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Notes of

2nd Standing Conference
for Social Work and Social Workers
Standing Conference for Social Work and Social Workers brings together
social work representatives, allies and influencers to:

Strengthen social work, support social workers and improve the context
for social work, to ensure better experience and better outcomes for
people using our services.
The Standing Conference furthers this purpose through building relationships across the sector,
identifying shared goals and developing joint strategies and plans to achieve them. Standing
conference will provide opportunities for stakeholders to communicate, confer and collaborate.
We will end up with clear actions from the conference and from any sub-groups created.

Convened by

www.basw.co.uk

Foreword

Gerry Nosowska
Chair of BASW

Ruth Allen
Chief Executive Oﬃcer (CEO) of BASW

Thank you to all contributors and supporters of the 2nd UK Standing Conference for Social Work
and Social Workers held on 30th October 2018. It was a fascinating and very productive day.
The summary notes from our discussion and initial proposed actions are found in this document.
As BASW Chair Gerry Nosowska said in her opening address, imagine for a moment a society
without social workers. Thinking about this helps focus our collective determination to support
and develop the profession.
Social workers protect, enable and empower people at risk, in crisis or experiencing other major
life challenges. Social work is about making lives better. At our best, we do this in ways that are
unique, highly skilled and deeply connected with the people and communities we serve.
In times of rising poverty, with huge pressures and well documented underfunding in all parts
of the public sector, particularly in England, and instability in politics across the UK, it is essential
we create platforms to support and promote frontline social work practice. Bringing together
often-disparate players across our sector to communicate, confer and collaborate, is an
important part of this. This is not always about agreeing but it is about listening and discussing.
The idea for UK Standing Conference was born in 2016 following the ‘Social Work Summit’,
coordinated by BASW in the wake of the closure of the College of Social Work in England. BASW
initiated and developed the Standing Conference with stakeholders and is committed to
continuing to coordinate in collaboration with others – across the UK.
With cross-sector agreement, in November 2019 we propose to hold another – larger – main
conference event. We hope that many more social work practitioners and people who use social
work services will be there. To get there we will coordinate the Steering Group of the Standing
Conference to make this happen and follow up with partners on the ongoing themes from
2017/18: social work education; regulation; working conditions; relationship-based practice;
challenging poverty and austerity.
We look forward to working with all our sector partners in 2019.
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Notes of the 2nd Standing Conference for Social Work
and Social Workers October 2018
1. Update on key themes from 1st Standing Conference 2017
This is available here:
https://www.basw.co.uk/system/files/resources/UK%20Standing%20conference%20of%20
social%20work%20June17%20%28006%29%20FINAL_0.pdf
Regulation:
This major theme was discussed in 2017 particularly in relation to the development of a new
regulator – Social Work England (SWE) – taking over from the Health and Social Care
Professionals Council in England. Since that time, SWE has developed and been established as
an organisation outside of Department for Education (DfE)/Department of Health and Social
Care (DHSC). It has appointed a Chair and CEO and is currently establishing its Board.
Following the discussions at the 2017 Standing Conference, BASW published a position
statement on regulation in March 2018. This is available here:
www.basw.co.uk/media/news/2018/mar/basw-position-statement-regulation-social-workand-social-workers-uk
Several members of the Standing Conference 2017 and 2018 were part of the Advisory Group
to the development of SWE including BASW, Joint Universities Social Work Education
Committee (JUCSWEC), Association of Professors of Social Work (APSW), Unison, Shaping Our
Lives. They had a considerable influence on the shaping of SWE, including directly contributing
to the appointment of the Chair. The Advisory Group has been disbanded but other routes for
ongoing dialogue have been set up, notably the Professional Expert Group.
A key issue now is the composition of the Board. While the CEO and Chair have social work
backgrounds, no other Board members yet appointed have social work experience or
qualifications. Social work leadership at Board level – alongside the other technical and
governance requirements of Board members – was long recommended by the advisory group.
Two members of the SWE staff team, both social workers, attended and spoke at the Standing
Conference 2018 to update on the stage of development of SWE. Their role is to develop
recommendations for the CPD and re-registration pathway for the regulator and to ensure
extensive sector engagement.
It was helpful to have all four regulators in the UK in attendance at the 2018 event and to
have their explicit support for Standing Conference going forward. Discussions were had
about the ongoing opportunities for learning across all four nations.
Actions on Regulation theme 2018:
a) Partners interested in collaborating on further influencing the ongoing development
and governance of SWE to contact British Association of Social workers (BASW) who
will coordinate ongoing Standing Conference feed in and other actions.

