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Learning outcomes
1. [bookmark: _Hlk137202726]Critically review and evaluate data on internal processes for ‘growing our own’ and retaining experienced social workers. 
2. [bookmark: _Hlk158818933]Lead and manage a team to deliver on the Local Authorities’ future workforce strategy. 
3. Negotiating and influencing strategic partners with responsibility for the retention and recruitment of social workers to ensure consistency across the organisation. 
4. Design and develop new pathways to support ‘growing our own’ and implement a retention payment pathway for experienced social workers.
Introduction 
I have chosen to claim credit for this learning area as I feel this learning area has developed my skills base, knowledge and understanding significantly. Leading my team to overcome the recruitment and retention crisis in social work since the Covid-19 pandemic has allowed me to develop in many areas. 

The areas that particularly stand out for me are, my leadership and management skills, particularly around delegation. My knowledge on a strategic level when considering recruitment and retention of the social work workforce, and my understanding of processes and the importance of equality when implementing new pathways within a large organisation. 

I have chosen to use Driscoll’s Model of Reflection, What? So What? Now What? To aid critical reflection and to draw out learning acquired from my experiences (Driscoll, 2007). Driscoll’s Model of Reflection is concise, which I have a preference for when critically reflecting on my experiences. I had considered the use of Gibbs' (1998) Reflective Cycle Model but felt Gibbs’ model is drawn out with the inclusion of six different stages. Nevertheless, I do think it is important to capture one’s feelings when critically reflecting, I will ensure I reflect on my feelings in the Now What? stage of Driscoll’s Model of Reflection. 

Background 
I have worked for the organisation in several roles since 2012 (11 years) as outlined in my CV. I have been part of the learning and development team for professional practice since April 2018. I was employed as an advisor whereby my main responsibilities included taking a lead on the training needs for children services and supporting Newly Qualified Social Workers (NQSW) via the First Year in Practice (FYIP) support already established within the organisation.

[bookmark: _Hlk137201017] In August 2021 my line manager unexpectedly took long term sick leave, and a colleague left the professional practice team. As a conscientious and dedicated member of the professional practice team, I naturally covered both roles until a new appointment was made. In the October 2021 I was formally asked to ‘step up’ into the Senior Learning and Development Advisor (Senior L&D Advisor) role, and manage the professional practice team.

As part of my role as Senior L&D Advisor, I had responsibility for the development of and future workforce with the social work profession for my organisation. The social work role is a statutory responsibility for my organisation who must ensure they have adequate social workers to fulfil its Social Services function as outlined in the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 (SSWB(W)A, 2014). Operational tasks related to my role included managing a team of three members of staff to ensure high quality training/service is provided to all social workers employed by my organisation in each division (children, adult and integrated Services). Furthermore, my role includes working in partnership with higher education institutes to support the development and Placement Learning Opportunities (PLO) for student social workers. Thus, linking into my organisation’s strategic objectives for ‘growing our own’ Social workers and retaining hosted students as part of our recruitment of social workers in line with the organisation’s future workforce strategy. 
Difficulties with recruitment and retention of social workers predates the Covid-19 pandemic. The recruitment difficulties were also prevalent following Brexit in 2016, which impacted on the ability to recruit overseas social workers (European) due to legal barriers regarding citizenship and rights to work impacting on the profession (Wiliams, 2022). This was identified by my organisation and, the organisation started to heavily invest in ‘growing our own’ and reinstated a secondment policy to support our employees with a clear progression pathway as a result. However, since the Covid-19 pandemic recruitment across all health and social care sectors as a whole has been a challenge, the social work profession has felt the impact. My organisation has felt the full effect, reporting double the number of vacancies since the pandemic (Youle, 2022). Furthermore, public perception of social care is currently at an all-time low with members of the public identifying the following as contributors to poor public perception; unsatisfactory pay, unsatisfactory career security, burnout/excessive work commitments and the profession is undervalued (Wiliams, 2022).

___________________________________________________________________

How I achieved the Learning Outcomes 

Learning Outcome 1

1. Critically review and evaluate data on internal processes for ‘growing our own’ and retaining experienced social workers. 
What?
As a direct impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on the retention and recruitment of qualified social workers, I was asked to join the retention and recruitment (R&R) forum which consisted of directors, head of services (Children Services, Adult Services, Integrated Services, Business Support) and operational managers. This was a new forum for me to be working in, and this was as a direct result of stepping up into the Senior L&D Advisor role. The R&R forum was a strategic team of senior managers tasked with ensuring our retention and recruitment strategy aligned with strategic themes highlighted in the ‘A Healthier Wales, Health and Social Care Workforce Strategy’ and the organisations legal duty to have adequate social work staff to meet demand as outlined in the SSWB(W)A 2014. 
The operational function of the R&R forum was to ensure data in line with retention and recruitment was shared with key partners, which included data sets on; vacancies within the sector from a number of social care roles (social work, home care, and residential care), agency workers employed, sickness levels and financial impact. 
At the R&R forum it was agreed that a working group needed to be established as a task and finish group to specifically focus on the retention of social workers. I was identified as a key member of the task and finish group due to my experience of working within social care/social work for over 20 years in a range of roles (CV). Furthermore, within my role as Senior L&D Advisor, I managed all the data relating to social work career pathways within the organisation. 

The task and finish group included the following members: head of service for children services, the head of service for adult services, the locality manager for integrated services, human resources (HR) representative for adult services, and a learning and development lead. Prior to stepping up into the Senior L&D Advisor role I had minimal contact with the members of the task and finish group as they are all senior managers with strategic oversight on their service area. 

As we established the task and finish group, which met on a fortnightly basis. We all agreed a benchmarking exercise would need to be undertaken with the purpose of scoping out how or organisation measured up against our 13 neighbouring local authorities across South Wales. This would allow us as a group to analyse the data gathered and provide an evidence base for proposed recommendations to aid the retention of qualified social workers, given we had lost a significant number of experienced social workers to our neighbouring local authorities. The head of service for children services agreed to take the lead in completing/collating the data and we were tasked with providing data to him. My role was to provide data that sat within my remit, this included data on the amount of qualified and registered social workers were employed under each service area (child, adult, integrated) as well as proposed data for future workforce in line with students seconded and hosted by the organisation. This was my first experience of contributing to a benchmarking exercise/scoping exercise, and although I did not have direct responsibility as the author of the report. I learned a great deal with regards to gathering, analysing, and presenting data at a strategic level. I particularly liked the visual aspect of presenting data with graphs which allowed the reader to establish patterns with ease enabling a more strategic analysis to be undertaken. Furthermore, I now had an exemplar to reflect on for future reference and to aid my development in gathering, analysing and presenting data. 

