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Social Work Taskforce Call for Evidence 
Response from the Association of Directors of Adult Social 

Services   
 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
The Association of Directors of Adult Social Services (ADASS) represents Directors 
of Adult Social Services in Local Authorities in England. As well as having statutory 
responsibilities for the commissioning and provision of social care, ADASS members 
often also share a number of responsibilities for the commissioning and provision of 
housing, leisure, library, culture, arts and community services within their Councils.  
 
ADASS members are jointly responsible through the activities of their departments 
for the well-being, protection and care of their local communities and for the 
promotion of that well-being and protection through the use of direct services as well 
as the co-ordination of and liaison with the NHS, voluntary agencies, private 
companies and other public authorities. ADASS members have leadership 
responsibilities in Local Authorities to promote local access to services and to drive 
partnership working to deliver better outcomes for local populations. They participate 
in the planning of the full range of council services and influence Health Service 
planning through formal and informal Local Strategic Partnership arrangements. 
 
The statutory responsibilities of the DASS are laid out in Department of Health 
Guidance on 15 May 2006, which sets out, amongst other things, the responsibilities 
of the DASS for the quality and quantity of the social care workforce.  
 
Local Authorities are the largest employers of social workers in England providing a 
wide range of statutory social work services  - care management for example - and 
work alongside other registered professionals such as OT and nurses across 
children’s and adult social services.  This response uses the term social worker to 
describe those with a professional social work qualification.        
 
ADASS welcomes the work being undertaken by the Social Work Taskforce and is 
pleased to submit the evidence below. The summary paragraph briefly outlines the 
Association’s position and is followed by a more detailed response to the themes 
raised in the letter to the Secretaries of State from Social Work Taskforce Chair.         
 



 2 

2. Summary 
 
ADASS values the unique contribution that social workers make to supporting and 
achieving better outcomes for individuals, families, children and communities, often in 
complex and distressing circumstances.  
 
The Association acknowledges that in recent years social workers have been 
required to spend time assessing in order to gate keep, scare resources in order to 
meet quantitative and time driven targets, and to manage care. This has all resulted 
in more office based activity. ADASS recognises its role as employers of social 
workers in adult social care and many multidisciplinary settings, and that it needs to 
lead the resolution of issues that have been raised by frontline social workers from 
their experience of being employed in local government settings.  
 
ADASS is committed to the need for a radical and long term workforce reform 
strategy to address the issues that have been raised to date by the Social Work Task 
Force in order to raise the confidence and credibility of the profession and for it to be 
a role which is respected and understood by the public and government. The issue of 
pay and rewards will need to form part of the strategy in the context of other 
professions being able to make better offers to graduates as new recruits and in 
terms of career pathways. Remuneration within the whole social care work force 
would need to be taken into consideration.  
 
Putting People First, the move towards the personalisation of adult social care 
services and the development of outcomes-focused performance monitoring will 
result in changes that will impact on the current care management role and what we 
expect social workers to do in the future. In this new environment there will be 
opportunities for social workers to use their skills creatively and flexibly enabling and 
supporting individuals and families to achieve better outcomes.  We have identified 
the opportunities to develop interpersonal support roles for people in complex 
circumstances for which social work skills and relationships are uniquely suited and 
we will be looking to develop models of delivery in the future in tandem with social 
workers, other care staff and people who use services.  It will also be important to 
understand the unique contribution which social workers make to teams and 
processes which increasingly see a blurring of responsibilities between professional 
roles.      
 
ADASS strongly supports an initial social work degree that is common to both 
children’s and adults’ social workers within a unified social work profession. The lives 
of children are intertwined and dependent on the lives of the adults with whom they 
live and the communities within which they live. Disability, mental health problems, 
learning disability and substance misuse in families may impact on and present risk 
factors for children. Common core social work skills are required by both adults and 
children’s social workers. We welcome the Government's own recognition of this 
common agenda in the proposed publication by DCSF in the autumn of a Families 
Green Paper, which will support the developing thinking across the whole sector. The 
Association believes that initial core training should be followed by specialist post 
qualification opportunities.         
 
