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For

Evie, Molly, Mike, Grandma, Mark, Anne, Jenny
and all those who participated in this study.

A deep, deep breath; in, and then, slowly, out. Leaving the all too familiar
shoreline, looking ahead at the distant rising sun and feeling the cool breeze on my
face, | set sail on my voyage, full of a delicious mix of hope and trepidation, not
knowing quite what lay ahead. Life and death and everything in-between touched
me throughout, often ensuring | set anchor in times of sometimes desperate need,
whether mine or other’s. A friendly port made leaving again difficult but, of course,
it was the only way to go. | knew from the outset | would complete what | set out to
achieve, however, | knew not how difficult this would be. It was satisfying in equal
measure but any sense of pleasure took time to filter through the fog.

Now, having achieved my goal, | reflect on what this could all possibly mean. |
have completed something many would never believe possible. The many
sacrifices made pale into insignificance now | contextualise the last few years of
my life and the support | have received from family and friends. Will they ever
understand the gratitude | feel? Probably not - | will never forget the acts of
kindness and grace in moments of chaos and catastrophe, the belief and humility
in times of doubt and need. | blink into the sunlight of the new dawn, already way
above the horizon, and realise this so called end is folly and nothing but another
temporary pause. Breathe in...breathe out. You see, I've always been sailing
these shores and beyond, exploring, needing to know more. | only hope that in
producing this thesis | have done justice to all those who have been involved in any
way possible. So, whilst this certainly represents an ending, it is also a new
beginning. Eyes open wide. Here goes...
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Chapter 1- Introduction

Chapter 1 - Introduction

“One doesn't discover new lands without consenting to lose sight of the

shore for a very Idng time” (Andre Gide)

1.1 Thesis Overview

The social work profession, and good quality social work practice, are fundamental
to the wellbeing of society. Social workers build positive relationships with people
who are often marginalised, vulnerable, or at risk and help them sustain positive
change (DSCF 2009). The profession in England, however, is restricted by
inadequacies in basic conditions that include: recruitment and retention, frontline
resources, training, leadership, and public understanding (DSCF 2009). It has
frequently been referred to as, in crisis, over the last 15 years, especially within
children and family service provision (Douglas 2002; Lymbery 2004; Asquith et al.
2005; Kirkpatrick and Hogue 2006; Skills for Care and Development 2009).

Recruitment and retention in international social work is also widely recognised to
be problematic (Loughran 2000; McGrath 2001; Wagner, van Reyk and Spence
2001; Burns and Murray 2003; Lonne 2003; United States General Accounting
Office 2003; Tham 2006; 2009; Burns 2009). Research suggests these problems
are complex, and that wide-ranging reasons exist for the reported crisis. High
turnover and vacancy rates are cited as indicators for these contributory factors
(Eborral and Garmeson 2001; Audit Commission 2002; CWDC 2008; DSCF 2009).

Although little research-based information is available to underpin anecdotal
reports of social workers leaving the profession (Moriarty and Murray 2005), some
research has been conducted by the United Kingdom (UK) government aimed at
addressing workforce related issues, which may indicate action that informs the
current political agenda (2010); namely, the creation of the Social Work Task
Force, plans for the Social Work College, and the commissioned review of
Children’s services by Eileen Munro to be published in 2011.
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Chapter 1- Introduction

In recognition of the complexities in issues relating to recruitment and retention
where greater understanding overrides a need for precise and definitive answers,
this study aims to illuminate the problems within one employer, and indicate how
they might be resolved.

1.1.1 Setting the scene

This study is bounded by two significant social work related publications: The
Victoria Climbié Inquiry - Report of an Inquiry by Lord Laming (Department of
Health 2003a) and Building a safe, confident future - The final report of the Social
Work Task Force (DCSF 2009). Both publications have implied the need for major
changes within the profession, which appear to stem from government inability to
deal effectively with problems associated with recruitment and retention of social
workers. Change is a golden thread running through the study relating to policy,

legislation, local ‘case’ particulars, and my personal journey.

The issues in section 1.1 underpin my claim for the relevance of this study, and
currency of the findings, in light of much of the fieldwork being conducted
throughout 2006. The death of Peter Connelly (Baby P) in 2008 highlighted
familiar significant failings, some of which are associated with not having enough
social workers to do the job (Laming 2009; LGA 2009b). Whilst change in social
work is endemic, Laming’s subsequent report following Peter’s death signified that
still not enough of the necessary kind of changes were being made to address the
issues (Laming 2009).

In 2003, the time of the initial Laming report, social workers were generally vilified
and misunderstood, representing a profession that was ‘damned if it did and
damned if it did not'. Whilst this study indicates those concerns remain, the
creation of the Social Work Task Force in 2009 appears to signify a new era of
hope for positive change, perhaps to be underpinned by Eileen Munro’s review,
albeit framed by the ubiquitous ‘change’ at a time of new government and
uncertain futures.
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Chapter 1- Introduction

Having left my social worker post in a children and families team in Birmingham to
conduct the research, it quickly became important for me to take ownership of the
study and make choices about its future direction, in order to meet, not only the
study objectives, but the criteria for my PhD studentship (SHU 2010).

