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Roles within health and social care are fundamental to supporting individuals and communities in maintaining wellbeing, independence, and dignity. Among these, the social worker is a particularly versatile professional, operating across diverse settings such as hospitals, schools, and local authorities, and supporting individuals and families facing challenges including poverty, mental ill-health, and abuse. This report examines the role of the social worker in the UK, outlines key duties and responsibilities, and analyses three essential skills: communication, empathy, and critical thinking. The report concludes by reflecting on the social worker’s overall contribution to health and social care.
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The social worker’s role is among the most important in the health and social care sector, providing essential support, protection, and advocacy for individuals and communities facing significant challenges. The British Association of Social Workers (2024) states that daily responsibilities include assessing individuals’ needs, collaborating with families, coordinating support, making referrals, and maintaining accurate records. This demonstrates that social work extends far beyond individual casework, requiring social workers to advocate for human rights and apply relevant legal frameworks. To fulfil these responsibilities, BASW (2024) affirms that social workers must communicate effectively, demonstrate empathy, apply critical thinking, manage complex caseloads, and uphold clear professional boundaries. Together, these duties and skills confirm that the social worker’s role is a cornerstone of effective, person-centred care.
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Communication is one of the most essential skills for a social worker in the UK, directly shaping the quality and safety of service users' outcomes. BASW (2021) requires social workers to communicate effectively and to work in partnership with individuals, families, and agencies, while Social Work England (2019) requires all registered social workers to listen actively and communicate respectfully and effectively. This confirms that communication is a formal professional obligation, not merely a desirable quality. In practice, when a social worker conducts an initial assessment in which domestic abuse is suspected, calm, non-judgemental communication is critical to building the trust needed for disclosure, as service users value social workers who are warm, empathetic, and good listeners (Reith-Hall and Montgomery, 2023). Without this skill, safe and effective practice cannot be achieved.

Empathy is a second essential skill that enables UK social workers to build meaningful relationships with service users. Social Work England (2019) requires all registered social workers to demonstrate emotional intelligence, empathy, and compassion, while BASW (2021) states that social workers must treat people with compassion, empathy, and care. This confirms that empathy is a professional obligation, underpinned by UK regulatory standards, rather than merely a personal quality. In practice, when working with a young person in care who has experienced neglect and abuse, a social worker who demonstrates genuine empathy is better placed to build trust and develop a care plan that reflects the individual’s needs and wishes. Without empathy, a social worker risks alienating service users and failing to deliver person-centred support.
Critical thinking is a third essential skill underpinning safe and effective social work practice in the UK. BASW (2018) identifies critical reflection and analysis as a core capability within the Professional Capabilities Framework, requiring all registered social workers to demonstrate reflective practice and to think critically about their work. This confirms that critical thinking is a fundamental professional requirement across all areas of UK social work. For example, when a social worker receives a safeguarding referral regarding an older adult suspected of financial exploitation, critical thinking is required to weigh conflicting accounts, assess risk, and apply the Care Act 2014 (HM Government, 2014). Without this skill, poorly informed decisions can place service users at serious risk.

When social workers lack communication, empathy, and critical thinking, the consequences for service users can be serious. BASW (2021) requires social workers to reflect critically and seek supervision, making clear that failing to apply these skills breaches professional standards. A social worker lacking empathy may fail to gain the trust of a service user experiencing domestic abuse, leaving risks unidentified. Research confirms that poor analytical skills can lead to harmful outcomes for children and families (Bostock et. al., 2025), whilst Social Work England (2019) makes clear that a lack of critical thinking can have life-threatening consequences.
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Continuing professional development (CPD) is essential for enhancing communication skills in the UK health and social care sector. Social Work England (2019) requires practitioners to undertake CPD to maintain safe and effective practice, making structured learning a professional requirement. For emergency medical technicians (EMTs), clear communication is vital, particularly during emergencies such as road traffic collisions, when accurate information must be shared with patients, paramedics, hospital staff, police, and fire services. Communication training improves outcomes for service users (Reith-Hall & Montgomery, 2023). Ongoing CPD helps practitioners meet regulatory standards and ensures patient safety.
Reflective supervision is an effective strategy for developing and sustaining empathy within health and social care practice in the UK. BASW (2021) requires practitioners to seek and engage in supervision to support their professional development and maintain their emotional well-being, whilst Social Work England (2019) makes clear that all registered practitioners must reflect on their practice and seek support when needed. This confirms that reflective supervision is a formally mandated mechanism for nurturing and maintaining empathy and emotional intelligence. In practice, as an EMT, empathy is essential when responding to patients in acute distress. For example, when attending to an elderly patient who has fallen, is frightened, and in pain, demonstrating genuine empathy — through reassuring language, a calm tone, and attentive listening — helps reduce the patient’s anxiety, gain their cooperation, and deliver more effective care. Without access to regular reflective supervision, EMTs are at risk of compassion fatigue and burnout, leading to a gradual erosion of the empathy essential to person-centred practice and potentially harmful outcomes for patients (Bostock et al., 2025).
Using evidence-based practice strengthens critical thinking in UK health and social care. BASW (2018) highlights the evaluation of information and the application of evidence as essential skills, requiring practitioners to draw on diverse knowledge when making decisions. This confirms that evidence-based critical thinking is a fundamental professional competence embedded within UK health and social care standards. In practice, as an EMT, critical thinking is required in every emergency response. For example, when attending a patient presenting with chest pain, an EMT must rapidly assess a range of clinical indicators, consider multiple possible diagnoses, weigh the risks of different treatment pathways, and make a well-reasoned decision about the most appropriate intervention and whether to convey the patient to hospital — all within a matter of minutes and in line with clinical guidelines underpinned by the Care Act 2014 (HM Government, 2014). Without a commitment to evidence-based practice, critical thinking becomes reactive rather than analytical, significantly increasing the risk of poor clinical judgements and patient harm.
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The social worker’s role is central to delivering safe, high-quality care in the UK health and social care sector. This report has demonstrated that communication, empathy, and critical thinking are essential professional skills, and their absence can have serious consequences for service users. It has further shown that continuing professional development, reflective supervision, and evidence-based practice are effective strategies for strengthening these skills. The findings underline the importance of ongoing professional learning and reflective practice in equipping social workers to meet the complex demands of a profession dedicated to protecting and empowering the most vulnerable members of society.
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