ADASS believes that social workers dealing with the most vulnerable in our society, 
in highly complex and distressing circumstances require high level intellectual and 
analytical skills in addition to appropriate personal qualities. Entry requirements for 
social work training must reflect these requirements and the Association is concerned 
that at present entry requirements are lower than for nursing or teaching degrees. 
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DASS have the statutory responsibility for both the quantity and quality of the social 
workers in their locality and this includes ensuring the quality and quantity of practice 
placements. The Association is concerned that a national strategy should be 
developed around supply and demand for social work to ensure that the right people 
are recruited onto courses and for the job roles that are needed. Greater attention is 
needed to ensure that all courses deliver more consistently the quality of teaching 
and learning achieved by the best and that there is more transparency in the GSCC 
evaluations of Higher Education Institute’s (HEIs) to enable DASS to exercise their 
responsibilities for commissioning good quality social work training. ADASS believes 
that the linkages between HEIs and employers should be strengthened to ensure 
smoother transition from college to employment and are in dialogue with GSCC to 
address this. 
 
Practice teaching by experienced social workers should be seen as a professional 
obligation with opportunities for ‘practitioner’ career progression being more readily 
available. The quality of practice teaching needs to be improved and the priority 
given to freeing up resources to support practice teaching enhanced. ADASS would 
want to ensure that all social work students are able to undertake a statutory final 
placement as part of their training. This is not being achieved at present. 
 
ADASS supports the requirement for effective induction and post qualification 
support as part of an ongoing development programme for qualified social workers 
within organisations which promote evidence-based practice and continuous 
learning. ADASS also accepts that councils have not always effectively delivered 
environments where learning and development are promoted and supported as well 
as they might be.   
 
ADASS agrees that a strong national voice for social work is required. The media’s 
portrayal of social work, the public’s lack of understanding about the role, and the 
profession’s reluctance to speak out about its successes have led to a downward 
spiral in terms of morale, public image and the profession’s ability to attract the best 
recruits. ADASS is concerned that the current architecture at a national level with a 
number of bodies with responsibility for social work is not delivering coherent or 
effective leadership for the profession. ADASS is willing to work alongside interested 
parties to consider how best these challenges can be tackled.  
 
Supervision is key to good practice and ADASS supports the need for all social 
workers to receive regular and effective support that attends to both caseload 
management and professional development. IT and administrative support provided 
to social workers varies across Local Authorities. The Association supports the need 
for social workers to be provided with tools to do the job and would want to learn from 
the implementation of ICS in children's services to ensure that IT does not become a 
barrier to effective practice. The problem of poorly designed IT systems is endemic in 
the public sector, and in the social work context would benefit from a thorough 
examination at national level.  Technology and support services need to enable 
social workers to focus on their professional task.  
  
More recognition needs to be given to social workers in health settings, particularly in 
NHS Mental Health Trusts, who are statutorily responsible under the Mental Health 
Act to the DASS. ADASS recognises that their professional leadership may need to 
be strengthened.   
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3. Detailed response to the themes raised in the letter to the Secretaries 
of State from Social Work Taskforce Chair 
 
 
3.1   Social workers lack time face to face with people 
 
The Task Force reports concerns from social workers about staff shortages, 
bureaucratic systems and high caseloads, which they see as the main reasons for 
the relatively small proportion of their time social workers are able to spend face-to-
face with people requiring their services. ADASS agrees that good social work, and 
the skills practitioners need to develop, are dependent on the quality of personal 
relationships.  Making sound relationships requires both consistency over a period, 
and time to build confidence and trust.  
 
ADASS would support steps to free up more of social workers’ time to make best use 
of their professional skills, by improved administrative, IT and systems support. We 
are committed to cutting out unnecessary and time-consuming bureaucracy, but 
would point out that some of it is generated by the requirements of central 
government. We would also underline that social work recording (as distinct to 
administration) is important for accountability, as a tool for reflective practice and 
managerially in order to deal with situations when staff with knowledge of an 
individual or family are not available.  
 
We consider there is scope for deploying non-social-work staff to work alongside and 
under the supervision of social workers, carrying out practical, liaison and 
information-gathering tasks not requiring a professional qualification, and helping to 
sustain relationships with children and adults, families and carers. Many authorities 
already employ unqualified social work assistants or care management successfully 
in this way. As personalised approaches become established, and help people to 
exercise more independence, control and choice, they may increase their ability to do 
things for themselves, such as negotiating with other agencies that previously social 
workers might have done for them. In addition many councils already commission 
advocacy and advice services for people using direct payments or their own 
individual budgets, and this trend is likely to continue. Such services provide 
significant support for those who require it.  As roles develop within personalised 
transformed adult social care services, so the local authority social work role will 
change.  
 