The potential for situational irony relating to me leaving my full-time permanent
social worker post to study recruitment and retention in social work was not lost on
me. | justified my decision in a two ways. Firstly, | believed (and still maintain) that
my leaving to further develop my path in social work academia would have some
positive impact on the profession through education. Secondly, | worked as an
agency social worker for the first two thirds of the study until | gained full time
employment as a lecturer at SHU. | should add that | am proud to maintain my
social work registration and | have not ruled out a future return in some capacity to
social work practice. | will at least return to voluntary work. This would, in part,
retain my knowledge and practice based skills that underpin my teaching of social
work students.

My decision to ‘go’ rather than ‘stay’ was more motivated by my desire to take an
unexpected opportunity to develop my career, and potentially have more impact on
the profession. It was not related to any unbearably poor practice experiences, or
need to escape. That said, | could immediately engage with the subject matter,
having personally witnessed the results of recruitment and retention problems on
the front line. In the main | thoroughly enjoyed my various social worker jobs,
especially the interaction with my service users and team colleagues, and have
vivid memories of the many laughs and tears shared. | also particularly enjoyed
working with, and learning from, other professions, as well as the pressure of court
work and the need to perform to the best of my ability. Perhaps because of my
current post, I' freqtjently reflect on service users who touched me, and the lives of
those who | touched, and hope that | did somehow ‘make a positive difference’. |.
value the support provided by each of my team managers and appreciate their
pivotal role in my social work practice. These feelings, emotions and experiences
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Chapter 1- Introduction
will unquestionably pepper the study with bias, so it is aimed that my explicit

explanation of my position within the study will inform the reader in this respect.

1.2 The research problem

Moriarty and Murray (2005: 15) highlighted the lack of exit data relating to why
people leave social work and stressed the importance of future research
considering the wider social work workforce in determining issues around people
entering the social work profession. ldentified common themes and statistics from
the literature indicate that the problems associated with recruitment and retention
have been most significant in the last fifteen years, and generally do not appear to
"be improving. '

North City is a pseudonym for a Local Authority Children’s Services Department
(CSD) identified as the ‘case’ in this study. It was identified as a typical local
authority in that it shared the aforementioned problems. Senior managers and
front line workers endured historical and wide-ranging challenges in dealing with
recruitment and retention problems, especially within child and family teams. An
informed response to local recruitment and retention problems was therefore
sought. The aim of the research is to conduct a case study of recruitment and
retention in child and family social work in North City, where North City children’s
services is identified as the ‘case’ (Merriam 1988; Stake 1995 and 2003; Yin 1994
and 2008).

1.3 The research settings

A local research consortium and Sheffield Hallam University jointly funded this
study. Having identified recruitment and retention as problematic within North City
CSD, the study aims and objectives were informed by an initial literature review,

my personal social worker experience, formal and informal consultations with peers

within the child protection work environment, and with North City social workers.

My preparatory work identified four organisational settings within three citywide
locations, providing services to children and families, as being those most affected
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Chapter 1- Introduction

by the identified problems. Consultations conducted shaped the research question
and informed the case study research approach. The empirical research using a
range of methods (see section 1.5) was conducted within the most appropriate
North City setting for each method. Social workers were, in the main, observed
and interviewed within their office base, although two home visits and one court
case were attended. A senior management away day in a local venue was also
used to conduct a large group interview approach called nominal group technique
(NGT). |

This study should be considered within a range of contexts as described across the
chapfers that follow. The previously mentioned concept of change is important
here too because five significant organisational changes occurred during the
fieldwork:

e Major refurbishment of one large worksite

¢ Introduction of a tier system to prioritise work

e Change from social services departments to CSDs

e Geographical relocation of teams

¢ Joint Area Review conducted ih 2006

The next section introduces the research question and study objectives that éentre
on gaining insight into the recruitment and retention of North City social workers.

1.4 The research question

This study explores recruitment and retention problems through the analysis of
data generated by the case study. The research question is considered in two
parts:

i) How can problems of recruiting and retaining children and families’
social workers in North City children’s services be explained?

“and
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Chapter 1- Introduction

ii) What evidence is there for resolution of the problems?

The study objectives are to:

e Critically examine and describe the problem of recruitment and retention in
child and family social work in North City.

o |dentify key patterns, features, and influences on the problem.

. . Document and evaluate the efforts made by North City social services to

recruit and retain children and families social workers.

¢ Analyse and theorise findings within the context of the North City case

study, making national and international comparisons.

o Make specific recommendations for good practice in employing agencies
and in academic providers of social work education.

