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	STRONG NATIONAL PROFESSIONAL LEADERSHIP: QUESTIONNAIRE
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	The Social Work Task Force have announced our intention to make recommendations concerning the creation of a national college for social work, an organisation which could play a role similar to that of the Royal Colleges and Institutes supporting other professions. 

We are committed to exploring with the profession and with key partners how such a body could be founded and the roles and powers it might have. We have used “national college” as a description of the type of organisation we have in mind, rather than a blueprint for the form and functions of the organisation. We believe that the creation of such a body for social work would be a positive step for the profession. However, it raises a number of complex questions that need further thought and clarification if we are to succeed in putting the leadership of the profession on a strong footing. 
We are seeking your views on a range of questions relating to both the functions and the form that a national college might have. As a Task Force, we have been discussing the possibilities and implications, but we retain an open mind about what exactly a college should aim to deliver and how it should function. 
We would be grateful if you could therefore spend some time considering the current needs of social work in relation to leadership and the potential for a national college, using a questionnaire which we have created to explore the issues. The questions are weighted to give us a better understanding of the functions that need to be prioritized under new leadership arrangements. In the light of your responses to these questions, we will give further consideration to the particular form a new national college might take in order to meet those needs. However, as we know that many of you will have been giving this issue some thought, we have also included some initial questions about the form of the national college. 

Thank you in advance for your consideration of these questions. We very much look forward to receiving your contributions. 
Please note that the questions that have a * next to them are mandatory and must be completed before the questionnaire can be submitted. 
This questionnaire will close at noon on 15 September 2009. 


 

	QUESTION 1: YOUR DETAILS

	
	

	
	1.1 Name: 
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John Chowcat


	

	
	1.2 Email Address: 
	[image: image8.wmf]

john@aspect.org.uk


	

	*
	1.3 I wish my contribution to this survey to remain anonymous and not publicly attributed: 
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	*
	1.4 I would like to receive occasional communications from the Social Work Task Force 
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	*
	1.5 Are you responding:
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on behalf of an organisation (please go to question 1.6)



	

	
	1.6 If you are responding on behalf of an organization, please give details of the organization and your role in it 
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Aspect is a trade union. I am the General S


	

	
	1.7 If you are responding in a personal capacity, please let us know which description below best fits you (please tick as many as apply)
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	*
	2.1 Do you think that a stronger national voice for social work is needed?  Yes

	*
	2.2 Do you think that a national college for social work would help to establish a stronger voice?  Yes

	
	2.3 If you wish to make comments regarding your choice, please add these below.


The Social Work Taskforce has stated it shares the view of the Secretary of State at DCSF that the profession has lacked sufficient leadership and has stated “we have been told that social workers do not feel their profession speaks with a strong national voice or is well supported at national level.” (SWT Interim Report, para 5) 
However, it is not clear that there is a consensus view as to why such a strong voice or leadership does not exist at present. Without some clarity on this issue and consideration of the experience of other professions, there is a risk that, rather than a College of Social Work providing such leadership, it could duplicate the efforts of existing bodies.

Much attention has been given to the multiplicity of existing national-level agencies and organisations as if that is the predominant reason. It is certainly an important reason, but not the only one.  Another consideration might be that alone among the major public sector professions, a minority of social workers are in a trade union and a minority of social workers are in their professional body. Moreover, trade union density has declined in recent years. It is not clear that there would be a consensus amongst the various membership organisations as to why this is so. 

There is a view that this is, in part, because, unlike other professions, there is no profession-specific trade union focus which can both address trade union issues in the narrow sense (pay terms and conditions) and reflect a pro-active approach to related “professional” issues such as safe practice, professional accountability and the duty of care. These latter may express themselves, for example, through excessive workloads, inappropriate skill mix, a counter-productive performance management culture, bullying, and the challenges facing staff who wish to speak up for service users and report unsafe or unethical practices, the scale of which was indicated by the recent GSCC survey of practitioners.

Whilst the GSCC has been criticised (rightly on occasion), it is not the only statutory regulatory body which has lacked the confidence of its profession. Not so long ago, the Nursing and Midwifery Council had a problem of similar proportions. Similarly the tensions about who is responsible for the curriculum, for shortcomings in placements, and for the alleged poor quality of students are not confined to social work, though they appear to be more widespread here than in other professions.