3

Social Work Education:
The second theme from 2017 was Social Work Education. Again, this mainly concerned
England, including the uncertainty over student bursaries; the impact of ‘fast track’ specialised
programmes on the education sector (including on applications to traditional Masters’
programmes); unequal allocation of state funding; the uncoupling of some social work training
from the university and research sectors.
An education sub-group met three times after Standing Conference 2017. The concerns raised
last year continue in England. The experience in the other UK countries is very different. Generic
initial social work education is much more settled within the Universities at BA or Masters’ levels
and there is broad satisfaction with the quality and relevance of training – both of which have
been questioned by some in government and others in the much bigger, more diverse English
education sector.
Janet Melville-Wiseman from JUCSWEC and Anna Gupta from APSW were present to give an
update on behalf of the educators. The concerns of 2017 continue largely unchanged in terms
of uncertainty about the future funding of mainstream social work training in England, bursaries,
and whether the pool of graduates wishing to come into mainstream Masters (MA) programmes
will diminish as fast track, specially funded post-graduate programmes are set to expand to
10% of new social workers in England.
The education group at it’s last meeting in September suggested more work needs to be done
by Standing Conference members on definition, purpose and outputs

Actions on the Education theme 2018:
a) The Education group will continue to meet. BASW will support coordination.
b) The group will work on positive proposals for sustainable, high quality system of
training in England.
c) The Standing Conference Steering group will agree how to take forward a strategic
theme on ‘what works’ in social work education across the UK.
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2.

UK Standing Conference 2018 – agenda

Three key contemporary issues for social work were covered; working conditions for social
workers; relationship-based practice; anti-poverty/anti-austerity action. These areas, agreed
in advance of the conference with invitees, relate to BASW’s current campaign priorities and
are cross-cutting themes for all of social work, across the UK. There are differences in each
country which came out in the discussion.
Following a short presentation on each theme, table top discussions led to feedback, the
outputs from which have been condensed into this short report and summary actions. Further
actions against each theme will be discussed at the Standing Conference steering group and
distributed to invitees/attendees.

2.1 Working conditions for social work: Priorities for action, strategic levers,
tactics and making a positive difference
Launch of UK Social Worker Working Conditions and Wellbeing Report
Presented by the author, Dr Jermaine Ravalier, research by Bath Spa University with BASW and
Social Workers Union (SWU).
The full report is available here
www.basw.co.uk/system/files/resources/Working%20Conditions%20%20Stress%20%282018%2
9%20pdf.pdf
Dr Ravalier presented the key findings from his second social worker working conditions selfreport survey of 3221 social workers across the UK, 2642 being in England.
In line with 2017 findings, the research found that working conditions (irrespective of job role
within social work) are still ‘chronically poor – worse than the UK national average’ using the
same methodology. There is an exception in the amount of support received from peers, which
was relatively positive. However, in comparison to 2017 figures, it would appear that over the
past 12 months, working conditions have consistently worsened.
The report found that levels of job dissatisfaction were high, as well turnover intentions
(although migration to other jobs was much higher than attrition), presenteeism, and stress. In
fact, each of these measures were higher than the 2017 figures, again demonstrating that each
are progressively worsening. Once again, the workload demands within social work was the
one consistent working condition which had the biggest influence on the outcome measures
included in the study (stress, job satisfaction, presenteeism, and turnover intentions).
The study also identified areas of better employment practice, good working conditions and
success factors for better workplace satisfaction and wellbeing.
The next step in the project between Bath Spa University, BASW and SWU is to create an
evidence-based ‘tool kit’ and guide on effecting change and supporting wellbeing in the
workplace, with generic value across the UK. This will be supported by implementation activities
by Bath Spa, BASW and SWU, in liaison with employers and other relevant sector leaders.
Taskforce for social worker wellbeing and safety in Northern Ireland
Chief Social Worker for Northern Ireland Sean Holland announced the establishment of a
government task force and the development of a best practice guide by his department, to
tackle the high level of intimidation, threats and violence against social workers uncovered in
the BASW report, ‘Insult and Injury’, earlier this year. He said ‘It is not acceptable for employers
to know about this and rely on the resilience of social workers’.
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Headlines from working conditions discussion:
n What outcomes do you think are needed?
n What are the priorities?
n What actions will help to achieve these priorities?