Social workers felt performance management systems tended to be driven by 
targets, processes and quantitative measures, and did not focus on quality. They 
were also concerned that some employers, other professionals and the public had a 
poor understanding of social work, its strengths and what it has to offer. ADASS 
recognises that in recent years social workers have been required to play a role in 
ensuring that Fair Access to Care is implemented effectively in order that  council’s 
make the best use of the resources available to them.  National target times for 
completing a FACS assessment can be too short to allow more than a single visit, 
often insufficient to establish a relationship and make a thorough assessment jointly 
with the person or family. The personalisation agenda with the introduction of self 
assessment processes and resource allocation systems should enable social 
workers to work in more flexible and creative ways. Given the current economic 
climate it is likely that pressure on adult social care budgets will increase in future. 
The Green Paper expected in June is the Government’s opportunity to establish a 
sustainable system for future care and support. 
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ADASS supports investment in time and workload management systems. 
 
 
3.2   Social workers frustrated by poor quality supervision and IT support 
 
Social workers expressed concerns to the Task Force about the limited availability 
and sometimes poor quality of professional supervision, and felt this contributed to 
their lack of confidence and anxieties about possible unsafe practice. It also meant 
they did not feel supported with the space and opportunity to reflect on and learn 
from their practice. Their working conditions, with inadequate office accommodation, 
poorly presented facilities for the public, shortages of provision for confidential 
interviewing, and lack of back-up systems and support staff, reinforced the feeling 
that they aren’t treated as valued professionals. 
 
ADASS strongly supports the view that social work is a professional activity dealing 
with highly complex and sensitive aspects of the lives of children, adults, families and 
carers, often with a significant element of risk from abuse, neglect, emergency 
situations and poor care. It requires high levels of skill, knowledge and judgement, 
and places heavy professional, emotional and personal demands on social work 
practitioners. In return, it is reasonable for social workers to expect high quality 
supervision and support, not least to help them reflect in a more detached way on 
aspects of their work in which they have intense involvement at the time, and to be 
alert to any signs of overload or incipient burn-out. This is vital to safeguard the 
interests of the people using services, social workers, and the LA as commissioner 
provider and employer.  
 
Supervision always has been and must remain a key element of social work.  
It is somewhat ironic that this has now been adopted by some other 
professions and yet its importance may have diminished within social work. ADASS 
takes the view that supervision should be an accredited skill required of all those who 
have “clinical” or managerial responsibilities for social workers’ practice. Both social 
workers and their supervisors need time to give priority to regular, structured and 
properly recorded supervision. Supervisors in turn need support and access to 
resources for their own development.  
 
There will always be a need for off-loading, sharing and containing the anxiety that 
goes with professional practice in a field with an inherent “damned if you do and 
damned if you don’t” quality. But good supervision goes beyond this to focus on 
realistic goal-setting, problem-solving, recognising progress, building up the social 
worker’s professional capacity, and modelling approaches to understanding and 
tackling problems which the social worker can then use in problem-solving and 
capacity-building work with people, families and carers. Good supervision should 
draw on evidence- based practice to further an individuals learning and development. 
  
Social workers’ complaints about inferior accommodation, facilities and support are 
often justified. Compared with the government’s investment in accommodation and 
facilities for GPs and primary care teams over the past ten or fifteen years, the 
resources available for accommodation and support to social workers and support 
staff have been notably insufficient. The problem of poorly designed IT systems that 
are more of a burden than a support to staff and performance is endemic in the 
public sector, and in the social work context would benefit from a thorough 
examination at national level.   
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3.3   New social workers ill-prepared for demands of job; education system 
does not support ongoing development and specialism 
 
Feedback to the Task Force reports that social workers coming off degree courses 
lack the mix of practical, analytical and reporting skills the job requires. Some appear 
to have got through the selection process for the social work degree despite 
deficiencies in basic intellectual and inter-personal skills. It is thought too great a gap 
exists between their experience on training programmes and what is expected in the 
workplace. The transformation agenda will see further changes in the roles of social 
care staff and   HEIs will need to prepare their students for this new environment and 
ensure that their teaching staff have recent and on-going understanding of Putting 
People First.        
 
At the same time, social work students and tutors complain about the severe 
shortages of good quality statutory practice learning placements. There is a view that 
employers and others are unrealistic in their expectations of what a newly qualified 
social worker should be able to do, and that sometimes social workers are put in 
impossibly demanding or stressful situations. 
 
ADASS very much supports an initial social work degree which does not differentiate 
between Children’s and Adults work, and that gives equal prominence to practice 
with Adults and with Children and Families.  Children grow up with adults, who have 
a major impact on their development and wellbeing, and some of the risk factors for 
children flow from parents’ physical and learning disabilities, mental health and 
substance misuse problems, and the incidence of domestic violence. The risks to be 
managed, and issues associated with safeguarding and personal liberty, are 
equivalent in Adult Services to those in Children’s Services.  
 