1.5 Methodology

The research question is explored using the case study approach that is located
within my ontological paradigm of constructivism, and my interpretivist
epistemological philosophical framework. These underpinning principles imply the
most appropriate research strategy to be qualitative where the experiences,
thoughts, and feelings of social workers are explored in relation to issues of
recruitment and retention in a children and family department. Social workers
retained within the organisational setting are well placed to provide insight into
recruitment and retention issues and thereby provide valuable evidence for

explanation of, and possible resolutions for, problems.

The majority of academic research in social work is focussed on social work
practice and its relation to service users. Further research is needed to explore the
connection between social worker experience, subsequent career choice, and

front-line practice. This study is therefore focussed on front line practice,
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Chapter 1- Introduction

relationships, and what influences ‘stay or go’ decisions. It follows that retained
social workers are best placed to explain their experiences, and indicate what
improvements are necessary, and how these can be achieved. A dearth in senior
manager perspectives on recruitment and retention issues is also apparent. ltis
intended the NGT method will address this to some extent by providing a

consensus of how problems can be tackled from their collective perspective.

Whilst a number of key social work recruitment and retention studies have been
conducted using interview methods (including Balloch 1997; Eborall and Garmeson
2001; Burns 2009) and survey methods (for example Audit Commission 2002;
Eborall 2005; Smith 2005; CWDC 2008) this academic study appears to be one of
a very few case studies of children service departments using observational
methods (Parslow and Stephenson 1978; Dingwall et al 1983; White 1997). It
provides an opportunity to hear the voices of front line children and family social
workers, and their managers, and analyse aspects of team life; a rarely opened
window into the world of children’s social work in England.

Case study analysis provides the key analytical tool employed within the research.
This involves iterative analysis adapted to the individual technique employed,
including interviews, observations, NGT, and desktop research of documentary
sources.

1.6 Scope of the research
‘By informing policy and practice research can improve the quality of life of

clients through the cost effective delivery of the services they receive'
(SSRG 2004).

This thesis centres on empirical data gained from a single case study of a local
children’s services department identified as having problems with recruitment and
retention. The research will, therefore, be of most relevance to employees related
to ‘the case’.
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Chapter 2 - Context of Recruitment and Retention
Chapter 2 - Context of Recruitment and Retention

“I do not believe it is possible to do effective child protection social work, or
to supervise and manage it, unless there is a capécity to experience and
engage with intense emotional pain, anger, disbelief, the desire to punish
and retaliate, and the balancing impulse for compassion”,

(Cooper 2005: 5).

2.1 Introduction

Chapter 1 contended that recruitment and retention in the social work profession
‘are unquestionably problematic and whilst widespread challenges exist, they are
most significant within children’s social care, especially within children and family
fieldwork where front-line child protection is conducted. As described in section
1.7, this chapter provides definitions of terminology involved and then considers
the complex contextual relationship of recruitment and retention issues, in order to

enhance wider understanding.

2.2 Defining the terms

Language in social work is reportedly confusing and lacks clarity, which contributes
to confusion and misunderstanding of what social workers do (Asquith et al. 2005).
This appears particularly true of the way ‘social work’, ‘social care’, ‘social
services’, and ‘social work activity’ are used within the literature (Asquith et al.
2005: 41). Whilst image and identity remain challenges for the profession and
social work staff (see 3.5.1) a shift in terminology is noted. This section reflects the
latest language used in social work research by social commentators and within

government policy.

‘Children’s social care’ is the official term used to describe ‘those services and
responsibilities previously carried out by local authority social service departments
and which have been taken over by the newly created departments of children’s
services [in England]' (Frost and Parton 2009: 1). This reflects major changes
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associated with the Every Child Matters: Change for Children programme (DfES
2004b). Social workers in this study are defined by their protected status of the
professional governing body, GSCC and by their Standard Occupational
Classification, “social workers and social work managers” (SOC 2000). These
include team managers but not those in senior operational positions. They will also
hold either a certiﬂcate of qualification in social work (CQSW), diploma (DipSW) or
a degree in social work (BaSW and MSW). Children Service Departments (CSDs)
is the term currently (2010) applied to State social work organisations for children
and families (DCSF 2010) and is therefore used throughout the thesis.

A wide range of definitions of social work exists, arguably reflecting the complex
and diverse nature of the profession. These include ‘social work is what social
workers do’ (Thompson 2000: 13) and ‘social work has to be seen as a collection
of competing and contradictory discourses that come together at a particular
moment in time to frame the task of social work’ (Cree 2003: 4). The following
international definition is used within English government publications (GSCC
2008),

“The social work profession promotes social change, problem solving in
human relationships and the empowerment and liberation of people to
enhance well-being. Utilising theories of human behaviour and social
systems, social work intervenes at the points where people interact with
their environments. Principles of human rights and social justice are
fundamental to social work” (IFSW 2005).

