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The most valuable asset to any country or society is its human resource. As such, the healthier the population, the better off the society. Good physical and mental health are in and of themselves valuable and desirable, but beyond the individual, they form the foundations of a flourishing economy and society. For this to become a reality, there needs to be a strong, well-resourced system that is capable of adequately addressing the physical, social, and mental health care needs of the population. It is therefore, clear that the NHS plays a significant role in ensuring that the population remains healthy.
Unfortunately, the improvements made in health care and social work in the form of improved mortality rates and social condition have been pared back since around 2011. This is evident in the slowing down of improvements in both life expectancy and quality of life, which had been trending upwards for over 5 decades (Office for National Statistics, 2020). This document will take a look at the problem of poor performance in social services, examine the effect that this has on stakeholders, propose methods of eliminating these problems and maintaining the improvements. It will include child, adult and family social workers. The document will use specific examples which include any of these categories of social workers, as they exist in health centres for adults, adolescents, and children. Ultimately, it is focused on poor performing workers in a social work organization.
[bookmark: _Toc70693644]Problems in Health and Social Work
Whenever persons become ill and require care, long waiting times are a problem with which they have to contend.  Whether it is hours-long waits at Accident and Emergency, or months-long wait for cancer surgery or other procedures, it is clear that patients have to be waiting too long to get the care they need.  
In addition to this, there is also a chronic shortage of permanent staff within the NHS, particularly nurses and social workers. And this problem is not a new one. The number of persons in need of health and social services increased by 33% over the period 2010 to 2018, while the number of carers and social workers hardly increased (Charlesworth, 2021).


In January of 2017, NHS Chief Executive Simon Stevens stated that social services sector was “seriously underfunded” (Ham, 2017). This has negatively affected children’s, adults and families’ access to appropriate social services in the UK. Moreover, social workers lack the resources needed to be effective at their job. As recently as September 2020, as much as a third of the social workers across the UK indicated that they did not have the resources needed to carry out their jobs (Sheppard, 2020).
Even in instances where there is adequate funding and resources, communication problems may also exist that prevent social workers from doing their jobs. Social workers interact with a wide variety of service users, as well as professionals and service providers on behalf of the individuals and families to whom they are providing social services. This is particularly important where assessments are being conducted as part of a consultation to determine the social service requirements of an adult, child or family (Social Care Institute for Excellence (SCIE), 2021). Therefore, in the absence of effective communication on the part of social workers, the quality of care provided by a social worker can be greatly impacted. 
An additional problem hindering the social work sector, and the focus of this document, is poor performance on the part of social workers.