ADASS believes HEIs and employers share responsibility for addressing 
the need for closer links and a smoother transition between initial training and 
practice.  Practice teaching should be a professional obligation of registered social 
workers, supported through CPD. Proper induction should be in place for newly 
qualified social workers through the new NQSW scheme, bringing social work in line 
with the many other occupational/professional groups which have a vocational 
training year with defined time for study and development. 
 
The Task Force heard that some employers do not support social workers’ continuing 
education. It also received criticisms about the quality and relevance of PQ training, 
and complaints that it did not meet the social workers needs for specialisation in 
particular fields. Social workers want career-long access to research and learning to 
inform and update their practice, and better routes for innovative practice learning to 
inform the knowledge base. 
 
ADASS considers there is some substance to these concerns. Employers and 
educators must tackle the problems jointly, accepting their responsibilities to support 
CPD and specialisation, and working with stakeholders on solutions. CPD 
requirements need strengthening, linked to building a culture in LAs and other 
agencies that acknowledges the importance evidence based of research. 
Government departments and LAs need to develop agreed models and incentives for 
enabling experienced social workers to remain in practice, build links with HEIs, 
undertake higher degrees, and research to extend the evidence-base.  
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3.4   Profession lacks strong national voice/support 
 
The Task Force heard a range of concerns linking the perceived low standing, lack of 
policy influence and poor public image of social work to the absence of a strong 
national voice for the profession, able to get across to the public and the media 
positive messages about its purpose and contribution. 
 
Some were critical of social workers and professional bodies for failing to give clear, 
confident and positive accounts of social work’s position and views. There was also a 
suggestion that social work was not setting high enough standards for itself. If it did 
not put its own house in order, government or other interests would impose “reform”.  
 
ADASS, and ADSS before it, has always styled itself a leadership organisation for 
the whole range of social care interests, but not exclusively for social work. As the 
largest provider of a range of social work services, and with statutory responsibilities 
for which social work is essential, ADASS has continued to try and champion the 
cause of social work, and will make further efforts in this direction. This is not a 
substitute however for social work developing its own strong, confident professional 
voice, and ADASS is keen to support that process. The nomination of a ‘Head of 
Social Work profession’ reporting directly to the DASS in each council would support 
this.  
 
Some feedback to the Task Force questioned whether other national bodies like 
GSCC, SCIE, Skills for Care and the Care Quality Commission should carry some 
responsibility to speak up for social work. At the same time, there were complaints 
about the national bodies having unclear roles and overlapping remits. As ADASS 
understands it, this problem is being addressed in part by the Department of Health’s 
Review of Delivery Agencies. ADASS hopes that the review will have addressed the 
current lack of clarity of functions between delivery bodies as we believe that the 
current workforce landscape and funding mechanisms are confusing to the workforce 
and do not offer value for money. ADASS firmly believes that adding to any or all 
these bodies a responsibility for speaking up for social work would create the risk of 
conflicting interests, and be likely to exacerbate rather than improve the situation.   
ADASS is very open to the suggestion that some form of Royal College could have a 
part to play in the future. 
 
ADASS believes social work should be encouraged to play a full and active part in 
public and media debate alongside other established professions. Since it is a 
profession mainly dependent on public funding, there is a growing need to improve 
the public’s understanding of what social work does, why it is important, and how it 
should be supported. Children, adults and families receiving social work services 
often suffer from stigma, and need social work to speak out with conviction on their 
behalf. Social workers themselves rightly expect their profession to be capably and 
positively represented in the media, and feel that too often, particularly when the 
media are in full cry and whipping up public hostility, their side of the story is not 
conveyed nearly strongly enough. 
 
ADASS is willing to work with BASW and other interests to consider how best this 
challenging set of issues can be tackled. It is also keen to see the results of the 
review of national delivery bodies conducted by DH, and to be involved with 
government departments and other stakeholders in the process of implementation.  
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3.5   Performance management systems not driving quality 
 
The Task Force heard criticisms that the inspection and performance management 
systems for both social work education and social work services tended to be 
mechanistic and focused on measuring processes rather than quality. This made it 
harder for social workers to give priority in allocating time to the needs of service 
users and to high quality practice.  
 
ADASS supports current moves towards Outcome Based Assessment, which should 
help address this, as the outcomes identified in Every Child Matters and Putting 
People First reflect social workers’ core traditions, values and knowledge base. The 
Care Quality Commission is also developing models for outcome-based regulation of 
adult health and social care services. 
 
