-establishing channels of communication 
   • A catalyst for greater engagement of front-line practitioners 
   • A change in the tone of communication with colleagues in allied agencies, cooperative

not adversarial 
   • A new collaborative way of working with Government to prevent divide and rule

n Helping develop common social work policy 
   • Taking on contested issues
   • Having difficult discussions
   • Agreeing a definition of social work in the UK 
   • Re-calibrating the relationship between the different institutions of social work,

prioritising the voice of the frontline profession 
   • A powerful voice defending social work and those who use social work services

n Identifying and strategizing to meet long-term challenges 
   • Acknowledging that the profession is at a crossroads
   • Rising to creative pressures 
   • Developing a plan that will look ahead years not just months 
   • Claim, own and fight for position within policy-making framework

n Creating collaboration, forums or sub-groups to work on those challenges
   • Creating a pool of influence 
   • Clear agreed actions that all members of the Standing Conference will take

responsibility for delivering 
   • Reclaiming the direction of the profession, what good practice looks like to be

developed from bottom up not top down

n Strengthening ties between the social work sector in the four nations of the UK
   • Agreeing high-level principles for all four nations 
   • Breaking out of national silos
   • Learning from each other 
   • Drive against the postcode lottery

Session two: Regulation

This session explored the purpose and priorities of regulation across the UK, with a particular
focus on the government’s plans for a new regulator in England. David Jones led the session
with a presentation of his paper on social work regulation, its history and its future. After
discussion about questions posed about regulation, the plenary session came to the following
conclusions: 

n Social Work England should be concerned with more than just the registration and
regulation of individual social workers

   • Social work agencies need regulation too, this is crucial particularly because of the
increasing diversity of providers 

   • There should be an employer’s code that is enforced by the new regulator. LGA
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employer standards could be a starting point and it should be statutory
   • Organisations need to face consequences when social work and social workers are not

well supported
   • Managers and supervisors need to maintain registration and be professionally

accountable as much the frontline workers. It’s bad practice higher up that often creates
poor organisational cultures

n Regulation should address the context in which social work is delivered
   • Regulation should help us resolve the tension between loyalty to employers and duty to

service users. (Examples of where that tension is highly problematic might include the
Prevent Program and the situation of asylum seekers where statutory duties may not
meet human rights/social justice practice expectations of professionals

   • Regulation should help to re-enforce public and professional confidence in social
worker knowledge and stress the importance of continued learning

   • Improving the organisational context of social work is a regulatory concern

n Regulation must protect the public 
   • Accessible language which reflects service users’ and carers’ concerns should be used to

give a better understanding of what regulation is for
   • Regulation should provide a better, less defensive, way of dealing with complaints against

social workers, the majority of which arise out of inadequate communication 
   • Regulation should empower service users and whistle-blowers to demand their rights be

respected, rather than being forced to fight against the system 
   • The profession must push back against the shaping of regulation according to current or

future political priorities
   • Important to ensure that employers cannot ask employees to break their own code of

ethics and regulatory standards
   • Service users need a system of recourse if they do not receive the services they are

entitled to 
   • A constitution for social work, like the NHS one, could be given to all service users at the

start of their interaction with social services, it would let them know what their rights are
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n A new regulator in England is an opportunity to establish what type of regulation works 
   • Impact research should be done on the merits/benefits of a. regulation, b. no regulation

and c. regulating the entire social care workforce 
   • Developing regulation should require compromise; different stakeholders cannot be

allowed to stay in their siloes. Regulation needs to work for all 
   • Student social workers must be registered by the regulator
   • HCPC regulates minimum standards, the other nations’ regulators see themselves as

improvement agencies. Where will Social Work England be located? 
   • A kitemark could be introduced for organisations as a visible proof of employers’ code

enforcement and as a useful recruitment and retention tool 
   • The board of the new regulator should be composed of a small majority of non-social

workers but the social workers on the board should be appointment in the same way as
non-social workers, rather than delegated 