The conclusion of the benchmarking exercise was as follows; the organisation was paying competitively for Newly Qualified social workers (NQSWs) early in their careers. However, the organisation had one of the lowest pay scales for experienced social workers across the 13 other local authorities (Appendix 2). The benchmarking exercise provided the evidence base required to support the organisation to focus on retention of experienced social workers within the task and finish group. 

In order to further critically review the issues around retention the HR advisor was tasked with providing data from exit interviews, this was both quantitative and qualitative data. The quantitative data provided the figures of experienced social workers leaving the organisation, whereas the qualitative data addressed exactly why experienced qualified social workers were leaving the organisation. With the main qualitative themes identified as: more money for the same role, working in ‘specialist’ teams without case responsibility and the promise of flexible ‘hybrid’ working to support home and work life balance. 

This led the task and finish group to discuss the need for further qualitative information from the current workforce to establish how the workforce felt and what recommendations they had to aid retention within the organisation. A questionnaire was collectively developed and then sent out to all qualified social workers across the organisation. (Appendix 3) As a group we designed questions that would allow social workers to express their views and offer suggestions to improve the way in which the organisation values experienced social workers in the future. I felt comfortable contributing to this process, providing many suggestions to the wording of the potential questions, as evaluation has been a key part of my role since joining the Professional Practice Team. I was able to use knowledge from my previous role of managing the children services’ training plan, whereby I would regularly design feedback forms for a wide range of programmes, to ensure the feedback from was relatable, helpful and informative. 

As a result of the benchmarking exercise, data from HR and the results from the questionnaire, it was agreed by the task and finish group that we needed to explore an ‘Experienced Practitioner Framework’. It was anticipated that the framework would bring the organisation in line with neighbouring local authorities when considering pay scales. Furthermore, we were utilising the feedback provided by HR and social workers to ensure our organisation was a competitive/attractive organisation to work for. 

With regards to critically reviewing and evaluating the systems already in place in line with ‘growing our own’ social workers I lead on this as my team held the data in relation to employees who were on traineeships, seconded via the Open University (OU) degree, seconded via the Swansea University MSc programme, Care Academi or hosted by the organisation. I began by mapping out the pathways we already had to support growing our own social workers and mapping out the positives and negatives for each route from the organisation’s perspective. This included, Traineeships via Open university (OU) degree, Secondees via OU degree, Sponsored via Swansea University MSc programme and the Care Academi via OU degree (Appendix 4). 

Throughout my career I have always ensured my decision making is made on sound evidence, and I have routinely used mapping tools such as positives/negatives or strengths/deficits to support my decision making. This way of working was first introduced to me when working to the signs of safety model as a social worker considering harm/safety of children, and I have continued to use this method of mapping to aid and provide an evidence base for my decision making (Turnell and Edwards, 1999). I find that the mapping process allows me to analyse the data more efficiently as its concise and visual, furthermore, it provides an evidence base to support how a conclusion has been made. 

By carrying out this exercise, I was able to critically review the qualitative data and provide the number of candidates the organisation was committed to, in supporting them to achieve a social work qualification. This allowed me to provide the projected numbers of NQSW due to qualify over a 3-year period. Furthermore, I was able to use the data to consider the future workforce for social work and how my role was integral in developing the future workforce for social work in line with the workforce strategy. 
As a result of critically reviewing the data, I quickly learned that having several options available to support employees to develop and become qualified social workers was important. Individuals working for the organisation have varying circumstances (caring responsibilities/financial/work commitments), having choice in the type of qualification and level of commitment required was crucial in allowing the organisation to target a wider audience for growing our own workforce. I concluded that it was important to have a wide range of options available to ensure we were able to cater for a wide range of employees. I came to this conclusion following an R&R forum meeting whereby the director was not overly focused on the costings of a programme but rather ensuring we had options available and acknowleded the long-term gain of having a committed workforce that feel valued. It was his summary of the mapping tool that influenced my thinking which could at time be heavily biased by cost and the organisational impact. 

