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Whose profession is it anyway?  
Central government in England and 
qualifying education in social work 

Abstract 

In the past 10 years, there has been considerable central government investment in social 

work qualifying education in England which has resulted in substantial increases in the number 

of social workers qualifying each year.  This paper will describe the way in which social work 

qualifying education has risen up the central government policy agenda and the impact of 

other central government initiatives which have had an impact upon employers’ expectations 

of the performance of newly qualified social workers.  The process has highlighted 

longstanding tensions between employers’, workers’ and educators’ perspectives on the role 

of qualifying education.  Drawing together the results from a series of empirical studies on 

student and qualified social workers’ with an account of policy developments, the paper will 

highlight the way in which policymaking in central and local government has shaped the nature 

of social work practice as ‘agents of the welfare state’. 
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Introduction 

The prescription of how to practice has sapped the profession’s ability to 
develop its own knowledge and skills base. Most worryingly, there has been 
so much focus on improving social work skill in the timely assessment of 
children and families, that insufficient attention has been given to providing 
social workers with the knowledge and skills to help them. 

(Munro, 2011, para 8.18) 

With these words, the Munro Review articulated some of the major debates that have taken 

place about the role of social work in England in the past decade (see for example, Orme, 
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2001; Lawler & Harlow, 2005; Carey, 2007; Harris, 2008).  Significantly, these views were 

neither expressed in a conference paper nor in an academic journal article but in a report 

commissioned by the United Kingdom (UK) Coalition government to identify the barriers to 

good social work practice and to recommend improvements to child protection in England 

(Hansard, 2010b), the recommendations of which have been already accepted by government 

(Department for Education, 2011).  At the same time, the Review concluded that: 

Not all newly qualified social workers are emerging from degree courses 
with the necessary knowledge, skills and expertise; and they are especially 
unprepared to deal with the challenges posed by child protection work. 

(Munro, 2011, para 6.43) 

This paper considers why, and how, discussions about social work qualifying education have 

become such an important part of the central government policy agenda.  It argues that a 

combination of increased demand and shortages of domestically trained social workers have 

created a focus on qualifying education as a key means to achieving a sufficient number of 

skilled social workers.  This has fuelled longstanding discussions about whether the function of 

qualifying education is to produce workers to work in regulated social work settings or if there 

is a wider responsibility to provide students with a wider repertoire of transferable skills and 

understanding.  The paper concludes that the nature of central government involvement in 

social work qualifying education is more complex than is sometimes presented by its critics.  

However, the focus on qualifying education often seems to take place at the expense of 

debates about the role of social workers in practice and the skills that they need.  Ultimately, 

this may not be the most cost effective way of bringing improvements in practice. 

Methods 

The issues discussed in this paper draw on two scoping reviews looking at readiness to practise 

and the social work curriculum (Moriarty, 2011; Moriarty et al., 2011 advance access), 

empirical data from a series of studies undertaken by the Social Care Workforce Research Unit 

based at King’s College London (Evaluation of Social Work Degree Qualification in England 

Team, 2008; Harris et al., 2008; Baginsky et al., 2010; Hussein et al., 2011; Sharpe et al., 2011; 

Manthorpe et al., 2011 advance access) and my own experience as a member of two working 

groups set up to inform the work of the Social Work Reform Board (a body aimed at together 

key organisations involved in social work education, practitioners, employers, and people using 

services).  These outputs contain full details of the methods but, in summary, these studies use 

mixed methods approaches, including surveys, interviews, and secondary analysis to obtain 

information from a variety of stakeholders including social work educators, students, social 

workers, and employers.  The paper draws together themes from these differing sorts of data 

to investigate how reforms to social care have been dominated by debates about social work 

qualifying education and the role of government in shaping these changes. 
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Social work qualifying education in England 

The history of social work qualifying education in the UK is complicated, partly because of its 

early origins in the philanthropic and charitable activities of various voluntary organisations 

followed by a period from 1948-1968 in which three different central government 

departments each had responsibility for different types of social work (Manthorpe, 2002; 

Payne, 2005; Davis, 2008).  These factors help explain why the General Social Care Council (the 

current regulator of social work in England) has identified 50 different qualifications known as 

Schedule 1 which confer eligibility on the holder to apply for registration as a qualified social 

worker (Carol Walker, personal communication, 2011; General Social Care Council, 2008).  