The examples most commonly given for social workers to follow, in terms of professional models, are doctors (the medical colleges) and nurses (the Royal College of Nursing, RCN). Another interesting model is teaching where the profile of the profession has changed for the better, partly through the impact of the TDA.
The medical royal colleges - which each cover specific disciplines including general practice, psychiatry and surgery - are membership bodies for professionals which both set standards for training and practice and speak on behalf of their professions. They are not trade unions and neither negotiate nor provide representation for individual members.  The RCN, on the other hand, whilst it speaks for many (but not all) nurses and has a high media and professional profile, does not set standards for training. It does provide trade union representation and negotiates on pay, terms and conditions though the quality of its trade union function has not been above criticism. Moreover, although the RCN is now the predominant nursing organisation, it is certainly not the only nurses union or professional organisation. UNISON has a substantial number of nurse members especially amongst less senior nurses, and the RCM and CHPHVA dominate among midwives and health visitors respectively. 
There are, of course, other key differences. Social workers work with individuals and communities who often have little political clout and are amongst the poorest in society. On the other hand, everyone uses hospital and health services when required, and even the most powerful, who are likely to have private health insurance, depend on doctors and nurses.
So, although Aspect supports the idea of a College for Social Work, we believe greater clarity is needed as to its potential functions if it is not simply to add to the range of bodies seeking to lead the profession.
If a College for Social Work is to help bring about a sea change in public perceptions of social work, and act as a powerful advocate for the profession, then it will need to be able to speak out on the difficult forthcoming challenges the profession faces as service budgets shrink further, pressures on staff and managers increase, skill mix extends and market forces encroach on delivery systems. 

Social work also needs internal constructive debate about its future role. An effective College must be defined not only by its functional roles but by a serious commitment to the best principles of social work.
That debate in turn links to a final potential tension that requires consideration. Ed Balls and the Taskforce have focussed on the lack of leadership for the profession. We think this focus on the profession, not on the service, is correct and mirrors that of every other professional college that has been referred to. 

Finally, it would be a mistake to establish a College in England without carefully thinking through the implications for the UK. The reality of devolution should be a significant factor in discussions and it is essential that colleagues in the devolved nations are genuinely consulted, otherwise one type of fragmentation could be replaced by another.
There is a risk that more haste could lead to less speed. Any decision as to the most beneficial role and structure ought to be informed by a scoping exercise both of what is needed and of the benefits and drawbacks of the principal existing models referred to in debate. Trade unions would be expected to be involved in such as exercise both because they would be affected and because they would have a contribution to make to debate.
	2.4
For which of the following functions would a 'national college' be most useful? 
Please rank the following 10 functions in your order of priority, with 1 being the function you consider to be your highest priority, 2 the second highest priority and so on. Please do not use any ranking position more than once. 

	A: Managing relations with other professions 8

	B: Improving the understanding and status of social work among the public and in the media 2

	C: Providing a public face and voice for the profession 1

	D: Influencing development of policy and legislation 6

	E: Disseminating information and research to support best practice 3

	F: Setting and maintaining professional standards 4

	G: Securing high quality training and professional development  5

	H: Improving pay 0

	I: Improving conditions 7

	J: Regulating professional conduct  0

	

	K: Any other function you would wish to see (please describe briefly)

We believe that "influencing development of policy and legislation" would have to be an integral part of the five priorities listed above.

We also believe strongly that the College must have a strong and clear ethnical underpinning and vision which ensures it can act effectively as an advocate for individuals and communities social workers work with, and support social workers who as individuals or groups act as advocates for such individuals and communities and their rights
	


The medical model is assumed to work well because of the tripartite structure involving the GMC as statutory regulator, the BMA as trade union (but also acting as the generic voice of the profession) and the royal colleges performing the profession-specific role. But, a decade ago, despite their traditionally untouchable role at the top of the healthcare professions, the medical profession and its regulation was heavily criticised following the Kennedy report on the Bristol baby deaths. It is not entirely clear the extent to which the tripartite medical model (complemented by the medical deans) works because of its structure, rather than because of the status and power of the medical profession.