By evaluating each pathway, I was able to conclude that we as an organisation had established five pathways (trainees/Secondees degree/secondees masters/ hosted/care academi) to support the development of our employees and external candidates. Furthermore, I was able to clearly see how each pathway was contributing to the organisation’s future workforce strategy in line with ensuring we have sufficient qualified and registered social workers employed to fulfil our statutory obligations on behalf of the Local Authority as outlined in the SSWB(W)A 2014 (Appendix 7&17).
So What?
When considering the process of critically reviewing and evaluating data, this was a task I thoroughly enjoyed and I fully embraced the opportunity to develop new skills in data gathering, analysing, and presenting findings. I am a methodical and analytical thinker, and this allowed me to pull data together, analyse the data and collectively support a proposal/recommendation to improve services on an evidence base (Insights, 2022). 
An area of learning I have taken from this experience and utilised further within my role is how to present data findings to strategic partners and wider audiences. Having been a part of the process and seen the concluded benchmarking report, this has given me a strong exemplar to take forward in presenting data sets to others. The use of graphs to provide visual data at a glance has been something I have taken forward in all data reports I have since completed. I have also taken this a step further and developed my knowledge on the use of infographics to support the presentation of data to wider audiences. This was as a result of completing the Certified Online Learning Facilitator (COLF) course as I became aware that individuals are more likely to remember information if it is presented with a visual stimulus (Appendix 9, 10 & 11)
I took the lead in collating, reviewing and evaluating the data for the growing our own future workforce. I developed a pros and cons table to demonstrate my findings with regards to each pathway available to the organisation as there was no data analysis process available (Appendix 4). I presented the data to the task and finish group via a standard table within a Microsoft Word document. However, when I presented the data in this way, it became evident that the task and finish group members had a preference for data to be presented via Microsoft Excel. I am not particularly confident and do not routinely use Microsoft Excel. I remember feeling inadequate and immense pressure to present the information in a way that the strategic partners preferred.  I was able to recall the learning I had achieved from the European Computer Driving Licence (ECDL) course to put the data set together in an Excel format as requested by the task and finish group (Appendix 19). Furthermore, I was able to identify that I have an ongoing learning need, as I need to develop my Microsoft Excel skills, particularly as I have recently progressed into a new regional role that requires data to be reported regionally and nationally. 
When analysing the data on the growing our own pathways, I was able to immediately identify that we had a range of pathways available, and these were all required due to the vast audience we were targeting (Appendix 12). When completing my pros and cons table linked to each pathway, I did this from the perspective of the organisation. When discussing these with the R&R forum we unpicked the pros and cons and concluded that each pathway was required regardless of the cost implication and/or backfill implication for the employee’s substantive post. I really struggled with this view initially, as I was stuck in my operational mindset, working to the very tight budgets. I had and not considered other important factors such as pathway options for the large and diverse audience we employed. Regardless, I was open to listening to the perspectives of others, and I was able to see the benefit of having a number of options available given the difficulties we were experiencing with retention and recruitment of employees in social work. This was an important lesson for me in relation to being open minded, listening to others and taking on board other peoples’ perspectives. I must also acknowledge this may have been easier for me, as I was the least experienced person in the room with a number of senior managers and strategic partners present. I felt the power imbalance was not in my favour to challenge the R&R forum members. However, I did value their perspectives and could appreciate the points they were making. 
The R&R Forum also wanted to consider the future workforce, and I had responsibility for providing the quantitative data which included the projected number of employees that would qualify over a three-year period (Appendix 12). It was from providing this data report and attending the quarterly R&R Forum that I was able to start making the links between operational working and strategic thinking. I was now being given the opportunity to be part of discussions that required me to consider local, regional, and national policies, strategies as well as the legislative framework to the work I was carrying out. I had always felt disparity between the strategic thinking above me, and my operational role. However, I was now having the opportunity to contribute at a strategic level, bringing with me, my operational knowledge and expertise (McAdam, Walker and Hazlett, 2011). This opportunity has been invaluable for my professional development, as it opened my thinking to a wider context outside of my operational role. 
Now What?
Critically reflecting on the learning identified above, the most valuable learning that I can specifically pin and see the impact on my career is the opportunity to delve into strategic thinking when stepping up into a management role. As a result, going forward I will promote and support my team to explore opportunities for secondments or to step up and to cover more senior roles to promote formal and informal learning opportunities (Stalker, Skoumpopoulou and Quan, 2019). 
On reflection, I would have liked to have had more of a role in developing the benchmarking exercise and report. The head of children services had relationships established with his counterparts across South Wales, and I do appreciate he was best placed to carry out the benchmarking report. However, I feel I could have taken greater personal and professional development from the situation had I been more involved in the data collection, analysis and end of report writing. Furthermore, when I consider my learning style, I have a preference for visual and kinaesthetic learning. In the event I’d had the opportunity to be more involved in the benchmarking exercise, this would have supported my learning style of kinaesthetic as I would have had the opportunity to learn as I was completing the benchmarking exercise (Fleming, 1987). When I further critically reflect on why I had not offered to be more involved or asked to have a more hands on role in the benchmarking report. I have come to the conclusion that power dynamics and my lack of experience in a new role contributed to this. I had only been stepping up into a managerial role for a couple of months, so I was still developing my professional relationships with the senior management tier. Furthermore, as the head of service was far more senior than me and male, I felt inadequate to interject and impose on the process (Simpson, 2000).
Completing this critical reflection has allowed me to look back and consider my skills, and an area I have identified that I need to develop further is my skills in using Microsoft Excel. My organisation holds regular training programmes on using Microsoft Excel and I am going to book myself onto one of the scheduled sessions to ensure I upskill and bridge the deficit I have identified. 
Collating, analysing, and evaluating data is a task I enjoy doing as this sits within my preference for being analytical and methodical in my processing of information. My recent promotion has now placed me in a role whereby the collation of data is a regular part of my new role, I am continually reporting on progress and feeding this back to a number of stakeholders on a regional and national level. The learning I have obtained from this experience has been crucial in supporting my professional development with the skills required for my recent promotion and I am convinced had I not had the opportunity to step up I would not have secured my current promotion as Programme and Change Manager – Workforce.

___________________________________________________________________ 


Learning Outcome 2 

2. Lead and manage a team to deliver on the Local Authorities’ future workforce strategy.

What?
It is fair to say that I am an ambitious person, and although I had not always planned to progress into management. As my career progressed, I was encouraged by a number of my line managers which altered the course of my career and my mindset. 
The opportunity to step up into a managerial role came along unexpectedly due to my line manager suddenly having to take long term sick leave. Although this was unforeseen and came at the detriment of my line manager. This opportunity provided me with an abundance of experiences to develop my leadership and management skills such as; decision making, budget management, negotiation, influencing, empowering others, leadership, delegation and recruitment. 

After critically evaluating and reviewing the processes we had in place for the retention and recruitment of social workers following the Covid-19 pandemic. I was an active member of a task and finish group that was set up by the retention and recruitment (R&R) forum to target and address retention specifically. 

Following a benchmarking report and further data from HR intelligence and a staff survey it became evident that our organisation was not competitive when considering the salary of experienced social workers (Appendix 2). Williams (2022) highlighted that disparity between pay grades is considered one of the main barriers to retention and recruitment in social care. In line with the evidence gathered and recommendations made by the benchmarking report, it was agreed by all members of the task and finish group that the focus going forward needed to be linked to valuing our experienced social work workforce in the hope of retaining them. 

To ensure we addressed the staff survey feedback promptly a supplementary payment plan was agreed by the R&R forum for an interim period, while the task and finish group began to develop a framework to retain experienced social workers. I was tasked with linking with one of our neighbouring authorities to establish what retention package their organisation offered, given the benchmarking report highlighted they had a different pay structure for experienced practitioners. (Appendix 13) I was tasked with this as I had positive working relationships established with both neighbouring authorities as part of my role. I also conducted some research and uncovered a Professional Capabilities Framework (PCF) that was being used by BASW England, the PCF was a strong exemplar as it set out clear capabilities expected for an advanced/experienced social worker (Appendix 14).

