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[bookmark: _Toc235366624]1	Written Report
[bookmark: _Toc235366625]1.1 	Introduction
This report provides an analysis of the role of the social worker in health and social care, with particular reference to statutory children's and families' work in England. The position has been selected because it is legally required, it is the hub of support to vulnerable people, and it has a multi-agency coordination role. Its importance is how it ensures that it has a duty of care while also promoting the rights and well-being of service users (Social Work England, 2019). It starts with a description of the role and its responsibilities and background and then critically assesses three key skills needed to do the role well. It then offers suggestions for the ways these skills can be developed, and targeted strategies are then offered, and a summary of key findings is offered at the end.
[bookmark: _Toc235366626]1.2 	Description of, and background to, the social worker role in healthcare
In England, social workers are regulated by Social Work England, which took over the regulation of social workers from the Health and Care Professions Council (Social Work England, 2019). Registered social workers perform a variety of statutory duties as outlined in the Children Act 1989 and the Care Act 2014, such as assessing under the Children Act 1989, conducting safeguarding investigations following a referral or disclosure, preparing a care and support plan, preparing a report for the family court and advocating on behalf of service users who cannot fully advocate for themselves (Social Work England, 2019). In the context of children and family practice, safeguarding is the most important aspect of practice – recognising and responding to risk of harm is a critical task, as failure to do so can have devastating and long-lasting consequences (Munro, 2011). These duties are performed regularly and legally and require interpersonal, psychological and administrative skills, three of which are explored below.
[bookmark: _Toc235366627]1.3 	Evaluation of the skills needed for the social worker role in healthcare
Communication is considered to be the most basic social work skill, essential for correct assessment, relationship building and legal accountability (Trevithick, 2012). For example, when a social worker is undertaking a Section 47 enquiry, they need to be able to talk sensitively to the child and use language appropriate to their age whilst also creating records which will hold up in family court. The impact of communication breakdown is widely known; the serious case review of Peter Connelly's death found a lack of inter-agency communication as one of the factors in his death, which led to a nationwide review of the practice of communicating information (Munro, 2011). As is shown in this case, communication is not simply an interpersonal courtesy; it is a safeguarding mechanism in itself, and without it, fatal consequences can occur.
Emotional resilience is also a necessary ability, as the job itself is an emotionally charged one. Trauma, hostility and high workloads are common experiences for social workers, and if they don't have the necessary resilience, they are more likely to experience burnout and to make poor decisions. This is not a minor issue, as a national survey of more than 2,000 social workers revealed that 65.6 per cent said that service cuts were a significant challenge, and more than a third indicated that their caseloads had not returned to pre-pandemic levels (BASW, 2022). However, when people are not resilient, practitioners can find it difficult to maintain an objective and empathetic approach needed for safe practice, which in turn leads to greater staff turnover and continuity of care issues for service users.
The third essential skill, organisational and time-management ability, is a requirement because of the numbers of complex concurrent cases social workers have to deal with and the statutory time limits. The BASW (2019) commissioned research revealed that 40% of child protection social workers felt their caseload was unmanageable, and 67% said that the number of cases had increased over the previous year. The consequences of poor organisation are far-reaching; failure to meet statutory time limits, for example, the 45 working-day limit for completing a child and family assessment, could have direct consequences for a child's safety and could lead to a loss of public confidence in the service.
All three skills demonstrate a job where technical expertise, emotional stamina and administrative discipline are all necessary to safe practice. It is important to recognise that any element that is not well developed in one dimension affects the other dimensions, so there needs to be thoughtfully planned and evidence-based strategies for developing each dimension.
[bookmark: _Toc235366628]1.4 	Strategies to improve the skills for the social worker role
A strategy for each of the three skills listed above exists that can help strengthen that skill.
Structured continuing professional development (CPD) is an effective way forward to enhance communication. Social Work England asks registrants to document CPD activity which demonstrates how learning has impacted on their work (Social Work England, 2019). Specific communication models (like Signs of Safety, used in children's services) would assist a social worker to have a conversation with a family that included strengths as well as risks, which would enhance the quality of information that is obtained and the transparency of decision-making with service users.
One well-evidenced practice to develop emotional resilience is regular reflective supervision. The Munro Review suggested a move away from a case-management supervisory approach and towards reflective practice which facilitates practitioners' emotional responses to challenging work (Munro, 2011). Alongside structured peer support groups, reflective supervision would allow a social worker to have a regular and confidential space to reflect on difficult cases and minimise the risk of the compassion fatigue expressed in national workforce surveys (BASW, 2022).
Prioritisation tools complemented with digital case management systems are practical and effective to enhance organisational and time-management abilities. A prioritisation matrix, based on urgency and statutory deadlines, helps the social worker to allocate time appropriately and not just to the most recent referral. Combined with electronic recording of cases which automatically alerts the user to statutory time limits, this would directly decrease the risk of statutory time limits being missed, a systemic risk identified in caseload research (BASW, 2019).
These are not stand-alone strategies but are complementary: the CPD enables the practitioner to use the key assessment tools; the supervision helps them to maintain their capacity to use the tools under pressure; organisational systems ensure that the tools are used within the time available. They provide a programme for workforce development, not a collection of one-off solutions.
[bookmark: _Toc235366629]1.5 	Conclusion
This report has illustrated the social worker role to be in a pivotal position in health and social care, a role which has statutory responsibility for safeguarding and protecting vulnerable people and families while also providing them with ongoing care and support. Three skills were identified as being essential to safe and effective practice: Communication, emotional resilience, organisational / time management, evidence was provided on the consequences that ensue when these skills are missing. Structured CPD, reflective supervision and prioritisation tools were suggested as specific tools that can work to develop these skills together. Continuous investment in workforce development and support systems is vital, not just to keep service users safe, but also to keep the social care workforce safe, resilient and effective.
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