ASPECT, the Association of Professionals in Education and Children's Trusts maintains a growing and autonomous section for social workers and social care professionals.

Social work pay – time for a rethink
Why the Social Work Taskforce should recommend an early review of social work pay.

Summary

Many social workers are significantly underpaid. The current arrangements depend on a legion of local supplements on a scale which confirms something fundamental is wrong. Analysis of the two main job evaluation schemes in use in local government suggest they are a major cause of the underpayment of social workers as they understate their skills and responsibilities. Improvements to the pay of social workers should be made in ways that are sustainable and permanent. It is important that the Social Work Taskforce recommends an early review so that an improved national framework is developed and implemented.

1. Why is pay an issue for social workers?

Social workers are often poorly rewarded for the skills they are required to deploy and responsibilities they carry. Whilst the pay of social workers is certainly not the only reason for low morale, high vacancy rates and turnover, it is certainly a contributory factor.
The national attention that social work is currently receiving provides an opportunity to put a more robust and credible professional salary framework in place that can also address the changing structures and needs of the service. That opportunity may not come again for some considerable time
2. What are the current pay levels?

Pay levels vary considerably between local authorities, even between neighbouring authorities. A Community Care survey in July 2008 claimed: 

· 20% of respondents earned less than £25,000 a year, while less than 10% earned over £40,000. 

· 40% of respondents took second jobs to make ends meet

· 60% were considering leaving the profession because of pay

· 70% felt their pay was unfair

Within these figures local supplements to assist recruitment and retention are widespread. 
A more recent salary survey was a Community Care/UNISON survey which reported:

· The average salary for directors, heads of department and area managers was £43,420, compared with £28,740 for social workers and senior social workers, and £19,810 for key, outreach and support workers. 

· Almost three-quarters of respondents were women, earning an average of £31,000 compared with almost £35,000 for men.

· Respondents from Greater London reported the highest average salary - £36,600 - while those in the South West earned the least, £30,070. 

· More than a fifth cited a higher salary as a main reason for leaving their previous jobs, while 41% of those now looking for a new job said they wanted to be paid more. (1)
Incomes Data Services most recent data was also published in July 2009:
Table 1: Social worker salaries at July 2009 (2)
	
	Median starting

Salary £pa


	Median

midpoint

salary £pa


	Median

maximum

salary £pa


	Social worker

(children & families)
	25,220 
	28,251
	31,439

	Social worker

(adults) *
	25,220 
	28,251
	30,546

	Senior social worker *
	31,910 
	33,251
	34,592

	Social worker (newly

qualified)
	22,527
	26,678
	29,288


3. How has social worker pay changed compared to other professions in recent years?
Three years ago, the Wales ADASS published Social Work in Wales - A Profession to Value which: 
“noted evidence that social workers had lost ground on pay against other professions in Wales, including nurses and teachers - professions with national pay scales in England and Wales. It said average weekly pay was £438,30 for social workers, £474.10 for nurses and £592.50 for primary school teachers in 2004.” (3)
By comparison, for example, health visitors across the UK are paid no lower than Band 6 of the NHS Agenda for Change pay scales. Newly qualified entrants therefore normally start at £24,831, rising to £33,436 with seniority, though in some London boroughs all health visitors are on Band 7. 

First line managers and specialist health visitors earn between £29,789 to £39,273 per year on Band 7 of the NHS pay scale. Second tier managers are normally on Grade 8a starting at £37,996 and rising to £45,596

On top of that there is a London weighting allowance of between 5% and 20% of salary, depending on where you work in London (subject to the maximum of £6,080 that most health visitors receive.) 
4. The case for a national pay structure
The Children, Schools and Families Committee - Seventh Report Training of Children and Families Social Workers suggested a rethink of that structure is needed: 

61. “Children and families are ill served by a social work profession that suffers from endemic churn in personnel. It is essential that opportunities for career progression are clarified and strengthened. Introduction of Advanced Practitioner Status is a welcome step, but must be incorporated into more comprehensive reforms; this includes substantial improvements in the pay available to skilled and experienced social work practitioners. 
We are not persuaded that pay should remain the responsibility of individual employers, particularly given the evidence of how a more vigorous national policy has transformed the outlook for the teaching profession. We therefore recommend that a national pay structure for social work be introduced, allowing for regional variation, incorporating a system of spinal points for extra skills and responsibilities and supported by the necessary funding”. (their emphasis) (4) 
A regional stand-alone social work pay structure was proposed in Social Work in Wales - A Profession to Value for similar reasons:
“A unified approach to pay talks was recommended in last year's report, Social Work in Wales - A Profession to Value, which highlighted huge variations in social workers' pay and conditions in Wales.” (5)

Earlier this year Community Care reported that 
“The idea of a national pay scale for social workers in Wales has resurfaced four years after it was recommended by a major review of the profession.