Using the PCF as an exemplar, and the neighbouring organisations’ framework, the HR lead within the task and finish group took the lead in developing an experienced practitioner framework for our organisation. This was then taken to the R&R forum for sign off and then sent to employees and the union representatives for a consultation period. Once agreed by all, the process for rolling out the new experienced practitioner framework was considered, and this is where I became more operational and lead/managed my team to develop the framework roll out. 

The framework would be something experienced social workers would be able to apply for, by submitting evidence that they have met specific competencies/capabilities. I started to consider what this process would look like, and what the role of the professional practice team would be alongside the three heads of service (adut/child/integrated services) (Appendix 15). 

Prior to developing and rolling out the experienced practitioner framework, I had identified early on into stepping up into a managerial role that I found the delegation of tasks within my newly established team challenging. On reflection I identified that I was able to delegate to my long-standing colleague with ease. Difficulty arose from delegating to the two new members of the team, and I would have an overwhelming feeling of guilt whenever delegating tasks to them.  

I began to critically reflect on this and how I was able to delegate with ease to my colleague that I had built a positive working relationship with, established on mutual respect and trust. Yet I hadn’t established the same level of trust or yet familiarised myself with what strengths, skills and level of ability the new staff members would bring to the team, and how this impacted on my ability to delegate to them (Yukl and Fu, 1999).  

As I progressed with leading and managing the professional practice team to roll out the experienced practitioner framework. I quickly realised that we were predominantly a new team, and I needed to consider our team dynamics before we progressed any further. I had a little knowledge on Tuckman’s theory, I decided to use this opportunity to research team development/dynamics further to ensure I was able to support my team to the best of my ability.

So What?
When I consider my journey of leading and managing a team, I often reflect on my whole career, from being in the social care sector as a carer through to my social work career to being a Senior L&D Advisor and having responsibility for three members of staff. As I critically reflect, it is evident to see a pattern (CV), whereby progression into more senior roles within short periods of time has always been the direction my career has taken. 

This is in great contrast to the career path I had considered for myself early on when I was a social work student. My initial plan had always been to work in a childcare social work team for three years and to then apply for a children’s guardian post via the Child and Family Court Advisor and Support Service (CAFCASS) once confident enough. I received further confirmation that becoming a children’s guardian was the right career path for me on completing my first court case. Following this case, the barrister representing the local authority provided feedback to the head of service, service managers and my team manager that I had presented my case very well, and my written and oral evidence was of a high standard. In my mind this feedback confirmed that becoming a children’s guardian was the right career path for me. However, my team manager who was not aware of my career plans informed me that I was a ‘natural leader’ and she had no doubt I would progress to an assistant team manager and onto a team manager position in the future. I felt the comment made by my team manager was done in a blasé manner. However, this comment had a profound effect on me, and I completely re-evaluated my career path unbeknown to my manager following the influence and impact she had on my career (Maxwell, 1993).  

I feel that my personal and professional values (SCW, 2017) are strongly aligned, and these sit comfortably within the values linked to being a strong leader. An example of this would be my integrity and need for fairness and equality, which are highlighted as strengths within leadership (Michie and Gooty, 2005). With my manager’s comment and understanding that my values sit comfortably within leading a team, I completely re-evaluated my career path, and began to explore positions that would allow me to utilise my skill base. This was when a post within learning and development team was advertised with delivery, coaching, mentoring, teaching, and inspiring the next generation of social workers became available. 

Throughout my role as a L&D Advisor, I was able to manage learning opportunities for student social workers, which developed my skills further in coaching, teaching, and overseeing others via supervision and quality control. 

My line manager approached me and commented on the high quality of my work and informed me that she flet I was the future leader of the team, as she was planning her retirement for 2-5 years’ time. This was regardless of others being part of the team for much longer than I had been.  This was another manager that I had respect for confirming that I was capable of progression. As highlighted by Salice (2020) the provision of social esteem built on respect had a profound impact on my career trajectory (Ellingsen and Johannesson, 2007).  It was at this point; I truly changed my career path and no longer considered a children’s guardian position. It was at this point, I asked my line manager about expanding my learning in line with potential progression in the future, and I came across this course (MA, Professional Practice). 
Since undertaking the MA course, I have had further opportunities to explore leadership and management and it is through completing the course I was able to identify my own limitations in line with delegation of work. 

I quickly identified my lack of experience in delegation and how uncomfortable delegation was for me. I did some research on delegation, I read many articles and the themes that came through strong were that delegation is more than giving others work, but it is about trusting others to make decisions which in turn empowers members of staff to be innovate, as well as building their skills and knowledge base (Williams, no date; Sostrin, 2017; Yukl & Fu, 1999).  
I was able to identify that my unease with delegation came from having a relatively new team to manage. As mentioned above when a positive working relationship had been established, I was able to delegate, but until this was established, and I had an understanding of what the new staff members’ skills, knowledge, strengths and abilities were, I struggled to delegate (Yukl and Fu, 1999). I then with support from my line manager began to reflect on the negative impact my lack of delegation could inadvertently have on my team members, particularly if they felt that I did not trust them. Williams (no date) states that strategic delegation is more than handing others work, it solidifies trust, respect and supports the foundation to building positive working relationships built on trust.

This led me to revisit my notes and handouts from the coaching training I completed, particularly the tools that come with coaching, such as the model T which allows you to empower others to drill down their priorities and to start planning a way forward (Falkner, no date). I flet this gave me a good balance of trusting and empowering the staff members whilst also giving me reassurance that they felt comfortable with their priorities and completing them. 