In nursing and midwifery, the two royal colleges (RCN and RCM) are both a trade unions and a professional organisation, with professional regulation in the hands of the NMC. However, although the pay of nurses is higher for equivalent responsibilities than that of social workers, that may be as much due to labour market pressures, public esteem and their dominant role in pay negotiations as much as effective trade unionism. 
On balance, Aspect’s view is that the College for Social Work should definitely not seek to undertake any trade union function in the current circumstances, nor should it seek to be a regulator of the profession in any circumstances.
Social work as a profession certainly needs a vigorous and profession-specific trade unionism which understands the practical links between pay and terms and conditions of employment on the one hand, and professional accountability and the duty of care on the other. Indeed, Aspect seeks to play that role for some groups of its own members already. However, any attempt in the current circumstances to give the College a trade union role would be problematic as there would be no early consensus as to what that role would be and discussion of it would overshadow the positive wider functions of a proposed College.

Nor should the College seek to be a regulator. Aspect is in favour of powerful regulation of the profession in the interests of those who use and receive services, notwithstanding the fact that in medicine, nursing and social work there has at times been widespread criticism of the respective regulators. Indeed our main criticism of the GSCC has been that it has not yet asserted that role strongly enough to support staff who do speak out on behalf of those they work with and against unsafe working environment. The reason we support GSCC call that the Code be made mandatory, and the extension of professional regulation to support staff, is to make that role easier to carry out. Working effectively, a statutory regulator should be the voice of those who use and receive services, and there may inevitably be circumstances where the regulator may wish to challenge the College in its other roles, and vice versa. That does not mean that consideration should not be given to transferring some of the GSCC’s other functions to a College.

To respond specifically to the list of priorities, therefore, we believe that for a College to work effectively in 
· “Providing a public face and voice for the profession”; and 

· “Improving the understanding and status of social work among the public and in the media”
requires that the College is also effective in

· “Disseminating information and research to support best practice”
· “Setting and maintaining professional standards”
· “Securing high quality training and professional development”  

That in turn would make a College more effective in

· “Influencing development of policy and legislation”
A crucial measure of the success of a College would be the extent to which, informed by professional ethics, the College could set standards for the employment of social workers so that many of the key concerns driving the Task Force – such as the protection of qualified workers, the workloads of staff, the nature of skill mix, the lack of effective career structures, the shortcomings in supervision and CPD – were addressed. Unless it can do that in ways that social workers understand and support, it will not command their allegiance.
	3.1 Are there any combinations of two or more of the functions listed above which would form an effective, cohesive remit for a single organisation? 

	Please list the four or five functions (from the list above in question 2.4) that you think would make for a strong and cohesive college. 
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	3.2 If you wish to make comments to support how you have ranked the functions, please add these here
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	4.1 Do you have any initial views about the form a new national college for social work might take? 

We would welcome, for instance, ideas about:

• what you think a national college would contribute to providing a stronger national voice for social work – do you have an alternative suggestion?
• the relationship between a national college and existing national bodies There should be a formal link between the College and trade unions representing social workers within its governance
• how the college would interact with the profession and individual social workers
• governance of the college including the possible role of elections, membership and subscriptions/fees
• how it should be funded both initially and over the longer term to ensure independence and viability
• strong models from other professions that a national college for social workers might draw on.
• other comments you would wish to make. 



	Please comment: 

	4.2 Do you think that members of the profession should pay a subscription/fee to benefit from a national college for social work?  We think it is essential that the College is not reliant on government or employer subsidy beyond initial pump priming and as a result will need subscriptions.


	4.3 If you wish to make comments regarding your choice, please add these below.


Social work is necessarily a ‘politicised’ profession at this moment in time. It seeks to work with, and speak out for, and where necessary protect and promote, the interests of many disenfranchised and marginalised groups and individuals in society. Unlike in health, there is no national, universal care service funded by taxation and it is likely that the interests of many of those that social workers work with and for will be adversely affected in coming years.

Speaking out on behalf of social workers is therefore inextricably linked with speaking out on behalf of those groups social workers work with. It will mean developing and promoting the evidence base for best practice alongside lobbying for the structures, funding and staffing which can deliver that best practice. That is likely to mean that whilst it supports some government initiatives, it may oppose others. 