Admittedly, many of these are linked to an award from a specific university or other higher 

education institution prior to 1971 but their sheer number illustrates the piecemeal nature of 

social work qualifying education until 1970 when the Central Council for Education and 

Training in Social Work (CCETSW) was appointed to take responsibility for recognising social 

work courses and awarding qualifications in social work.  CCETSW introduced a new 

qualification - the Certificate of Qualification in Social Work (CQSW) in 1971.  This was followed 

by the Certificate in Social Service (CSS) in 1977, mainly designed for staff in residential or day 

care settings.  The original intention was that the two awards should be ‘equal but different’ 

(Lymbery et al., 2000, 272) but the CSS was only available to students sponsored by an 

employer and so was an entirely work-based route to a professional qualification.  A further 

complexity is that until the passage of the Care Standards Act (2000), ‘social worker’ was not a 

protected title, meaning that there was no guarantee that people employed in occupations 

classified as ‘social work’ would necessarily hold a social work qualification. 

In 1991, a new social work qualification, the Diploma in Social Work (DipSW) (Central Council 

for Education and Training in Social Work, 1989) was introduced to provide a more unified 

approach to social work education.  As with the predecessor CQSW qualification, the DipSW 

was a generic - or, as it is more usually termed outside the UK, generalist - award designed to 

prepare social workers to work across all settings and with all service users but a decision was 

taken to make it a two – rather than three – year qualification, despite requests to do so from 

CCETSW (Central Council for Education and Training in Social Work, 1987a, 1987b).  This 

caused disappointment among social work educators and some others in the sector who had 

hoped that the government would legislate to make social work an all-graduate profession 

(Orme et al., 2009).  Instead, the then Conservative government argued that it would be more 

effective to allocate resources to in-service training and the establishment of new work-based 

awards, National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs) (Hansard, 1991).  These developments were 

intended to increase the skills base of the larger social care workforce, such as workers in care 

homes and nursing homes, as well as the smaller social work workforce. 

During the 1990s, applications to social work programmes fell considerably (Perry & Cree, 

2003; Moriarty & Murray, 2007) and this began to be a cause of concern within the 

Department of Health (DH), which at that time was wholly responsible for social work 

qualifying education in England.  In 2001, it introduced a series of reforms aimed at 
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encouraging more applications to social work, including a switch to degree level qualifying 

programmes (Department of Health, 2001a), a national recruitment campaign (Department of 

Health, 2001b), and financial support for social work students in the form of a non-means 

tested bursary (Department of Health, 2002a). 

As well as introducing a new undergraduate (bachelors) social work degree, the Department of 

Health retained the option whereby graduates in a subject other than social work could 

undertake a shorter qualifying programme at master’s level.  It specified what providers of 

qualifying programmes should do in its Requirements for Social Work Training (Department of 

Health, 2002b).  The Requirements also continued the generic approach to social work 

qualifying education, stating that students must undertake practice (fieldwork) placements in 

two contrasting service settings.  This was a change from the approach taken in many DipSW 

courses whereby students could follow different ‘pathways’ aimed at preparing them either to 

work with adults or children once qualified (Marsh & Triseliotis, 1996; Wallis-Jones & Lyons, 

2002).  This stipulation was later seen by some as evidence that graduates from the new 

programmes would be insufficiently knowledgeable to work with children (for a summary of 

these debates, see Blewett & Tunstill, 2008; Laming, 2009; Social Work Task Force, 2009b). 

The effect of the Department of Health’s reforms to social work education resulted in 

substantial increases in the numbers of students enrolling on social work qualifying 

programmes in England, rising from around 4,500 per year in the mid-1990s to over 6,000 in 

2009-2010 (Moriarty et al., in press).  A mixed-methods longitudinal evaluation of the 

implementation of the new social work degree funded by the Department of Health and based 

on information from students, social work educators, practice educators supervising students 

on ‘field’ placements, employers, and people using services and carers published in June 2008 

was broadly favourable.  While it highlighted the problems caused by shortages of practice 

placements – a longstanding issue heightened by the increased numbers of students and 

increase in the number of days to be spent in practice, the variability in some students’ 

teaching and learning experiences, it did show evidence of skills acquisition among the 

students participating in the study (Evaluation of Social Work Degree Qualification in England 

Team, 2008).  However, hardly had the first cohorts of new degree students graduated, then 

there were calls for further changes to social work qualifying education (for example, Sellick, 

2008; Williams, 2009).  To understand why this happened, it is necessary to look in more detail 

at the debates over the specialist versus generic qualifying education and to consider the 

impact of the way in which the Labour administration (1997-2010) responded to two scandals 

involving children, Victoria Climbié and Peter Connolly. 