Children’s social workers in the USA and Australia are most often referred to as
child welfare workers (Lonne 2003; Mor Barak et al. 2005), occasionally child
protection service (CPS) workers (Alliance, APHSA and CWLA 2001), and as
social workers in Sweden (Tham 2006). These are used accordingly within this

study, depending on which nationality and which study is being referred to.

Central to this study are the concepts of recruitment and retention. Recruitment

refers to the act of attracting and selecting people capable of required
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organisational performance in order to satisfy organisational objectives (Rudman
1999). Retention refers to employees remaining within an organisation and the
ability of the employer to provide the working experience to facilitate this (Mullins
1996). Whilst this study adheres to Mullins’ (1996) definition, the concept is not
necessarily straightforward.

A systematic review of American qualitative research (DePanfilis and Zlotnik 2008:
6) identified recruitment defined variously as intention to remain employed in child
welfare (Ellet 2000; Dickinson and Perry 2002; Ellet et al. 2003), or remaining
employed in child welfare over time (Rosenthal et al. 1998; Cahalane and Sites
2004). ltis clear, however that concepts of recruitment and retention are
inextricably linked to vacancy and turnover for measuring vacant posts and staff
who leave.

Children’s social care workforce statistics are gathered annually on the Department
of Health staffing return SSDS001 (Information Centre 2008; LGA 2009), which
include national vacancy and turnover rates. National data is also collected to
establish reported levels of difficulty employers have with recruiting and retaining
children’s social workers (LAWIG 2007). ‘The state of children’s social care
workforce’ (CWDC 2008) also provided a comprehensive statistical overview of the
workforce within the public services for children. Private and voluntary
organisations were also included. The combination of vacancy and turnover rates,
and rates of perceived difficulties gives an indication of the severity of local and
national picture (see section 2.3.3).

The vacancy rate is defined as ‘the number of vacant posts at 30" September each
year which authorities are seeking to fill or will seek to fill, as a percentage of the
establishment (all posts)’ (LAWSG 2005: 21), or

Number of vacancies
x 100

Number of posts
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Chapter 2 - Context of Recruitment and Retention
2.3 Contextualising the issues
Contextualising recruitment and retention issues demonstrate the oomplexities
involved in children’s social care work. The historical context, for example,
highlights the challenges involved are not new and have been present in children
and family teams for many years. High turnover and high vacancy rates in
employing organisations are costly in different ways. Turnover of unskilled manual
workers, and managers and professionals, is estimated to cost £1,302 and over
£5,000 respectively (CIPD 2003). Estimates to recruit a public sector worker are
around £3,500 and workers may only reach 60 per cent of their full work capacity
within the first year (Audit Commission 2002: 3; Huxley et al. 2005: 147).

Staffing costs for local authority councils is £55 billion, accounting for half of all
service spending (Audit Commission 2008). The Audit Commission noted that
local councils need to improve their ‘recruitment, development and retention’
strategies, calling for: workforce issues to be considered within strategic objectives,
and chief executives and heads of service to engage with workforce issues, to
ensure adequate and effective workforce strategies and systems are in place
(Audit Commission 2008: 2). It ultimately argued for a systematic approach to ‘
recruitment and retention. Such a planned and systematic approach (see Figure
2.1) was perceived by Mullins (1996) as the most productive way to select the best
available staff and retain them for a ‘reasonable’ length of time (Mullins 1996: 674).
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Figure 2.1 A systematic approach to recruitment and selection

HR PLANNING AND PERSONNEL MANAGEMENT ACTION PROGRAMME

CONSIDER SOCIABILITY AS WELL AS TECHNICAL COMPETENCE

COMPLY WITH LEGAL REQUIREMENTS AND RECOMMEND CODES OF
PRACTICE

JOB ANALYSIS

preparation of job description
and person specification

ATTRACTING SUITABLE APPLICANTS

sources of labour and methods

of recruitment

|

METHODS OF SELECTION

choice and application of methods;
planning the selection process

|

THE SELECTION INTERVIEW

collecting information;
use a clear interview plan

INTERVIEWING STYLE

formality, mannerisms postures;
form of questions

THE SELECTION DECISION

clear reporting and use of
grading scheme

INDUCTION AND FOLLOW-UP

introduction and socialisation

of new members of staff

REVIEW EFFECTIVENESS OF PROCEDURES

(Mullins 1996: 675)

Whilst Mullins (1996) did not define what a ‘reasonable’ retention timeframe was, it

is argued this will vary dramatically from job to job. For example, within the health
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and social care public services, methodology was developed to measure the
expected working life of health care professionals (Netten and Knight 1999; Curtis
and Netten 2005, 2007; Curtis et al. 2009b), and social workers and social care
workers (Curtis et al. 20093). Estimates for the working life of each profession are .
as follows:

e pharmacists — 28 years (Curtis and Netten 2005)

e general practitioner - 25 years (Netten and Knight 1999)

e nurses — 15 years (Curtis et al. accepted for publication 2009b cited in
Curtis et al. 2009a)

e social care workers — 13 years (Curtis et al. 2009a)

e social workers — 8 years (Curtis et al. 2009a).