   • In Scotland the regulator must have service user and carer representation by law

n The needs and wants of service users don’t change across borders so professional and
regulatory principles should remain the same

   • There is a need for overarching regulatory principles that meet common standards and
also ease the migration of social workers across the four nations

   • Training equivalence across the four nations is crucial, but we also need to explore a
social work visa system for professionals coming from further afield 

   • All other nations beside England, and most other professions in England, have a CPD
framework owned by the professional body. This needs to be developed at UK level by
BASW with sector support

   • The Standing Conference should be the driver for this UK CPD framework 
   • With different legislation comes different CPD needs across the four nations, but core

practice is similar
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Session three: Education 

A panel of social work educators discussed key themes in social work education with reference
to the four nations and their own contexts with the participation of service user groups. After a
short time discussing the future of social work education in individual groups, the plenary session
agreed the following points: 

n Fast track schemes should be judged on their own merits, not by how politicians use
them

   • The continuing funding disparity between the fast track schemes and the university
routes is a big problem 

   • There is a need for greater transparency over what money is going where in social work
training and education and how it is apportioned

   • The lack of bursaries means the fast tracks (paid routes) are preferred
   • In England there is also the recent development of apprenticeships which are employer

led and which need to meet the standard of education expected of all social work
education 

   • There is a drift towards ‘training’ rather than education in England that may make the
learning process less rigorous or comprehensive 

   • The Government needs to respect student social workers whatever system they are in
   • There is much to be learnt from the comparison across four nations

n Bursaries are in danger which is putting the profession in danger 
   • They are unpredictably allocated and they may not be going to the right people because

they are not allocated according to need
   • Women returners to work are often in particular need of bursaries if they have

dependents
   • It’s impossible to attract people into the profession without a clear and secure funding

base for students
   • On the other hand, in some place it was reported it’s become hard to fill bursary places 
   • The uncertainty over bursaries makes it impossible for universities to plan and so many

are dropping social work courses
   • Bursaries must not be considered as income by DWP – resulting in the withdrawal of

benefits necessary to live

n Social work education is landscape is becoming extremely complicated and incoherent 
   • Teaching partnerships have mixed support, each is so different and their creation in

some areas and no others is divisive across the HEI sector
   • Some suggested there may be too many courses, too many access pathways, not

enough equity of funding allocation
   • There will soon be areas of England with no HEI providing a social work course making

it difficult to see how will LAs fill their recruitment needs 
   • There is a severe lack of quality placements for students 
   • There is a need for the education sector and other stakeholders to be more proactive

and less reactive to e.g. government agenda on education. The sector needs to start
devising strategies and making the arguments for more coherent approaches

   • There may be a role for students to mobilise around what they want as they are the
social workers of the future. Student mobilisation within the SC is key to future of the
profession

   • There is a demographic time-bomb: The workforce is ageing, this especially acute in
London where newly qualified staff cannot afford to live
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Actions

1    Organisations and individuals agreed that the Standing Conference will be
formalised with BASW providing secretariat support. BASW will undertake a process
of sign up to the Standing Conference and will develop the governance
arrangements.

2      An education action group will be formed, with diverse stakeholders opting in from
the Standing Conference membership, to develop a manifesto or proposal for social
work education which would look at educational models, links with research, the
value of diverse routes into social work, placements and adequate financing as
matters of priority. 

3      A statement should be produced laying out the aims and value of the Standing
Conference for Social Work and Social Workers. This will include maintaining an
international perspective (UK and IFSW linked).

4      Meetings with ministers and key civil servants including the chief social workers and
their equivalents in all nations will be necessary to ensure that dialogue with the
profession is included in all government developments. 

5      The topics of Standing Conference events should become a series of position
statements that become proposals for strategic campaigning. 

In conclusion:

COMMUNICATE, CONFER, COLLABORATE 
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