Specialist versus generic qualifying education 

Blom (2004) has pointed out that while social work practice is increasingly specialised, the vast 

majority of textbooks and curricula, emphasize generic practice.  As a result of the Local 

Authority Social Services Act (1970), every local authority in England and Wales was required to 

set up a social services committee and rationalise the way that they provided services to 
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children and other persons deemed to be vulnerable, following recommendations made by 

Lord Seebohm (1968).  These steps were thought to be necessary because the rapid expansion 

in local authority welfare services that had taken place since the 1950s had occurred within 

very varied approaches to service delivery so that there was no clear pattern of accountability 

and arrangements across local authorities were often very idiosyncratic (Butler & Drakeford, 

2011). 

Seebohm had favoured a generic approach to provision in which social services departments 

would provide a ‘community based and family oriented service, which will be available to all 

(Seebohm, 1968, para 2, cited in Butler and Drakeford, 2011), but organisational changes and a 

trend towards rationing services towards those deemed to be in greatest need meant that, 

with time, clear moves towards specialisation in the way that social work services were 

provided became evident (Challis & Ferlie, 1988).  As the major employers of social workers, 

local authorities became very influential in shaping the type of social work qualifying education 

that has developed in England.  For example, Lymbery and colleagues (2000) point out that the 

CQSW was subjected to strong criticism from employers very soon after its creation because 

they believed that it failed to prepare students adequately for the tasks that were expected of 

them.  When the CQSW was replaced by the DipSW, the way in which the curriculum was 

organised mirrored the administrative divisions in local authority social services departments 

(Humphries, 1997) and the requirements imposed by CCETSW into what was taught on courses 

were seen by some as significantly expanding the ‘intrusiveness of the state into the 

determination of the social work curriculum’ (for example,Webb, 1996, 189) and questioning 

the right of educators to determine the ethos of social work education (Jones, 1996). 

Crucially, the Requirements for Social Work Training (Department of Health, 2002b) made it 

explicit employers and educators were not the only people with a legitimate role in evaluating 

the outcomes of social work qualifying programmes.  Included in the Requirements was a 

checklist setting out the various roles of stakeholders, such as higher education institutions, 

the GSCC, and practice (field) educators in programme design and delivery.  Strikingly, people 

using services and carers were to be involved in every aspect, ranging from the selection of 

students, to teaching and learning, and quality assurance (2002b, 9).  While people using 

services had been involved in social work qualifying programmes since the 1980s (for example, 

Manthorpe, 2000; Waterson & Morris, 2005), a new financial contribution was made by the 

Department of Health to support this development and this was thought to play an important 

role in mainstreaming the involvement of service users in social work education (Levin, 2004; 

Beresford et al., 2006). 

The impact of scandals and the media 

The Requirements did not lay down a role for the media and the general public in determining 

the nature of social work qualifying education but, in reality, they also exert influences on the 

actions taken by government.  Although negative media portrayals of social work are not 

confined to England – for example, van Heughten (2011) refers to public criticism following the 
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deaths of children in child protection scandals in New Zealand in the 1990s, the profession 

itself has been shown to be very conscious of the way that it is presented in the UK media 

(Galilee, 2005).  Butler and Drakeford refer to the ‘peculiarly British sport of social worker 

baiting’ (Butler & Drakeford, 2011, 198) and date its origins to the death of Maria Colwell, a 

seven year old child whose stepfather was convicted of her murder in 1973, later reduced to 

manslaughter.  This case, they argue, provided a ‘ready point of reference for the future 

reporting of child abuse’, with every child death invoking the death of a previous child, even 

where no other similarities exist (2011, 193). 

In 2003, the House of Commons Health Committee, reporting on the death of Victoria Climbié, 

an eight year old girl whose death was caused by the multiple injuries administered to her over 

a prolonged period by her great aunt with whom she lived and her great aunt’s partner, 

commented that: 

Since 1948 there have been around 70 public inquiries into major cases of 
child abuse.  The names of many of the children who have died have 
become well known, simply because of the terrible nature of their 
deaths…While the particular circumstances of each case are different, there 
are also areas of considerable similarity. In particular, the following 
features recur time after time: 

 Failure of communication between different staff and agencies. 