– Use evidence of what works in good employment practice
– Promote learning cultures and CPD
– Influence employers and support organisational change
– Promote work environments that feel valuing
– Reduce unnecessary bureaucracy
– Reduce workload
– Improve availability of reflective supervision
– Listen to and act on voice of practitioners
– Challenge austerity
– Better recruitment and retention practice
– Pay attention to staff safety in all forms: physical and psychological
– Support individual social workers better through e.g. advice, representation, wellbeing
support, coaching and mentoring
– Develop practice leadership – values, ethics, inspiration
– Ensure effective management
– Recognise the ethical distress that comes from not being able to provide what you feel
you should as a professional, because of cuts and/or restrictive policies
– Learn ‘what works’ in supporting social workers across contexts: LA, NHS, 3rd Sector,
private

Actions on the working conditions theme:
a) Jermaine Ravalier, Bath Spa University, BASW and SWU to produce an evidencebased toolkit/guidance on workplace wellbeing for social workers and employers
early 2019, linked to existing initiatives in each country and implementation actions
with employers, unions, social workers and stakeholders.
b) BASW and others to develop collaborative approaches to social worker wellbeing
and safety in Northern Ireland, supporting the initiatives of the Chief Social Worker.
c) Standing conference members to contact BASW and SWU for further involvement
and sharing of ideas and support initiatives on better working conditions.
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2.2

Relationship-based social work:
How we can promote relationship-based social work across the UK?

Introduced by Gerry Nosowska, Chair of BASW
‘Relationship-based social work (RBSW) is not new, it is as old as social work itself. It is timely
to consider it now as inequality and division is prevalent.
Gillian Ruch writes wonderfully about how relationships are not just the means to an end in
social work but are also an end in themselves: a model and an example of how things can be
different; a therapeutic encounter; an empowering experience.
Of course, this is what social work should be like all the time. So why isn’t it? It’s not because
social workers don’t want this.
I think three things are needed for great social work: capability, support and opportunity.
There are a few things I want to pick out and a few solutions I want to suggest, based on the
evidence and our discussions in BASW:
n Capability: Working relationally isn’t just a technical exercise, prioritising competence,

targets and process undermines this
– we need people to learn through experience and with support to use their own self
n Support: Working relationally is demanding, it requires integrity and self-awareness,
being preoccupied or stressed undermines this
– we need good supervision, peer support and critical reflection
n Relationship building requires space, time and genuine empathy, being in a rush or short
of resources undermines this
– we need understanding of what social work actually is and the opportunity to carry it
out.
The working conditions topic includes increasing support for direct work – so there is a lot of
overlap.
BASW England is currently running a campaign called 80:20 to ‘reverse’ the working situation
that many practitioners face, in which close to 80% of their time is spent on admin tasks rather
than working directly with families. This includes building links with local authorities to identify
how social workers can be freed up to have more time with people.
Some other areas of activity that BASW has identified that can help here are:
n Helping the public to better understand what social work is and what it offers –