I also gathered feedback from my staff members as I was new to a managing role, and I felt constructive feedback would aid my development in the area of management and leadership. My feedback was generally positive with all three staff members stating they felt fully supported within their roles, empowered to make decisions and that they had a good balance of teamwork an autonomous work which they felt empowered them to take ownership of their roles and key functions. Seeing this feedback was very surprising yet built my confidence considerably.  I felt reassured that I was doing a ‘good job’ and I was achieving the management and leadership style I had aspired to achieve. In relation to constructive feedback, one staff member highlighted the need to delegate and not take on too much as an area I needed to improve. I had already identified this as a learning area for myself prior to receiving feedback, however, the feedback did urge me to take action to address this. I was conscious that if staff were highlighting it, did they feel untrusted or unvalued as a result. Furthermore, this also reduced my guilt over allocating more work to staff, as it seemed that staff were eager to take on more responsibilities and have more work allocated to them (Appendix 16). 
Although delegation is the standout learning I took from this experience. On further reflection, I also feel I developed my knowledge around forming a new team as the team I had inherited had two new members of staff. I was aware of Tuckman’s stages of group development (Forming, Storming, Norming, Performing, Adjourning), but further developed my understanding in this area by reading articles related to the topic of team development (Abudi, 2010). During my research I also engaged with reading by Meredith Belbin and used his nine team roles to support my team, by identifying their strengths and the type of team member they were. This allowed me to build confidence and trust within my team members which also allowed me to develop my delegation skills with them. 

Now What?
I can identify a significant amount of learning and personal-growth I have taken from this experience in line with delegation in particular. I am far more conformable with delegation, as I now accept that it is a skill required to successfully lead and manage a team (Williams, no date). I continue to build and maintain positive working relationships based on mutual respect in order to ensure trust has been developed which aids with my ability to delegate successfully. However, I cannot ignore the fact that I am a conscientious person and I do struggle to let go of tasks and would prefer to complete them myself (Insights, 2022). The positive I will take away from this experience is the fact I am now very self-aware of my strengths and limitations when it comes to delegation, which I feel puts me in a good position to overcome any challenges I have previously experienced with delegation. I also accept that building positive working relationships to delegate is a journey and sometimes I will need to see evidence of the person’s ability before delegating to ensure they are competent to take on the task, and I feel this is something that comes with time in a role.

 The other piece of learning that stands out to me on this journey is to trust the recruitment process, as the best candidate is selected based on a scoring system. My organisation’s’ recruitment process is values and competency based so the successful candidate is coming to the role with a skill set as required for the role. This should offer me reassurance that the selected candidate is competent to meet the demands of the role form the outset. 

Overall, having the opportunity to step up into a managerial role has allowed me to develop many skills in leading and managing others (Appendix 16). I consider myself a nurturing manager often taking a compassionate stance with how I manage others. However, I would like to develop this further. As I progress within a management role, I would like to seek out a Compassionate Leadership/Management course as well as an Action Learning Set course to develop my skills further in problem solving.


Learning Outcome 3

3. Negotiating and influencing strategic partners with responsibility for the retention and recruitment of social workers to ensure consistency across the organisation.

What?
As part of my role as Senior L&D Advisor, I had full responsibility for managing the future workforce of social workers within my organisation. A process and policy for supporting employees to become qualified social workers via a secondment route had been established since 1997 within the organisation. However, the process and policy differed between the three divisions (child, adult, integrated) within the same organisation.  

As I was new to the role and had not yet familiarised myself with the policy, initially I was unaware that the policy differed for each division. I had attended a feedback session, and it was at the session the newly qualified social workers had asked me why there were differences between the secondment route for children services and adult/integrated services. As I investigated further, it became evident that the main difference and frustration for the secondees was that employees sponsored by children services route were fully funded for the whole social work degree via the Open University (OU). However, the secondees sponsored by adult and integrated services only received funding for the first year of the degree and were required to self-fund two years of their tuition fees. 

As part of my Senior L&D Advisor role I began attending the recruitment and retention (R&R) forum, which was a strategic board of senior managers. I took my findings to the R&R forum to address the discrepancies and voiced the need for equality within the organisation. The director of communities was able to provide a rational as to why they had chosen to progress forward with a partly funded secondment opportunity within adult and integrated services. Adult and integrated services had managed a considerable length of time with a stable workforce within their social work teams, this meant they had times whereby they did not need to utilise the secondment route to maintain staffing levels. However, the landscape in children services has always been more challenging, as demand and high turnover of staff meant that the secondment route was a means of maintaining the workforce and future workforce for children services. Furthermore, due to the sensitive nature of work in children services, the head of service at the time felt that offering to pay the full cost of tuition fees offered an incentive to employees. A research study by Harris, Manthorpe and Hussein (2008) supports the view children services took as their study states; agreement to pay salary, tuition and additional costs on behalf of the student/employee demonstrates good practice when committing to a grow your own workforce.  

My goal/ambition and the reason I had brought my findings to the R&R forum was to change the policy to support equality and consistency across the organisation. I put to the group that we could align the policy for secondments to the version adult and integrated services were utilising (Appendix 5&6&7). Which would mean a partly funded secondment route, which would not impact on either service area financially or over commit any of the three service areas. At the time of this discussion, I was also aware of the retention and recruitment crisis hitting the nation as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic. This led me make the following proposal, I suggested we should consider an additional pathway that would be open to existing employees and external candidates, and I suggested we consider traineeships. 

I had had sight of a 5-year career pathway plan proposed for the development of the care academi (Appendix 21), which encouraged me to propose a 3-year career pathway via a traineeship route to the forum. Prior to each R&R forum meeting data/intelligence on retention and recruitment issues for the organisation would be circulated, and I was able to see where the latest vacancies were. This then gave me the confidence to propose that we consider a trainee route that would be fully funded, open to internal and external candidates and this would be managed by offsetting vacant posts by down grading them to trainee social work posts and the financial saving from the down grade would cover the whole cost of the social work degree, via the OU. As I presented my proposal to the R&R forum, I felt that my influencing and negotiation skills were being utilised to the fullest. I had analysed the data and intelligence available prior to each R&R forum meeting to create an evidence base for my proposal, and I had presented a strategic recommendation that resolved issues of future workforce planning for each service area as well as achieving equality across the organisation. 

So What?
Kent University (2023) defines influencing and negotiating as; 
“Persuading involves being able to convince others to take appropriate action. Negotiating involves being able to discuss and reach a mutually satisfactory agreement. Influencing encompasses both of these.”