Curry (1996) and Curry et al. (2005) highlighted that no agreed timeframe is
associated with acceptable staff retention in child and family work. Curry et al.
(2005) settled on 7 years for the purpose of their study because it represented a
period when around half of the workforce had either remained in, or left their

“employer. Though these estimates are of indicative and contextual interest in
issues of turnover, the concept of what is ‘reasonable’ remains purely subjective.
Consequences of high turnover to employing businesses and organisations can be
costly, not only in financial terms. Intangible costs include: morale, motivation, job
satisfaction, organisational performance, and customer satisfaction (Mullins 1996).
An examination of the literature is conducted next to contextualise the human and
financial costs involved, beginning with consideration of where recruitment and
retention issues are rooted.

2.3.1 Historical context

Although social work has a long history, it only became a formal arm of state

" welfare after the Second World War, when together with health, education,
housing, and social security it stood against the 'five giants of welfare' (Townsend
1970). It consisted of separate services for children, hospitals, psychiatric illness,
and those generally in need (including ‘elderly’). In 1951 Dame Eileen
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Younghusband's report found staff to be untrained and with poor prospects
(Younghusband 1951) and subsequently advised for an expansion of university
courses and a grounding in applied social sciences for social workers (Sheldon
and Macdonald 2009).

In 1968, Lord Seebohm's Commission recommended the unification of
occupational groups within social work into social services departments (Seebohm
1968), which was achieved in 1971 by the Local Authority Social Services Act of
1970 (Cooper 1983). Almost at the same time, the Redcliffe Maud Commission
was considering the re-organisation of local government and some of its proposals
were inborporated into the Local Government Act of 1972. This meant that by
1972, not only were social services in the process of amalgamating, but their
operational boundaries were changing too. Services grew fast in the new social
services departments and training of social workers developed to keep pace with
the numbers of staff who were recruited to meet all the needs identified through
this expansion and coordination of activity. The growth in social services
personnel at this time was halted by the world economic crisis that followed the
Middle East conflict (Parton 1999), but meanwhile a series of enquiries into child
deaths, together with the 'discovery' of child abuse (Kempe et al. 1962) led to »
societal demands of an increase in social work (Parton 1985; Holman 1995; Parkér
1995).

To some extent the problems of poor recruitment are shared across the public
sector (see section 2.3.4). As this literature review will show, however, the image
of other public sector workers has been strengthened, and there has been a more
concerted attempt by government to engage in targeted workforce planning.
Additional challenges result with the level of competition for employment being
particularly high in the current (2010) UK labour market. The Audit Commission
(2002: 2) also warned of a “demographic time bomb with over 27 per cent of the
public sector workforce...aged 50 or over”. Problems in recruiting and retaining
social workers are far from unique to the UK, as demonstrated in the next section.
Like the UK, it is within service provision to children where challenges are most

profound.
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2.3.2 International context

Staff shortages within the international children and family workforce over the last
fifteen years have been widely reported as a major cause for concern (Tham
2006). However, social commentary and research appears limited to few
countries; the USA, where the situation is frequently described as being in crisis
(Alliance for Children and Families, American Public HiJman Services Association,
Child Welfare League of America (Alliance, APHSA and CWLA) 2001; Alwon and
Reitz 2001; Graef and Hill 2000; United States General Accounting Office 2003),
Australia (Wagner, van Reyk and Spence 2001; Lonne 2003), Sweden (Tham
2006; 2009) and Republic of Ireland (Loughran 2000; McGrath 2001; Burns and
Murray 2003; Burns 2009).

Problems with recruitment and retention negatively affect children and their families
(also see Chapter 3). The American Child and Family Services Review (GAO
2003, cited in DePanfilis and Zlotnik 2008) suggested, “staff turnover and high
caseloads [resulting] in insufficient relationships between workers and families, a
limited focus on child safety, and [they] affect the timeliness of decisions about safe
and stable placements” (GAO 2003 in DePanfilis and Zlotnik 2008: 1-2). In the
USA, Light (2003) highlighted similar workforce concerns to Eborall and Garmeson
(2001), and the Audit Commission report (2002) (see section 2.3.3). Using data
collected from 1,213 national random-sample surveys of human service workers,
including child welfare social workers, he found high workload, high turnover, and a
generally frustrated and unappreciated body of staff. Despite this, high levels of
commitment to service users were reported and 40 per cent reported liking their
job. The combination of commitment and frustration was seen to explain the
contradiction that almost half of respondents said they felt valued in their work, yet
described their work as unappreciated (Light 2003: 5).