A priority will be helping to synthesise the best academic, teaching and research traditions with the best practice.

Discussion of functions and demarcation and the links between a College and other agencies inevitably raises a number of wider questions:
· The GSCC might need to consider whether its training and standard setting role should be transferred to a College. The regulatory function should be kept separate. For the College to be effective, it is essential that the Code of Practice is mandatory for employers, and that the long promised extension of regulation to other social care staff is accelerated to protect service users and empower staff speaking up for them.
· SCIE and SWAP whilst maintaining their independence, might want a more formal and closer relationship with a College. Aspect does not endorse the view held in some quarters that there are fundamental problems with the basic quality of courses. On the contrary, the GSCC rates most courses highly. There are serious problems with placements and, were the profession to become more attractive and better paid, that might well drive up the average entry qualifications of those entering the profession
· The recent House of Commons Select Committee report on Social Work Training “urged the Task Force to consider how one of the existing bodies could be reformed to replicate the role and impact that the Training and Development Agency has had in the teaching profession.” It concluded that “a 'Social Work Development Agency' should unite the functions of recruitment, workforce development and funding and commissioning of training. Such a body would replace the social work functions of the Children's Workforce Development Council.” 
However, the Select Committee did not go on to address the linked questions of how that would fit with the development of integrated services in adult services and in childrens services (the latter under the Every Child Matters strategy in England). Nor did it address the question of how the workforce development of social workers and social care staff would be integrated at a time when skill mix and a redefinition of roles and tasks (unfortunately often though not always driven as much by cost considerations as effectiveness ones) seems high on the sector’s agenda. 
Both the CWDC and Skills for Care perform essential workforce development functions. Since any credible College must represent both adult and childrens social workers, it is important that there is close co-ordination of the work done by Skills for Care and CWDC. There is real merit in a body that, where appropriate, promotes work developing other social care staff, who are the large majority of the social care workforce, and which maintains a focus on closer working between different services and professions in both children’s services and adult services. That becomes even more important as regulation extends beyond social workers.
· An effective College needs effective trade unions. The relatively low trade union density amongst social workers compared to other public sector professionals is a matter of concern which ought to prompt serious debate. Aspect’s views are in the public domain and we think it is essential that trade unions have a profession-specific focus, place especial emphasis on what staff do as well as what they get paid for what they do, and position themselves as guardians of, and advocates of the services they provide and the service users we work with. Pay is, of course, crucial but that needs a profession-specific approach which we are separately presenting to the Taskforce.
· As state regulation via the GSCC extends to other groups of staff, there will inevitably at some stage a debate about whether a College of Social Work should include those support workers within it. After all, for example, the RCN (one model) recruits groups of staff previously excluded from membership. Excluding such staff could seem elitist, but on the other hand, there is, at present, a particular need for a body that speaks specifically for social workers. 
The funding of a College is a potentially major problem. To have the confidence of the profession it must be “owned” by the profession with appropriate governance. It might well need pump priming at its very start, but it would be absolutely essential that it was not dependant on funding from government or employers, since that would inevitably be seen to damage its independence. The challenge would be to develop a sufficiently convincing model that could be sustained in the longer term through subscriptions and other income (research, publications, training).

However social work is a relatively small and relatively low-paid, profession. It is not clear that there are the numbers (as in nurses) or high incomes (as with doctors) to sustain an effective organisation. 

Finally, it is important that, as the Task Force recognises, consideration of a College does not take place in isolation. Whilst a College is distinct in that it must be a membership organisation, it will inevitably be considered within:

· The review of the Sector Skills Councils which have responsibility for the children and young people's workforce which was underway in early 2009 
· The review of non-departmental public bodies serving the children's workforce set out in the 2020 Children and Young People's Workforce Strategy 
· The DoH 2008 review of the roles of the Social Care Institute for Excellence, Skills for Care, and the GSCC. 
To be effective, the College must, from the start be owned by the profession and speak on behalf of the profession, at times potentially bringing it into tension with some of those currently supporting the idea in general terms.
14th September 2009.
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