 Inexperience and lack of skill of individual social workers. 

 Failure to follow established procedures. 

 Inadequate resources to meet demands. 
(House of Commons Health Committee, 2003, para 7) 

The then Labour government commissioned its own report into the death of Victoria Climbié 

to be undertaken by a former director of social services and Chief Inspector of the Social 

Services Inspectorate, Lord Laming.  Following his report (2003), the government responded by 

passing the Children Act (2004) which set out a number of changes to services for children, 

including the establishment of Local Safeguarding Children’s Boards (LSCBs) and the 

appointment of Directors of Children’s Services.  This resulted in one of the most dramatic 

changes to local authority social services departments since their establishment in 1970 – their 

separation into Adult and Children’s departments, although a minority of authorities chose to 

maintain a unified structure (and some have reunified since).  Central government 

responsibility for the workforce working in Children’s Services moved to the former 

Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF), now Department for Education. 

The Act was accompanied by a number of policy documents and guidance aimed at improving 

collaboration between the various agencies responsible for the children’s welfare(Horwath & 

Morrison, 2007).  However, criticisms began to emerge about what was seen as an over-

emphasis on process and procedures over outcomes for children (for example, Ayre & Preston-

Shoot, 2010), and in particular about what were thought to be overly bureaucratic information 

systems (for example, Broadhurst et al., 2010). 
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In 2008, in the aftermath of negative media coverage following the death of Peter Connelly 

(‘Baby P’), a child who lived in the same London borough as did Victoria Climbié at the time of 

her death, Lord Laming was asked by then Secretary of State for Children, Schools and 

Families, Ed Balls, to undertake another report.  Lord Laming’s report expressed concern that 

in some authorities he visited ‘over half of social workers are newly qualified with less than a 

year’s experience’ (para 5.2) and that ‘social workers themselves do not think that their 

training is equipping them to take on the responsibilities for which they are being trained’.  As 

evidence of this, he cited research (CWDC Research Team, 2009) suggesting that ‘two-thirds of 

newly qualified social workers felt that the degree prepared them just enough or not at all for 

their current role’ (Laming, 2009, para 5.9). 

Intervening directly in the way that Haringey Children’s Services were run, Ed Balls sacked the 

Director of Children’s Services, Sharon Shoesmith, for her role in failing to prevent Peter 

Connelly’s death, a decision against which she has successfully appealed (Butler & Watt, 2011).  

Incidentally, although Sharon Shoesmith’s background is in education, she is nearly always 

presented in the media as a social worker (for example, Parry, 2010; Ross, 2011) 

Social Work Task Force & Social Work Reform Board 

Alongside commissioning the report from Lord Laming, the former Labour government’s 

decided that it would set up a Social Work Task Force (SWTF): 

…to undertake a nuts and bolts review of frontline social work practice and 
make recommendations for immediate improvements to practice and 
training as well as long-term change in social work. 

(Hansard, 2009) 

The Task Force was asked to report to both the Secretary of State for Children, Schools and 

Families and to the Secretary of State for Health.  Over 2009, the Task Force undertook a series 

of visits to universities and Adults and Children’s services and issued a call for evidence, 

included among which were a submission from the Association of Directors of Children’s 

Services calling for specialisation in the final year of degree qualifying programmes 

(Association of Directors of Children’s Services Ltd, 2009), a submission from the Association of 

Directors of Adult Services calling for specialisation after initial qualifying education 

(Association of Directors of Adult Social Services, 2009) and a submission from social work 

educators supporting a ‘confirmatory’ year in practice following completion on an initial 

qualifying programme (Joint University Council Social Work Education Committee, 2009).  In 

the end, after producing a series of three reports (Social Work Task Force, 2009a, 2009b, 

2009c), culminating in a final set of 15 recommendations (Social Work Task Force, 2009a). 

Commentators noted how these recommendations were dominated by a focus on qualifying 

education (Mann, 2010; Moriarty et al., 2010).  The comments of one social work educator 

were particularly trenchant: 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 

Page 9 of 20 

…these state agencies have been accorded ever more prominence in 
determining what is social work, what is a social worker, and how they 
should be trained.  It’s ridiculous.  When I taught in Texas my colleagues 
would have thought me mad if I had proposed that the major state agency 
employing social workers should be granted any more privilege to influence 
our curriculum than say a user group or voluntary agency…Moreover, every 
time any report which hints that social work courses or social work students 
are not fit for purpose, which this Report dutifully does, opens the door to 
agencies to have a go at social work education as though all the woes of 
social work stem from that source. 