A survey of public and private agencies employing child welfare workers, across 43
American states in Autumn 2001, found vacancy rates for ‘state’ child protective
service (CPS) workers was 10.9 per cent and 9.3 per cent for ‘private’ CPS

workers. The average annual turnover rate from 1%t July 1999 to 30" June 2000
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was 19.9 per cent for CPS workers and 40.0 per cent for ‘private’ workers.
Average tenure for CPS workers across 12 state agencies was 7 years and for
‘private’ workers only 3 years (Alliance, APHSA and CWLA 2001: 9-11).

When considering notable recruitment problems, ‘state’ agency managers and
supervisors perceived the following as ‘highly problematic’:

Table 2.1 Notable recruitment problems

Number

Problem % (n=) of
responses

Perceived imbalance of job demands and compensation 68 41
Non-competitive starting salaries . 54 39
Other labour market alternatives 49 41
Lack of qualified candidates 47 43
Problematic recruitment procedures 28 40

(Alliance, APHSA and CWLA 2001: 16).

Table 2.2 Notable retention problems

Number

Problem | % | (n=)of

_ responses
Workload too high and/or demanding 82 39
Caseloads too high 62 39
Low salaries 46 39
Too much time on travel, paperwork, etc. 44 39
Supervision problems (amount or quality) 36 39
Workers do no feel valued 34 38

(Alliance, APHSA and CWLA 2001: 17).

Further research of child welfare agencies around a similar time in the USA

highlighted more significant turnover rates that commonly exceeded 30 per cent,
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New Zealand 336
Zimbabwe 301
Romania 292
Philippines 186

Twenty eight per cent of local authorities recruited children’s social workers from
other countries in 2005, a reduction from 31 per cent in 2003 (LAWSG 2004: 35).
These were mainly from Canada (6 local authorities), USA (5), Germany (4), and
elsewhere in Europe (8). The UK has also seen an increase of social workers born
overseas, from 10 per cent in 2004 to 15 per cent in 2007, reflecting the need to
employ from abroad to fill gaps as well as the need for a diverse workforce (Skills
for Care and Development 2009: 39).

The number of Whole Time Equivalent (WTE) workers employed in Social Services
departments in England at 30" September 2008 was 202,200. This included
45,300 social workers, representing a rise of over 91 per cent since 1989 when
23,700 were employed (LAWIG 2006); although this has slowed with a less than 1
per cent increase on 2007 to 45,200. Coincidently, 23,700 social workers (52 per
cent) worked with children in 2008 (IC 2009), an increase of almost 37 per cent
since 1999. In 2008, 80 per cent of children’s social workers were women,
representing no change over the last decade. Ethnicity of children’s social workers
includes a 75 per cent White, 12 per cent Black and 4 per cent Asian split (IC
2009).

In January 2009 the(e were 80,108 registered social workers (and an additional
15,530 registered qualifying social work students) in Englahd (Skills for Care and
Development 2009) and approximately 8.5per cent of social workers gained their
qualification from outside the UK (Skills for Care and Development 2009: 9). The
total number of social workers registered with the GSCC at July 2010 was 84,417,
with social work students at 16,093 (GSCC 2010b: 66). This is up 5,385
representing a 7 per cent increase on July 2009 at 79,032 (GSCC 2010a: 66).
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Inconsistencies exist in the numbers of social workers practising across all services
in England with estimates ranging from around 45,000 according to the GSCC (in
Skills for Care and Development 2009: 18) (just over half the number registered
with the GSCC), 50,300 in 2007 according to the NHS information centre (IC
2008), 68,000 estimated by Moriarty et al. (2008) (in Hussain and Cornes 2008)
and 92,000 reported by the MAC, although this is reportedly based on flawed data
(Skills for Care and Develdpment 2009: 19).

A central starting point in the literature is the Department of Health UK meta-
review, combined with in-depth interviews by Eborall and Garmeson in 2001. This
followed much historical anecdotal information and a Local Government
Association (LGA) survey in 2000, suggesting a public services problem affecting
qualified and unqualified staff. An additional preceding review of recruitment and
retention in the mental health workforce referred to the considerable amount of
evidence from organisations of all types highlighting the significance of human
factors. It suggested that job satisfaction and commitment to an organisation led to
improvements in organisation performance (Sainsbury Centre for Mental Health
2000).
“These human factors include the extent to which employees feel valued,
trusted and supported; are enabled to exercise a high degree of autonomy
in undertaking their work roles, and are well supervised and trained,”
(Sainsbury Centre for Mental Health 2000:152).

According to Eborall and Garmeson (2001) factors that encourage retention were:

* high level of commitment to work
e service user contact

e making a difference to lives

e working in skilled team

e learning from others

Factors that discourage retention were:
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o staff shortages

e excessive workloads

e reliance on templ/inexperienced staff

e bureaucracy

e poor management

¢ vicious cycle of staff frustration and increasing pressure

o stress and burnout leading to fear of practitioner error (also see Knud and
Walker 2002; Newell 2003; Evans et al. 2004; Huxley et al. 2005)

¢ violence and abuse from service users (also see Littlechild 2005)

e blamed for failures in multi-agency working

e inadequate resources

e poor pay

¢ inadequate training

e competition from other agencies

o ‘glass ceiling’ effect (also see Harlow 2004)

(Eborall and Garmeson 2001).