ADASS would emphasise that among the many dimensions of quality which need to 
be included are views of service users, carers and families.  We need to emphasise 
that the move to acknowledging the centrality of their involvement has emerged over 
the years from good social work practice, and once again has been adopted in other 
professional arenas. 
 
Social work's concern with social justice for marginalised people and groups 
sometimes makes it difficult to gain support, both from the public and from other 
professionals.  It has also had a history of challenging prevailing norms and 
traditional methods of practice or provision, and has at times pursued policies which 
seemed counter-intuitive, e.g. the moves from institutional care to community or 
family based care, to independence, choice and control.  The benefits of 
personalised solutions for people using services can be difficult to measure, and 
defending people’s independence or their human and civil rights has sometimes put 
social workers and Social Services at odds with other Departments, agencies, 
professions and even policy drivers. 
 
Feedback to the Task Force supported checks to ensure social workers are 
achieving good outcomes for users and making best use of public resources. ADASS 
agrees with the principle, but recognises that social workers in all settings tend to be 
the referral-point of last resort by other agencies. They are asked to deal with the 
most complex, difficult, intractable, long term individual and family situations which 
other professionals find too difficult. They are often circumstances where solutions 
are not immediately clear, improvement may not be achievable, and maintenance is 
the most realistic goal.  
 
ADASS is fully prepared for Directors to be held accountable for providing social 
workers with the support they need to deliver good, effective practice. The 
Association endorses the view that performance management must focus on practice 
that improves user outcomes, and welcomes CQC’s view that inspection and 
performance management should include improvement and development. ADASS is 
working with CQC on how to coordinate their respective responsibilities for securing 
quality through commissioning, strategic planning and workforce development at 
local level, and CQC’s national systems for registration and regulation. 
 
 
3.6   Social workers feel their profession is undervalued and attacked 
 
The Task Force picked up strong reactions from social workers to what they 
perceived as media hostility. They felt media attacks tended to lower public opinion 
and trust, discouraging people who need social work support from having contact 
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with social work services. They also contributed to low morale, making it more 
difficult to do the job, making it less likely able people would see social work as an 
attractive career choice, and adding to the causes of high turnover and recruitment 
difficulties. 
 
ADASS acknowledges the effects of bad publicity, low morale, reduced confidence 
and anxiety about high-profile criticism on social workers’ effectiveness, and 
recognises there are real problems in securing a more favourable public and media 
image for social work. The Community Care work on media coverage is drawing 
attention to instances of ill-informed criticism, unfair treatment and scapegoating.  
 
It is also true that departments and social workers have not been good at 
promoting our successes in a credible, consistent and systematic way. Other 
professional groups are better geared to projecting positive images in the media, and 
proactively anticipating and countering public criticism. In the main, DASSs in contact 
with the media, particularly local media are often on the defensive, responding to 
high-profile cases where the atmosphere is not conducive to balanced presentation 
of the dilemmas facing social work and its positive contributions.  
 
ADASS agrees there needs to be a greater effort to project positive messages in 
order to improve public understanding and cultivate more intelligent media coverage. 
Social work can point to a variety of instances, such as its emergency role following 
Hillsborough and the more recent London bombings, and its contribution to hospice 
and end-of-life care, where its role has been valued by other professions, people 
using services and the public. We welcome the Task force’s intention to engage with 
the media to tackle the negative cycle, and would be happy to contribute to this 
process. Given the need to recruit from our local communities it will be essential that 
attention is equally given to looking for local protocols as well. 
. 
Some of the feedback to the Task Force argued that the profession is not good at 
articulating the role and purpose of social work, suggesting existing definitions of 
social work role don’t reflect reality and are hard to relate to. The Task Force 
considers a refreshed, understandable description of the role/purpose of social work 
is critical to improving public understanding, essential to help employers and 
educators agree what they are aiming at, and vital to ensure all parts of the 
Government reform programme support each other. It intends to produce a draft 
statement.  ADASS would fully support such a statement particularly addressing the 
need for an integrated profession covering adults and children. 
 
ADASS has played an active part in a series of initiatives commissioned by ministers 
over recent years to address these issues, and agrees they are important. ADASS 
fully supported the work led by GSCC and SCIE on the Roles and Tasks of Social 
Work. There are already some concise descriptions of social work, including those in 
Social Work at its Best which ADASS and ADCS endorsed, on which the Task Force 
would do well to draw. It will also need to recognise the UK-wide and international 
dimensions of social work registration. 
 
 
Jenny Owen  
President, ADASS 
June 2009 