[bookmark: _Toc70693645]Poor Performance

Legally, poor performance occurs when the behaviours, actions or service offerings of employees drop below the level required of them (Institute for Employment Studies, 2004). The results of a social worker’s actions are important, and the extent to which these actions are in line with the standards/ goals set for a social worker determines how well s/he is doing as an employee. To a great extent, it is also a measure of how well an organization is being run by the individuals in charge. 
[bookmark: _Toc70693646]Problem Definition 
Care Act 2014 and Social Work England’s Professional standards outline the moral, ethical and professional expectations of social workers. As such, any deviation from these expectations/ standards will constitute poor performance on the part of social workers. For the purpose of this document, the definition of poor performance that will be used is adopted from the Blackpool Clinical Commissioning Group (2021, p. 6) which sees poor performance on the part of contracted social workers as any of the following scenarios:
1. Service that threatens the wellbeing, health or safety of service users
2. The service provided is not aligned with what service users have a right to expect
3. Service/ actions that breach the terms of the worker’s contract
In honour of the user-centred nature of social work, only the first two scenarios will be used in this document’s definition of poor performance.
[bookmark: _Toc70693647]PESTLE Analysis
It is highly recommended that health and social workers be aware of the political climate in which they operate if they are to practice effectively. Gershlick and Charlesworth (2019) point to the shortage of health and social workers that, in the absence of focused political  action, could reach 250,000 by the year 2030. In addition, new immigration rules proposed by the government will only serve to worsen these shortages, as the number of international staff that social service providers can recruit would be dramatically reduced. This would have profound negative effects on staffing efforts as one in six social care worker is currently an overseas national (Webber, 2020). Additionally, twenty percent of care workers indicated that they are likely to leave their positions once the current pandemic has ended. The growing shortage can lead to maintaining poor performers in the industry, as there will not be enough candidates in the population to replace them.
Another policy-based issue that links directly to poor performance of social workers is the manner in which service is provided. Health care is free at the point of use, whereas means-testing is done for adult social care, including financial and physical assessments. As a result, the number of persons who received social services in 2013/14 was almost 400,000 less than in 2009/10. This was due to local authorities prioritizing funding for people with the most severe care needs (Thorlby, et al., 2018). Social workers should ensure that, in prioritizing care, they do not act in a manner that violates service users’ right to reasonable access to public services under the Equality Act 2010.
Economic factors can also negatively affect social workers’ performance. According to Thorlby, et al (2018), the social service market is very unstable. This is particularly true for cases where care is funded by a local authority. These organization, which make up approximately 25% of the care homes in the UK face the greatest risk of failing. With this great level of instability, it should come as no surprise that the industry is marred by high turnover rates which in turn makes it difficult for remaining social workers to perform their duties effectively. 
With an increasingly diverse UK population, cultural competence on the part of social workers is becoming more important. This is rooted in social justice and advocacy- core ethical values of social work, and Professional Standard 1.6 and 3.14 for social workers (Social Work England, 2021). Cultural competence is therefore an important component in the solution to poor performance. Social workers should respect, uphold and defend each person’s well-being while respecting their right to self-determination. An individual may decide to take a particular course of action that goes against the beliefs or will of the social worker. In such an instance, the social worker should honour and respect the individual’s choice, provided that it poses no threat to another party’s safety, rights or legitimate interests.
In England, local social work authorities safeguard the wellbeing of individuals, inclusive of supporting carers, and taking action in cases where adults or children are at risk of being abused or neglected. As such, social workers are legally obligated to provide high quality service. For example, Silman (2016) highlights the case of a social worker who was struck off by a committee of the Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC) for not recording home visits or conducting assessments. 
In another incident that occurred in 2018, a social worker whose optimum caseload was sixty-five had an actual caseload of 120. Even though there were poor working conditions, heavy caseload, and other external factors, the social worker was still subject to a conditions of practice order for 12 months (Stevenson, 2018). In another incident, the parents of a client who had committed suicide sued a social worker at a mental health facility who they thought failed to take reasonable steps to prevent the suicide. These cases highlight the fact that health and social workers are, in the end, legally liable for the consequences of their poor performance.
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[bookmark: _Ref70525419]Figure 1. Fishbone diagram of the factors contributing to social workers’ poor performance
Figure 1 illustrates different possible causes of poor performance amongst social workers in the UK, and covers factors ranging from incompetence at the individual level all the way to immigration policies formulated at the central government/ political level. 
An often-overlooked reason for poor performance is the absence of suitable performance indicators in the workplace. Being a regulated profession under the Health and Social Care Act 2012, social work in England requires that practitioners be registered with Social Work England, and listed on a public register (Social Work England, 2021). There are six (6) categories of standards that English social workers should know, understand, and be able to execute: 
1. Promote the rights, strengths and wellbeing of people, families and communities
2. Establish and maintain the trust and confidence of people
3. Be accountable for the quality of my practice and the decisions I make
4. Maintain my continuing professional development
5. Act safely, respectfully and with professional integrity
6. Promote ethical practice and report concerns 	(Social Work England, 2021b) 
However, in the absence of a workplace culture that actually enforces these standards, it would be difficult for organizations to track workers’ progress/ performance. In such instances, the health and safety of service users may be in jeopardy.
Furthermore, in workplaces with established standards, if the social worker is not held accountable for his/her actions, it is very likely that poor performance will continue. This goes against the third professional standard, which requires that social workers be accountable for the decisions they make, and the resulting quality of practice. This poor performance may take the form of poor recordkeeping, unethical or even illegal behaviour such as inappropriate relationships with service users.
Separately, the absence of workplace incentives can cause employees’ performance tends to dwindle. This, combined with stressful employment conditions and low pay, can also factor into social workers’ job satisfaction and eventually lead to poor performance (Baginsky, 2015).
Despite, the increasing demand, the number of persons employed in the health and social work  industry today is growing at approximately half the rate it was during the period 2000-2010 (Gershlick & Charlesworth, 2019). This shortage will tend to make it less likely that health and social workers will be able to effectively carry out their duties. Closely related to the issue of staff shortage are lack of motivation in the workplace which can then lead to high turnover rates. Employees who are satisfied and motivated tend to perform their duties very well (Nduka, 2016). In the absence of staff-motivating factors, workers will tend to perform poorly or end up leaving the organization. The result of this is a situation in which patients care activities are not being executed effectively.
Inadequate or substandard training can also lead to poor performance among health and social care staff. Often, staff do not receive the training needed to carry out difficult or complex tasks. If staff members are not adequately trained, they would not be able to effectively perform job duties such as needs assessments for families, or even Deprivation of Liberty Safeguards (DoLS) required under the amended Mental Capacity Act 2005.
A worker may be assigned eight (8) service users when, in fact, s/he can only tend to the needs of four (4) per day in an effective manner. This will tend to create a scenario where social workers are considered to be performing poorly when the real problem is a caseload that is too high. This, and the associated stress, is the reason forty percent of social workers think they will leave the profession within five years (Samuel, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc70693650]Impact on Stakeholders 
In this section, the effect of social workers’ poor performance on the service user as well as the place of employment will be addressed.
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a. Service that threatens the wellbeing, health or safety of service users
Social workers are duty-bound to act in a manner that ensures that service users’ safety, health and wellbeing are protected. Action or inaction on the part of social workers that leads to harm is ultimately the social worker’s responsibility. For example, a social worker was suspended by Social Work England after a tribunal found that he acted in a manner that it considered dishonest and irresponsible (Carter, 2020). The social worker had copied information from one set of service users’ Deprivation of Liberty Safeguards (DoLS) forms, and pasted it onto those of other service users.
The panel concluded that the practitioner actions were in violation of service users’ reasonable expectation of privacy and dignity, while unlawfully denying them their rights. Moreover, the panel found that his actions had opened service users up to the risk of suffering real harm. Social workers can also be suspended or face other disciplinary action based on what they fail to do. For example, a social worker was suspended for nine months for her failure to obtain a service user’s social interventions in a timely manner (Locum, 2016). As a result, the vulnerable service user suffered significant, real harm.
b. The service provided is not aligned with what service users have a right to expect
Aside from actions and inactions that can cause direct harm, there are also actions that simply go against the type of behaviour or service that service users have a right to expect. Recordkeeping is one such expectation according to Professional Standards 3.9, 3.11 and 5.3. Turner (2018) outlines the case of a social worker who was suspended for having service users’ confidential information at her home in an unsecured format, and had allowed other persons to access it. This is in clear violation of The Data Protection Act 2018 and General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) which both require that data be processed and kept in a manner that protects against accidental loss or release. In addition, she was found to have failed at keeping proper records on service users, and even made disclosures about a family’s case without first obtaining their permission, in violation of Professional Standards 1.7, 2.2 and 5.6.
[bookmark: _Toc70693652]Care Providers
Incidents of negligence or any other form of poor performance can lead to situations in which care agencies as well as other social workers are named in both lawsuits and ethics complaints. Depending on the nature and duration of the issue at hand, the facility as well as other workers could be deemed partly responsible for another social worker’s conduct. The facility could be viewed as being negligent for allowing the unsafe behaviour / poor performance to continue. The same could also be argued of other social workers whose duty of care requires that they do not perform harmful acts, or fail to act in a manner that prevents harm.