Costs and benefits associated with high and low turnover were also provided. Itis

therefore noted that some degree of turnover is perceived positively.

Table 2.4 Costs and benefits of high and low staff turnover

High Staff Turnover Low Staff Turnover
Benefits | Permits rapid restructuring Stable workforce
Enables quick wage bill reductions Better continuity of care
Brings in new blood Low cost of recruitment, induction and
Provides opportunities for internal temporary cover
promotion Retention expertise
Costs Loss of skills and local knowledge High wage bill
Less continuity of care Career blockages
High cost of recruitment, induction and Stagnation

temporary cover

Undermines morale

Difficult to establish culture

Can lead to service reductions and
closures

Cannot choose who leaves: good staff
often leave first

Difficult to implement change
Lack of fresh ideas
Danger of out-dated approaches

Eborall and Garmeson (2001: 17).
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Mosf public sector employers know little about why their staff leave, with only one
in five of ex-public sector workers having received exit interviews, and perhaps
despite reasons being ‘push’, not ‘pull’ factors (Audit Commission 2002: 4).

The Audit Commission (2002) published a comprehensive national report on
recruitment and retention in the public sector that concluded with four critical
success factors in rec_ruitment and retention. It suggested that the experience of
work must match people’s expectations, the working environrhent should be
engaging, enabling and supportive of staff who should feel valued, respected and
fairly rewarded and ‘the shift from a public sector to a public services workforce
must be actively managed to create a synergy, rather than a clash of values’ (Audit
Commission 2002: 53).

Numerous children’s social care workforce development initiatives have been
introduced since 2004 (see section 2.3.6) and the latest government workforce
survey findings up to 2006 (CWDC 2008; LGA 2009; DCSF 2010) indicate some
impact on vacancy and turnover rates has possibly been made. However, despite
statistical rate improvements, it remains more difficult to recruit and retain
children’s social workers than any other occupational group in local government
(LGA 2008); a consistent theme since the report of Eborall and Garmeson in 2001.

It is noted within the State of the Children’s Social Care Workforce report (CWDC .
2008) that effective recruitment and retention are key objectives for employers
where measures include the establishment of career pathways, workforce
planning, and succession planning (CWDC 2008: 51). Improvements are indicated
in the 2006 vacancy rate reflecting an overall reduction of 6.5 per cent since 2000.
The Social Work Task Force social workers’ survey (DCSF 2010) indicated the
statistics from 2006 were the latest available as it cites the Local Government
Association report, Respect and Protect (LGA 2009) stating that one in ten social
worker posts are vacant at any one time, this being rounded up from 9.5 per cent
(see Table 2.5). This LGA report in turn cites the State of Social Care Workforce
(CWDC 2008) as its source.
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Table 2.5 Vacancy rates of children’s ‘field’ social workers, England

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

16.0% 11.3% 12.6% 11.8% 11.4% 11.8% 9.5%

(LGE 2005, CWDC 2008: 53)

Vacancies were highest in Eastern, West Midlahds, London and South East
regions. The 2006 turnover rate again reflects a decrease of nearly 5 per cent in
six years. Additionally, the retirement rate rose from 0.9 per cent to 1.2 per cent
from 2002 to 2006.

Table 2.6 Turnover rates of children’s “field’ social workers, England
2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

15.3% 13.7% 12.4% 12.0% 10>.6% 11.0% 9.6%

(LGE 2005; CWDC 2008)

Turnover was highest in London and the South East (CWDC 2008). The CWDC
(2008) report covered all 353 local authorities i‘n England using the SSDS001
annual staffing return carried out by the NHS and Social Care Information Centre
(IC 2007). Returns from 600 establishments covering ‘children’s only services’
were used, considerably less than the 12,400 non-children establishments. A 59
per cent return rate was achieved for the Local Authority Workforce Intelligence
Group (LAWIG) survey issued to local authority children’s social care employers in
2006 (LGA 2008) which contributes to the CWDC (2008) report.

Findings indicated that between 2000 and 2007 there was an overall 34 per cent
rise in the recruitment of social workers. 78 per cent of émploying authorities,
however reported difficulties in recruiting children’s social workers (68 per cent in
2004 (LAWSG 2005) and 75 per cent in 2003 Eborall 2005)). Thié arguably
reiterates the perceived recruitment ‘crisis’ in the UK (Douglas 2002; Lymbery
2004; Asquith et al. 2005; Kirkpatrick and Hogue 20086; Skills for Care and
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Development 2009) considered in Chapter 3. Additionally, in 2008 39 per cent of
local authorities reported difficulties retaining children’s social workers (LGA 2008).
This was, however, down from 44 per cent in 2004 (LAWSG 2005), and 54 per
cent in 2003 (Eborall 2005). Reported high level of demand was such that during
their interviews with 28 key informants, one agency manager referred to
professionally qualified social workers as “gold dust” (Kirkpatrick and Hogue 2006:
655).