My skills in negotiation and influencing others has been a skill I have crafted over many years throughout my career. As I critically reflect on my social work career and the practice wisdom I have gathered over the years, negotiation, persuasion and influencing skills have been at the forefront of supporting children and families in the community. As I reflect further, I can identify many occasions whereby families did not want to work with me as a representative of social services. The cases that truly developed my skills in negotiation and influencing were the children in needs of care and support cases, whereby the threshold of concerns were not great enough for legal or statutory (eg-child protection) intervention, which often meant families would work with me on a voluntary basis, but reluctantly. Prior to considering any form of negotiations or influencing to create change the cornerstone of my intervention always began with active listening, mutual respect, and clear, open, and honest communication. My practice has always been underpinned by Signs of Safety (Turnell and Edwards, 1999) and Systemic Practice (George Bateson, 1972) (Appendix 8) models of working, which are tools to aid social work practice, underpinned by social work values as outlined in the Social Care Wales (SCW) Codes of Professional Practice (CoPP). Through the use of supervision and observing other social workers I began to develop my own style of working which included the use of negotiation and influencing skills. Using the Sign of Safety tool, I was able to start with an open and honest conversation with families, being explicitly clear on what the concerns were and why I was involved with them as a family. It is through these discussions and adopting a systemic approach whereby I focus on the relationships within the family rather than focusing on the unwanted behaviour, then the opportunity to negotiate and influence change happens. I felt this was the exact approach I applied to the R&R forum, as I used the data/intelligence provided as my evidence base to identify the issues we needed to overcome, ensured collaboration by allowing each member of the forum to contribute and voice their opinions/concerns/ideas. I then presented my proposal in the hope of influencing and negotiating the R&R forum members to agree with my recommendations.  

Prior to presenting my proposal to the R&R forum, I was confident that my proposal was based on a sound evidence base, and the outcome of my proposal was not detrimental to any of the service areas. However, just as I was about to present my proposal, I did become nervous and started to doubt myself, and on reflection I can only associate this feeling to the power dynamics within the R&R forum. As previously mentioned, I was the least senior member of the forum and had only been in my new role a short period of time. Power plays a part within all relationships as well as the ability to negotiation and influence others. This experience then got me reflecting on the power dynamic within my role as a social worker and now as a Senior L&D Advisor. As a social worker I acknowledge that as I enter a family’s life, there is a considerable power imbalance in my favour as I hold legal powers and authority. However, as I entered the R&R forum, I entered with no power basis other than being a key holder of data, and I had no authority at all, as the directors and head of service are the ultimate decision makers. French, Raven, and Cartwright (1959) developed the five bases of power, and I was able to acknowledge that the power I had as a social worker was expert or professional power, whereas the power imbalance within the R&R forum was more of a legitimate or positional power in favour of the senior managers. Having considered and researched power dynamics throughout my career, I knew that going into the R&R forum I needed to present my proposal with passion and conviction, as they are key elements to inspiring others as well as motivating and engaging others. 

When I consider this learning objective, it is fair to say that this was a positive outcome for me, what I sent out to achieve materialised and I was able to progress forward with my proposal with the three service areas. As well as the R&R forum agreeing with my proposal, I also feel that my eagerness to innovate and develop the system we work in to make it better, equitable and inclusive enabled me to develop positive working relationships with the R&R forum members who are all strategic, senior managers. When I consider the negatives to my experience, these firmly sit within my own insecurities which are linked to being new to the senior management tier as well as being exposed to strategic thinking, which is a different realm to operational roles. Moving over to strategic thinking requires a mindset shift when coming form an operational role, as strategic thinking requires one to consider a wider perspective encompassing a number of organisational aims and objectives. I have valued the opportunity to widen my networks and to start developing a strategic mindset over a narrow operational mindset. As a result of this piece of work and all of the opportunities I have had to develop my skill base further, I hope to be able to apply my learning and progress further into a fully strategic role. 

Now What?
Going forward the lesson I will take with me and will try to apply is linked to having confidence in my ability. There was no valid reason for me to doubt my proposal to the R&R forum, but I allowed power to get the better of me as I felt the fact I was new to the Senior L&D Advisor role and the lowest person on the hierarchical structure impact on my sense of value. I believe with time and more exposure to working within the strategic, senior manager tier my confidence will naturally grow in this area. However, I would like to foster the relationships I am building to ensure they continue to be positive working relationships that will allow us to continue to improve and develop the organisation we work in. 

Since this experience I have become aware that there is a formal process to submitting proposals or business plans to senior management. I have had sight of the paperwork and process structure, going forward I will ensure I follow the correct process. I have also asked the integrated service manager for an exemplar for future reference, as seeing an example supports my learning style. By implementing these strategies, I am confident that any future proposals or business plans I summit they will be in line with our organisation’s processes, which in turn will build my confidence as I can be assured, I am providing the senior management team the information they need in a format they are familiar with. 

I am reassured that when advocating for systems that are morally correct, such as equality across the organisation in this instance, people are generally in favour of equality and ‘doing the right thing’. However, following this experience I can also appreciate that the senior management tier have many competing demands to consider when making decisions. It can be difficult to fully understand decision making from an operation perspective at times as the operational perspective can be liner in comparison to the many competing demands directors and head of service have to consider.

Reflecting on my recent promotion to Programme and Change Manager for Workforce. I have now managed to progress into a role that has a sole strategic overview. I am able to see how the skills and learning I have acquired in relation to engagement, motivation, negotiation and inspiring others are being utilised within my new role. Again, as highlighted above, I have progressed into a role with very little power or authority, yet I carry the responsibility to ensure the West Wales region is innovative and committed to working together for the best outcomes for the people of West Wales. 

To further support my own professional and personal development I will speak with my line manager and explore the possibility of attending training to support with compassionate management, as the role I am in does not require me to manage the senior management team on a day-to-day basis. However, I do need to ensure I have the skills to motivate, inspire, drive and lead them to work together collectively.



Learning Outcome 4

4. Design and develop new pathways to support ‘growing our own’ and implement a retention payment pathway for experienced social workers.

What?
As part of my role as Senior L&D Advisor, I had responsibility for managing all learning pathways in relation to social work. The organisation already had a well-established secondment pathway. However, this was only available to employees of the organisation, and as mentioned above (LO3) there was a lack of consistency across the three service areas within the organisation with regards to the support available on the secondee pathway. 