(Jones, 2009) 

However, in reality, the recommendations were much more of a compromise in which a 

proposal to retain generic education at qualifying level was accompanied by a call for an 

Assessed Year in Employment (now an Assessed and Supported Year in Employment), albeit 

with proposals to strengthen some aspects of the curriculum, including communication with 

children and child development, and to introduce more rigorous selection procedures for 

applicants for qualifying programmes. 

The then Labour government accepted all of the Task Force recommendations and established 

a Social Work Reform Board which brings together key organisations involved in social work 

education in England, practitioners, employers, and people using services to take forward the 

work of the Task Force (Secretary of State for Health and Secretary of State for Children, 

School and Families, 2009).  Following its election in May 2010, the Coalition government 

confirmed its commitment to implementing the Task Force’s recommendations and continuing 

the work of the Reform Board (Hansard, 2010a).  Since then, the Reform Board has proposed a 

number of changes designed to ‘improve the quality and consistency of the social work degree 

in England’ (Social Work Reform Board, 2010, 44), among the most notable of which is to 

introduce a new curriculum based on a single overarching standards framework, the 

Professional Capabilities Framework (PCF).  The Reform Board’s final proposals have yet to be 

published.  However, arguably, the processes by which it has reached its decisions represent a 

more transparent and inclusive process than existed when decisions were made about the 

content of the curriculum for the DipSW. 

Impact of devolution 

One further aspect of social work qualifying education that is worth highlighting is the impact 

of devolution.  Social care is a devolved matter and so, while CCETSW had a UK-wide remit, it 

has been replaced by four successor organisations – the GSCC in England, the Scottish Social 

Services Council, the Care Council Wales, and the Northern Ireland Social Care Council.  

Although the government plans to abolish the GSCC next year and its regulatory functions will 

be taken over by the Health Professions Council, the Scottish Social Services Council, the Care 

Council Wales, and the Northern Ireland Social Care Council will continue to be responsible for 

regulating social work education in their respective UK countries.  Some differences in their 
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approaches have already emerged – for example, Northern Ireland has already introduced an 

Assessed Year in Employment for new social work graduates and all social work qualifying 

programmes are at undergraduate (bachelors) level, in contrast to England, Scotland and 

Wales where masters level social work qualifying programmes continue to exist (Birrell, 2009). 

Work and workload 

Nationally and internationally, important debates have taken place about the extent to which 

social work roles have evolved in accordance with changes in welfare policy and changed 

societal expectations, such as differing ideas about the support that people want (21st Century 

Social Work Review Group, 2006; Blewett et al., 2007; Staniforth et al., 2011).  Some of these 

debates have discussed the extent to which McDonaldization has occurred though which 

complex processes can be divided into competency based tasks that could be undertaken by 

less skilled workers (Healy & Meagher, 2004; Dustin, 2007; Jewell, 2007). 

In the UK, the development of an administrative form of care management (Edwards, 1996) in 

which social workers became increasingly involved in assessment (Parry-Jones et al., 1998; 

Postle, 2002; Weinberg et al., 2003), while other workers were responsible for support and 

review has received particular attention, particularly in terms of the way in which it was 

perceived as having reduced time that could be spent in building relationships with people 

using services and their families: 

Overall, it became apparent that, however much care managers resisted 
changes in their work, even to the extent of describing, as one of them did, 
the interpersonal aspects of it as undercover work, outside forces, driven by 
the market, were forcing changes and making it harder for care managers 
to resist them. 

(Postle, 2001, 21) 

In Children’s Services, the requirements of government-driven pressures to formalise 

organisational procedures and enact them in IT systems was also observed to have had an 

impact on the way that social workers spent their time (Pithouse et al., 2009; Broadhurst et al., 

2010).  The aftermath of the death of Peter Connolly meant that these debates received wider 

attention than before (for example, Russell, 2010).  Among those experts whose voice was 

prominent in warning that initiatives aimed at preventing scandals occurring could have the 

reverse effect (Munro, 2008).  When the Coalition government achieved power, it was to 

Professor Munro that they turned to examine what changes could be made to reduce 

bureaucracy in Children’s Services (Hansard, 2010b). 