Problems reported in England are shared within the UK, most notably in Wales
with local authority vacancy rates for children’s social workers at 14.8 per cent and
turnover rates at 15 per cent in 2004 (ADSS 2005: 12). Unison established the
vacancy rate in Wales in 2008 was 9.6 per cent (in Community Care 2009). In
Scotland just over half of qualified social workers (1307.8) worked in children’s
services in 2007. They have seen a reduction of the vacancy rate from 11.9 per
cent in 2003 to 7.7 per cent for children’s social workers in 2007
(www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2009/06/23092957/22).

The figure is at 10 per cent for generic social workers. 84.3 per cent of children’s
services authorities in Scotland, however, reported recruitment as problematic.
The turnover rate for children’s social workers was 18.8 per cent in 2007 (ibid). In
Northern Ireland 41 per cent of qualified social workers work with children
(n=1340.1) with a vacancy rate of 7.7 per cent at March 2008 (DHSSPSNI 2008).

Improvements in recruitment and retention in England could be the result of the
implementation of a government measure of performance for authorities reporting
key occupational shortages, as recommended by the Local Government Workforce
Strategy 2007. The target was that by March 2012 occupational shortages should
not be reported by more than half of all local authorities (LGA/IDEA/LGE 2007).
Such a measure, in the introduction of the Performance Indicator within practice
learning, has positively affected practice learning opportunities (Parker and
Whitfield 2006).
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Recruitment and retention accounted for haif of all public service spending (£55
billion p/a) in 2005-06. A reported average of £900,000 per year is spent at County
level on recruitment (Audit Commission 2008: 11) however, only a minority of local
authorities are making strategic plans to prepare for a workforce that will meet
future challenges (Audit Commission 2008). The Audit Commission’s latest report,
Tomorrow’s People (Au‘dit Commission 2008) highlighted that local authorities
generally appear to have not made significant change since the previous Audit
Commission report of 2002. Good practice from successful local authorities is
however identified and disseminated; a philosophy the Audit Commission plans to
continue. It will “share notable and innovative practice around workforce issues
with the local government community” (ibid 2008: 6).

A wide range of regional vacancy and turnover rates exist for children’s social

workers across England. The following tables (Table 2.7 and Table 2.8)
demonstrate the variation over the latest two years on which data exists (2010).

Table 2.7 Regional variation of vacancy rates

Vacancy rates Lowest : Highest
2005 : 5.4% - South West 17.6% - West Midlands
2006 - 4.8% - North East, and 12.8% - West Midlands
South West

(LAWIG 2006; LGAR 2007)

Table 2.8 Regional variation of turnover rates

Turnover rates Lowest Highest
2005 8.0% - Eastern 15.1% - London
2006 6.2% - North East 12.4% - London, and South
. East

(LAWIG 2006; LGAR 2007)
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In 2002 the situation appeared consistently more severe within the 33 boroughs of
London (Douglas 2002) where the reliance on agency workers was most significant
(Kirkpatrick and Hogue 2006). An estimated 12,527 agency workers were
employed across local authority services up to 30" September 2005. Whilst this
equates to 5.8 per cent of the English workforce, this rises to 20.6 per cent in
London (LAWIG 2006: 20). An element of competition across London was also
highlighted, fuelling calls for a ‘single market’ approach to recruitment between
boroughs (Douglas 2002: 4). Concern about competition was echoed within the

review of services for children in Wales (ADSS 2005).

The recruitment problem in children’s social work in England can be encapsulated
as follows:
¢ An estimated 3500 graduate social workers go on to practice within
children’s social care each year. |
¢ When the retirement rate of 1.2 per cent, and annual exit rate of 3.1 per cent
are considered, the number of new graduates is only sufficient to maintain
the 2006 9.5 per cent vacancy rate, rather than impact on it (Skills for Care
and Development 2009: 19).

o This is in the context of increasing service user need.

2.3.4 Public Services
“Recruitment and retention of appropriate staff is the most critical issue that

faces social care services in all sectors” (Denise Platt in DoH 2002c).

Distinctions in occupational role can be drawn between“professions’ and
‘vocations’. Citing Mackay (1998: 57) and Martin (2000: 76), Clark (2006: 8) aligns
attributes of commitment, enthusiasm, and caring with teachers and nurses in their
embracing of a vocational role, and inter-personal distance, neutrality and self-
protection, with that of social workers in a professional role. However, he
elucidates these are not exclusive categories but often attributes of both.
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