Prior to moving forward with my proposal of introducing traineeships as an alternative pathway, I firstly developed a policy for the secondment route that would apply to all three service areas (Appendix 7). To ensure the new joint policy met the needs of all three service areas I used both the children services and adult /integrated services policies in place to develop a new combined policy that would meet the needs of all three service areas. Prior to this I had never developed a policy but felt confident that I could complete the task given I had two examples available, and my line manager had offered to proof ready the policy before sending it out to the R&R Forum for sign off (Appendix 5&6).  Furthermore, I had been unofficially covering the Senior L&D Advisory post for over a year so felt I had a good understanding of the secondment policy and process. 

As a result of presenting my proposal of the introduction of traineeships to the R&R forum it was agreed that in close partnership with HR a new job role would need to be created to aid this pathway. My role was to provide HR with information about the Open University (OU) social work degree requirements and to provide support to the team managers at an operational level, such as supporting with interviewing the trainees. A further role for me was to develop a learning agreement for the trainees (Appendix 22) and to lead on the OU application side of the traineeship agreement, which would require a further interview with representatives from the OU and service user representatives. As the OU’s policy requires us to use materials and questions provided by them for all potential OU students, this did not leave much room for design and development for me with regards to the interview process. However, as a result of a new pathway I designed a new table for me to use to keep track of student placements (Appendix 20). 

Given the traineeship route was firmly linked to their employed role/contract, I did not need to oversee the intricacies of the contract as I had with the secondee policy as this was managed by the HR team. However, I did contribute to the development of the contract, as I had the knowledge about the OU social work degree (Appendix 1). 
The second alternative grow your own route I supported with the design and delivery of was the secondee route via the MSc programme at Swansea University. The head of adult services and the head of children services had commissioned a place each on the MSc programme independently due to ring fenced funding they had secured. However, they only included me in the process once they had realised, they would need student placement learning opportunities (PLOs) to support the employees to achieve their qualification. On exploration with the senior managers of the process they had followed, they both confirmed that they had not developed a process and hand-picked employees within their service area to pilot the pathway. On reflection, I remember feeling very uneasy with this, as I felt this could lead to a significant backlash and challenge from employees who were not given an opportunity apply for the MSc social work programme. This led me to act quickly on developing a MSc policy as we now had two members of staff enrolled on the MSc social work programme who had not signed up to any form of policy or learning agreement. 

The first step I took was to develop a flow chart to demonstrate the process we would adopt for the future (Appendix 18). This idea came from my experience from learning objective one, I felt that offering a visual representation of the proposed process would allow the senior manager to quickly understand the proposed process for the MSc programme, and this also gave me some additional time to develop the MSc policy (Appendix 17). I felt confident in designing the MSc policy as I had previously updated the joint SW policy (Appendix 7) and I had sole responsibility for the management of MSc hosted students, which gave me the knowledge needed about the course to develop a detailed policy. I was now confident that I had developed the relevant paperwork needed to support the process I had designed to support a new pathway of becoming a qualified social worker for the organisation. 

With regards to the implementation of the experience practitioner framework, I had been an integral part of developing the framework with the task and finish group (Appendix 15). I had anticipated talking a lead in implementing the roll out, however, prior to the roll out of the experienced practitioner framework I left my role as Senior L&D Advisor with the organisation.

So What?
With regards to the development of the trainee pathway I felt a sense of accomplishment as we progressed with employing trainee social workers for the first time within the organisation. This experience built my confidence considerably as I have always had a passion for reviewing processes with a view of improving them. The fact a recommendation I had made had now materialised into the vision I had, this reassured me that I can present good ideas regardless of my position within the organisation. Reflecting on this experience, I feel that being the member of the task and finish group in an operational role gave me the freedom to think outside the box as I was not under the same level of pressure and expectation to deliver as the senior managers. Robinson and Schroeder (2004) address this point in their book; Ideas Are Free. I could relate to their points around high expectations and scrutiny on managers leaving little time for them to think long term as they try to manage constant crisis, essentially firefighting. Furthermore, the link they made to operational employees being closer to the issues and understanding the direct impact of unresolved issues better, allowing them to come up with ideas to resolve identified issues, resonated with me. Understanding this situation, I feel it can aid me as a manager in the future, as I now understand how rewarding it is to feel validated that your ideas matter and you can impact on the organisation you serve. 

As I progressed onto designing and developing the MSc pathway, my initial reaction was utter shock at the fact the heads of service had agreed for two employees to apply for the MSc social work Programme at Swansea University, with no established process in place. One reason for this was the vulnerable position it placed the organisation in, as there was no equitable process in place. The second reason was that the two enrolled employees did not have any form of support in place, and they had not signed up to a learning agreement. I was astonished that the senior managers would act in a way I would consider reckless. Berggren and Bernshteyn (2007) carried out a study on how organisational transparency drives company performance. Although the study has a focus on driving performance in relation to ‘profit’ I feel the underpinning concept that transparency aids performance can be transferred to any organisation. Furthermore, the study explored the fact that transparency is not achievable without the fundamental processes being in place in the first instance. Knowing this information really did motivate me to develop the MSc policy sooner rather than later, as the fact I felt something underhand had taken place did not align with my professional or personal value base (SCW, 2017). 
As I progressed with getting the MSc policy done, I felt I was on the front foot, I had already developed a joint policy to aid consistency across the organisation and I now had well established relationships with the R&R forum and task and finish group. 

When considering my report writing skills, I feel it is important to reflect on how these skills first developed in my social work career. As an experienced social worker, I was allocated several cases within the court arena. As part of that role, I constantly had to gather, analyse, and developed a range of reports (court statements/ special guardianship Reports/ parenting reports/ viability reports) to a large audience (line manager/ senior managers/ Solicitors/ the courts). As critically reflected in learning objective two I had received positive feedback from the barrister on the quality of my written evidence, it is fair to say I am confident when it comes to report writing. I had also attended a report writing training course which again contributed to my sense of confidence in developing the MSc policy (Appendix 8). 

I do feel disappointed that I did not get the opportunity to commit to the implementation of the experienced practitioner framework. This was something I had fully committed to and felt I contributed considerably to the development of. The greatest learning I have taken away from this piece of work is that collaboration can work well, when all team members feel valued. When developing the experienced practitioner framework, we all had our induvial roles and expertise, but together we designed and developed a framework to aid the retention of experienced social workers at a time of crisis for the profession. 