challenging myths about social work and sharing stories of the difference it makes. World
Social Work day in March is about relationships which is a chance to highlight how social
work improves lives through the relationships we have.
n Raising the profile of social work in health settings – so that there is support for our
relationship-based work. This includes work to influence policy, highlight social work in
integrated settings, and jointly campaign for resources for social work with other
professional bodies.
n Social work across borders – combatting the negative effect of borders on social work.
This includes how we can build relationships with people across borders, from other
countries and cultures, and how we can work across political boundaries after Brexit.
Our aim in all of this is to make time for relationship-based social work – we need to convince
others of its value, build support for this and break down barriers to it.’
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Headlines from relationship-based social work discussions
n How can we increase understanding of relationship-based social work, especially for

World Social Work Day?

n How can we build support for relationship-based social work?

– Open, fair culture at work
– Building effective teams
– Better supervision and leadership
– Values based CPD
– Improve quality of relationships between citizens and staff/staff and organisations:
recognise these parallel and influence each other
– Time and work capacity is essential for relational work
– Model good relationships throughout organisations
– Clear and confident social work offer – rooted in relationships
– Promoting evidence of social work effectiveness through relationships
– Gaining/using feedback from people experiencing our work
– Develop alliances and relationships of solidarity with people who use services
– Capture relationship-based practice in how we evaluate quality
– Reduce transactional approaches but...
– ... ensure important administration and IT enable RBSW
– Identify and counter work environments hostile to RBSW
– RBSW part of rights based/empowerment approaches: its not just a professional want!
– The relational is radical and the radical must be relational
– Harness the power of stories

Actions on the relationship-based practice theme:
a) BASW will promote 80:20 campaign in England, working with employers and
politicians to promote conditions for practice to reverse the ‘80% computers; 20%
professional and direct work’ balance. Anyone interested to get in touch with BASW.
b) Propose creation of a Standing Conference joint position statement on RBSW and
the power of relationships to be released for World Social Work Day. BASW to
coordinate, developed collaboratively with Standing Conference stakeholders and
steering group.
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Introduced by Peter Unwin, Senior Lecturer in Social Work, University of Worcester
Peter was involved from the outset of the 2017 ‘Boot Out Austerity’ 100 mile awareness raising
walk coordinated by BASW’s past Chair, Guy Shennan. Peter introduced the imperative of social
workers tackling poverty and austerity through their practice, through critiquing and challenging
policies that exacerbate rather than reduce inequality and through building alliances including
with people using services who are most affected.
We asked:
n How can we reduce the impact of austerity and economic hardship on our
communities?
n What can we do?
n How can we influence others?
Feedback on 1 action and 1 influence from each table
– Challenge poverty and austerity as human rights and social justice imperatives for
professional practice
– Include poverty and austerity in qualifying programmes
– Answer the question ‘what is an anti-poverty practitioner?’
– Further promote the Professional Capabilities Framework in England to embed antipoverty and anti-austerity practice
– Value generic social work skills that counter poverty across all fields of practice
– Harness public health approaches and evidence
– Campaign against poverty and austerity and act together – as social workers,
professionals and with people using services and affected by poverty
– Find ways of practising ethically in ‘no resources’ reality
– Challenge ‘no recourse to public funds’ and destitution policies

Actions on the anti-poverty and anti-austerity theme:
a) Promote anti-poverty and anti-austerity social work in all our respective
organisations.
b) BASW and its partners will produce and disseminate its anti-poverty practice guide
in early 2019.
c) Standing Conference Steering Group to promote anti-austerity and anti-poverty
actions across organisations.
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Next Steps
In early 2019:
n BASW will convene the Steering Group and take forward all the actions arising

from the Standing Conference.
n The Education sub-group will be convened.

n A draft position statement on relationship based practice will be produced for

ratification by Standing Conference partners in time for World Social Work Day on
19th March.
n A date and venue for another – larger – conference will be proposed for November

2019

For further information or comments
please email ruth.allen@basw.co.uk
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