In order to help inform the Task Force, a study of how Children’s and Adults social workers 

spent their time was commissioned (Baginsky et al., 2010).  This survey found that just 26 per 

cent of respondents’ time was spent in direct time with client – a reduction when compared 

with earlier studies (Carver & Edwards, 1972; Levin & Webb, 1997; Weinberg et al., 2003), 

albeit a less substantial reduction than was sometimes supposed, and that increased time 
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spent in recording was associated with lower job satisfaction.  It was also apparent that many 

respondents felt under pressure with the amount of cases they were expected to carry and 

were sometimes undertaking a considerable amount of unpaid overtime.  Overall, there was a 

pattern in which social workers held fewer but more complex cases. 

Although there is an established literature on stress and social work (McLean, 1999; Coffey et 

al., 2004; Coyle et al., 2005) and high vacancy rates continue to exist, particularly in child 

protection (Local Government Association, 2009), this study (Baginsky et al., 2010) – along 

with others (Collins, 2008; Sharpe et al., 2011) – confirmed the satisfactions that social workers 

reported from their work and the steps that could be taken to increase job satisfaction. 

A study of newly qualified social workers (Sharpe et al., 2011) emphasised the importance to 

the respondents of being able to implement their values.  However, we know very little of the 

process by which social workers negotiate their initial motivations for becoming a social 

worker throughout their professional lives.  Using examples from law, medicine and other 

professions, Schmidt has argued for the deleterious effects of being unable to maintain those 

initial motivations and the consequences of lack of control over one’s daily work: 

Although the professional has sidelined his original goals, he (sic) usually 
retains some memory of them.  Any such memory inevitably points to the 
compromises he has made and therefore can be an unrecognized source of 
unease in the professional’s life. 

 

None of this is to imply that new professionals are left without goals.  
Ironically, the primary goal for many becomes, in essence, getting 
compensated for sidelining their original goals. 

(Schmidt, 2000, 121) 

However, the ‘compensation’ for social workers is considerably less than that for lawyers and 

doctors and may be more easily seen in anecdotal reports of burnout and early exit from the 

profession. 

Discussion 

This paper has attempted to show the complexities of the way that central government has 

influenced social work qualifying education and the ways in which policy agendas can be 

shaped by unplanned events, such as scandals.  Although some commentators have aligned 

government-inspired changes to social work qualifying education to the imposition of a 

neoliberal agenda (Jones, 1996; Webb, 1996), the reality is more nuanced than this.  In some 

respects, the encouragement given to the greater involvement of people using services and 

carers has made social work qualifying education more accountable.  The influence of social 

work educators can be seen both in the establishment of the Munro Review (Munro, 2010a, 

2010b, 2011) and the deliberations of the Social Work Task Force (Social Work Task Force, 

2009a, 2009b, 2009c)and the Social Work Reform Board (Social Work Reform Board, 2010). 
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In their ethnographic study of child protection teams Scourfield and Pithouse (2006) 

emphasised the role of lay and professional knowledge, arguing that it is sometimes 

overlapping and is influenced by factors such as personal experience and gender.  Equally, 

social work applicants are not immune to the rise of individualism and may be more inclined to 

seek changes in individuals’ behaviour than to advocate for wider societal change (Gilligan, 

2007).  These studies highlight the existing knowledge and values that students bring to social 

work qualifying programmes and raise questions about the extent to which personal and 

professional values intertwine.  We know very little about if, and how, educators seek to 

influence these values. 

Another important factor is the impact of changes to the role of social workers themselves.  

Lymbery and Postle (2010) argue that while roles have changed, the basic repertoire of skills 

needed remain broadly the same.  However, the current UK government has proposed major 

changes to services, including the introduction of Social Work Practices in which social worker-

led organisations are commissioned to deliver services by moving out of public sector 

employment to form their own employee-owned social enterprises.  In this context, the voice 

of ‘employers’ may become more fragmented in terms of how it impacts upon social work 

qualifying education. 

At the same time, the focus on social work qualifying education in delivering changes to 

services has arguably had a limited impact when compared with the attention that has been 

given until now upon skills development in the workforce.  A study of the costs of social work 

education (Curtis et al., in press) argues that early exit from the profession means that twice as 

many social workers need to be trained in order to maintain the size of the workforce.  In this 

context, a focus on what happens in the workplace could improve retention and reduce the 

scrutiny of newly qualified professionals. 

Disclaimer 

The Social Care Workforce Research Unit receives funding from the Department of Health.  

The views expressed in this paper are those of the author and not necessarily the Department 

of Health. 
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