Now What?
The experience of designing and developing the MSc social work programme pathway has taught me the importance of having a robust process in place to support organisational transparency, and how this can then impact on employee’s well-being and productivity. Furthermore, processes are in place not only for equity purposes, but they provide a clear contract between employee and employer, protecting both parties and setting out clear expectations. My professional and personal value base guides me to always advocate for equality and inclusion in all I do. I will take what I have learned about the importance of having equitable process in place into my new role as I embark on a journey of programme management which is likely to require my skills of developing and designing pathways or business plans to support regional objectives.   

I am able to identify my self-belief and confidence in my own ability has strengthened throughout this experience. Being part of the task and finish group and contributing to the development of the experienced practitioner framework highlighted to me that I am an expert within my role, and I hold detailed information on social work pathways that senior managers do not know. This confirmed to me that I am a valued members of the task and finish group contributing valued and relevant information to the development of the framework. 

Although I did not get the opportunity to implement the experienced practitioner framework personally, the learning I have obtained from my involvement with the framework is invaluable. Developing and designing the framework required many of us to work collaboratively and pool our expertise together to develop a robust framework to aid retention of social workers for the organisation. Being part of the task and finish group allowed me to appreciate that everyone has something to offer when working collaboratively and when people can contribute to their strengths, collectively they can achieve good quality work in a timely manner. My new regional role relies heavily on collaboration, and I feel this experience has taught me the importance of working together to achieve a shared goal. 
___________________________________________________________________

References 
Abdui, G. (2010) The Five Stages of Team Development: A Case Study, Project Smart. Available at: https://www.projectsmart.co.uk/team-building/the-five-stages-of-team-development-a-case-study.php (Accessed: 13/6/2024)

Bateson, G. (1972) Steps to an ecology of mind. New York: Ballantine Book

Berggren, E., and Bernshteyn, R. (2007) ‘Organizational transparency drives company performance’, Journal of Management Development, 26(5), pp. 411-417. https://doi.org/10.1108/02621710710748248

Driscoll, J. (2007) Practising Clinical Supervision: A Reflective Approach. London: Bailliere Tindall. 

Ellingsen, T., and Johannesson, M,. (2007) ‘Paying Respect’, Journal of Economic Perspectives, 21(4), pp. 135-149.

Falkner, E. (no date) Coaching Videos – Tools and Techniques (Model T). Available at: Coaching Videos - Tools and Techniques - Emma Falkner (Accessed: 09/01/2024)

Fleming, N. (1987) VAK/VARK Learning Styles. Lincoln University. 

French, J. R., Raven, B., & Cartwright, D. (1959) ‘The Bases of Social Power’. Classics of Organization Theory, 7, pp. 311-320. 

Gibbs, G. (1998) Learning by Doing: A Guide to Teaching and Learning Methods. Oxford: Oxford Brooks University.

Harris, J., Manthorpe, J., and Hussein, S. (2008) What works in ‘Grow Your Own’ initiatives for social work? The General Social Care Council.

Insights Evaluator (2022) Discovery Personal Profile. Dundee: The Insight Group Ltd

Maxwell, J. C. (1993) Developing the Leader within you, Nashville: Thomas Nelson (Publishers). 

McAdam, R., Walker, T. and Hazlett, S. (2011) ‘An inquiry into the strategic‐operational role of performance management in local government’, International Journal of Public Sector Management, 24(4), pp. 303-324. https://doi.org/10.1108/09513551111133470
Michie, S., and Gooty, J. (2005) ‘Values, emotions and authenticity: Will the real leader please stand up?’, Leadership Quarterly, 16(3), pp. 441-457. Available at: doi:10.1016/j.leaqua.2005.03.006 (sciencedirectassets.com) (Accessed: 20/11/2023)

Robinson, A. G., and Schroeder, D. M. (2004) Ideas Are Free, How the Idea Revolution is Liberating People and Transforming Organizations. Berrett-Koehler Publishers: San Francisco.

Salice, A. (2020) ‘Self-esteem, Social Esteem, and Pride’. Emotion Review, 12(3), pp. 193-205. https://doi.org/10.1177/1754073920930788

Simpson, R. (2000) ‘Gender mix and organisational fit: how gender imbalance at different levels of the organisation impacts on women managers’, Women in Management Review, 15(1), pp. 5-18. https://doi.org/10.1108/09649420010310173

Social Care Wales (2017) Codes of Professional Practice for Social Care Workers. Available at: untitled (socialcare.wales) (Accessed: 9/01/2024)

Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014. Available at: Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 (legislation.gov.uk) (Accessed: 9/1/2024)

Sostrin, J. (2017) To Be a Great Leader, You Have to Learn Hot to Delegate Well. Available at: To Be a Great Leader, You Have to Learn How to Delegate Well.pdf (connectthedotsconsulting.com) (Accessed: 9/01/2024)

Stalker, B., Skoumpopoulou, D,. and Quan, R. (2019) Impactful Learning: Exploring the Value of Informal Learning Experiences to Improve the Learning Potential of   International Research Projects, International Journal of HRD Practice, Policy and Research, 4(2), pp. 83-101.  doi: 10.22324/ijhrdppr.4.206

Turnell, A., and Edwards, S. (1999). Signs of Safety: A Solution and Safety Oriented Approach to Child Protection Casework. New York: Norton

University of Kent (2023) Persuading, influencing and negotiating skills. Available at: https://www.kent.ac.uk/careers/employability/persuading-influencing-negotiating (Accessed: 13/06/2024)


Youle, R. (2022) Wales is facing a social worker shortage and some councils are spending millions plugging the gaps. Available at: Wales is facing a social worker shortage and some councils are spending millions plugging the gaps (nation.cymru) (Accessed: 03/04/2023)

Yukl, G,. and Fu, P, P. (1999) ‘Determinants of delegation and consultation by managers’, Journal of organizational Behaviour, 20(2), pp. 219-232. 

Williams, S. (2002) Public attitudes to social care in Wales following the COVID-19 pandemic. Available at: Williams_PsyRxiv_2022_social care2.pdf (Accessed: 20/11/2023)

Williams, S. (no date) Delegating Strategically. Available at: delegating-strategically.pdf (wright.edu) (Accessed: 9/01/2024)







Page  2