In a poll of 14 Welsh Assembly members published by the British Association of Social Workers this month, most identified the need for a national pay scale for "underpaid and undervalued practitioners".

It emerged as the Welsh government announced the establishment of a task group to look at ways of improving recruitment and retention and boosting the status of the profession.

It seems clear that the task group will be asked to consider the case for establishing a national pay scale given the failure to do so following the 2005 report, Social work: A profession to value.
The report, produced by a group led by the Association of Directors of Social Services Cymru and written by former Bridgend Council social services director Tony Garthwaite, found wide variations in social worker remuneration packages in local authorities.

Amid overall vacancy and turnover rates of 15%, councils were using a range of financial incentives to tempt social workers, including raising starting salaries and providing additional duty and unsociable hours payments and relocation packages. 

The report found that, while this could ease recruitment problems in the short-term, the resulting pay inequalities were likely to cause low morale in lower-paying workplaces and damage retention by encouraging social workers to chase higher salaries elsewhere. Minimum starting salaries ranged from £19,053 to £25,437, with an average of £20,970.” (6) 
5. What pay supplements show.
A majority of local authorities use local supplements of some sort, of which the majority appear to be linked to recruitment and retention not performance. The widespread use of such supplements suggests that there is a serious problem with the basic pay scales.
The use of such supplements is a problem for staff because such payments:

· may not be permanent, and also generally cannot be used in mortgage applications

· are not pensionable

The use of such payments is problematic for employers too because their effectiveness in recruitment and retention is questionable in the long run, as they encourage staff turnover to authorities where supplements are higher.
The recent report on Birmingham’s troubled social care department, for example, stated:
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“2.3.2 The Inquiry team received conflicting data on benchmarking and pay and conditions. Although there is evidence that Birmingham is regarded as a tough place for social workers to work, the evidence challenged the view that remuneration is a pivotal reason for problems with recruitment and retention. There is no overwhelming evidence that pay is the single significant reason for not being able to recruit staff (but it may be an issue in retention).

“2.3.3 There was no evidence that market supplements or golden hellos are the answer either. The market supplement cannot be used for mortgage applications and is not pensionable and golden hellos have been paid incrementally not in a lump sum, which makes them less attractive (our emphasis). Since market supplements were introduced in 2007, they would appear to have had a negligible impact on the recruitment situation. There is clear evidence from the audit reports that they are not related to staff performance. As a matter of good practice, market supplements should be reviewed and evaluated by senior management at regular intervals to ensure that they are fair, relate to the current market conditions and are serving the intended purpose. In principle, supplementary payments should be related to performance and determined through the PDR process. This will enhance the ability of managers to manage.” (7)
It is unclear, incidentally, why the report thinks market supplements might be related to performance, since they can only be justified, in equality terms, if they are related to labour market recruitment difficulties. However, the report’s central argument against a reliance on market supplements and golden hellos is correct. 

If pay is an issue – and it is - then an Elastoplast patchwork of supplements of various kinds is not the answer. 
6. Why the pay structure itself needs improving
The Local Government NJC single status agreement allows local authorities to develop their own pay and grading structures following a grading review. In order to ensure that the equality clause which is implicit in all contracts follows the Equal Pay Act 1970 (as amended in 1983), employers have adopted job evaluation schemes to determine the grading.
Job evaluation compares jobs to establish a rank order to underpin a grading structure to which pay rates can be attached. In theory it is able to fairly compare jobs of quite different occupations. It works by analysing jobs using a matrix of factors which have different levels of demand within each factor. The factors themselves are generally weighted so some have more significance than others. The scores provided by each factor are then aggregated and are intended to provide a fair and transparent basis for comparing different jobs.

A crucial reason that social work jobs are not sufficiently well paid is that the job evaluation schemes used to grade them undervalue key elements of these jobs.

The nature of the problem can be seen by comparing the two best known local government schemes, the Local Government NJC scheme and the Hay scheme, with a quite different scheme, the National Health Service Agenda for Change JE scheme.

Unlike Hay (which was rejected as the basis of the NHS scheme) and the Local Government NJC scheme, the NHS Agenda for Change scheme was specifically constructed to make sure that high level specialist posts with considerable professional autonomy but little managerial roles were fairly graded.

Table 1. Comparison of levels and weighting of JE factors in NJS and Agenda for change schemes.

	Factors
	NJC JE scheme
	Agenda for Change

	Knowledge
	Need breadth of organisational or managerial knowledge to reach levels 7 and 8

Knowledge weighted at 16.8% of total available score
	Can reach levels 7 and 8 on specialist skills without having line management responsibilities
Knowledge weighted at 24% of total available score, to the advantage of highly professional jobs

	Mental skills
	Highly skilled jobs excluded from highest levels of factor as these needs varied or very varied Mental Skills as well as complex or highly complex judgements
	Specifically provides that expert decision making and advice in a specialist area qualifies for the higher levels. Also has a planning and organisational skills factor which can benefit professionals working with autonomy and a caseload.

	Initiative and independence
	Only significant managerial jobs can attain above levels 5 (of 8)
	Specialist posts can reach level 5 (out of 6) 

	Responsibility for People/Patients/Clients
	Provision of specialist advice only reaches level 4.
	Specialist posts can reach level 6 (of 8) before management responsibilities are required

	Responsibility for research and development
	Not a factor in this scheme
	Is a factor in this scheme


The other well known local government scheme, the Hay scheme, does measure advanced technical knowledge requirements but arguably not adequately. It does not fully count, we believe:
· The nature of the communication and interpersonal skills required of social workers

· Statutory and other responsibilities for the quality and safety of service, some of a very high order

· Personal and professional responsibilities for the judgements made

· The degree of initiative required

· The mental and emotional demands of social work
It is questionable, in other words, whether either scheme adequately captures the specialist role of social workers (and indeed some other specialist professional groups). Such shortcomings, of course, would in turn be reflected in the grades of such jobs, and their pay. To obtain higher pay, social workers have to take on substantial management responsibilities. 
Within the single status arrangements, differential pay awards can be justified on equal pay grounds if there is a labour market justification for doing so. However, the relativities fixed by inadequate JE schemes cannot be otherwise changed without changing the schemes, opting out of the schemes altogether, or paying a national market supplement which is unlikely to be defensible on equal pay grounds and would not be permanent.
It is unclear whether the current schemes are fully equality proofed, especially given the predominantly female nature of the social worker workforce. 

At present, social worker pay varies considerably from authority to authority against salaries for other occupations that do not vary in the same way. The slow progress towards job reviews triggered by the single local government pay arrangements has already departed considerably from the principle that the relationship between social worker pay and that of staff similarly weighted on the job evaluation scheme should be the same everywhere. 
In some places these variations are justified as labour market payments, but the new local arrangements confirm the real problems lie much deeper, notwithstanding the fact that almost all agreements have been signed off with local trade unions. It is far from clear, moreover, that the multitude of local pay arrangements with different local social worker pay scales have all been equality proofed.

7. Why should pay be a consideration for the final Social Work Taskforce final report?

The Task Force in its interim report recognised the unsatisfactory nature of both pay levels and pay structures. The current squeeze on local authority finances will continue for the foreseeable future making any significant change through the current national arrangements problematic. In practice employers and unions are reaching local arrangements, but as the Select Committee Report argued, only national arrangements can address what is a national problem. In Wales a union supported national arrangement has been reported as a distinct possibility. (8) 
It would be possible to construct a pay framework that:

· Reflected the specialist nature of social work in the basic pay structure

· Included a coherent and transparent link between pay, career development and CPD thus incentivising further training and development
· Created a higher paid social worker-specific pay spine that created fewer problems for equal pay proofing pay 
· Reduced staff turnover 

· Was developed in a manner such that it could be adopted by non local authority social worker employers 

8. Conclusion

Aspect accepts that pay is only one of a number of factors affecting staff morale, turnover and vacancy rates. It is however a very important one and we support fit for purpose arrangements for social workers.
The opportunity to urgently start work on such a framework exists now and it may not come again for a long time. To recommend other improvements to the terms on which social workers work without addressing pay would be to continue to store up pay problems for social workers.
John Chowcat 

General Secretary 

Aspect 
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