[bookmark: _Toc70693653]Recommendations/ Solutions

Four (4) possible responses to the problem of poor performance are proposed, and will be assessed in this section using a pros vs cons approach. Each pro and con is given a weight (positive numbers for pros, and negative for cons), with the sum of both columns representing the value of that solution, as shown in Table 1. Before any proposed solution is actually implemented, the employer would first have to discuss the issue with the social worker involved, consistent with the ACAS Code of Practice on Disciplinary and Grievance Procedures . This Code covers virtually all workplace grievance scenarios, and provides a suitable framework for resolving them in a fair and transparent manner.
Based on the calculations conducted on the options Table 1, we can see that the best solution is for employers to retrain poor performers, whilst the worst option is for them to do nothing at all and let the status que continue.
[bookmark: _Ref70609166]Table 1 Weighted pros and cons assessment of proposed solutions 
	Solution
	Pros
	Weight
	Cons
	Weight
	Value

	

Fire Poor Performers
	a) Good performer may be able to take on greater workload than a poor performer.
b) Improved public image of company, and possible increase in demand for company’s services.
c) Problem behaviour is immediately eliminated.
d) Company less likely to face legal action for knowingly keeping poor performers.
e) Boosts morale amongst those that perform well by demonstrating that high value is placed on good performance
	3

2

4
  2

4

3
	a) Loss of familiar face to service users
b) Time will have to be spent recruiting replacement/s.
c) New employee might need retraining. 
d) Shortage of replacement talent in labour market
e) Does not eliminate poor performance from the social work industry; just moves it to a different company/ organization
	-2

-1

-2
-1

-2

	



10

	
Retraining poor performers
	a)  Same as a) and b) above
b)  Problematic behaviour is eliminated
c)  No need to recruit new employees
d) Training for current employee is cheaper than that for a new one
e)  Continued professional development is already a requirement for social workers to maintain registration
	5
2
3
4

3
	a) Gradual, instead of immediate, elimination of undesirable performance/ behaviours
b) Employee/s may not have any interest in being retrained for the job
	
-1

-1
	

15

	


Reassignment
	a) Behaviour immediately eliminated from department.
b) Employee better suitable to the role can then be deployed. 
c) Able to hire good performer. 

	
4

2

3
	a) Same weaknesses as firing
b) Lowered morale in new department
c) Replacement is still needed. 
d) Poor performance may continue in new department.
e) Does not eliminate poor performance from the social work industry; just moves it to a different company/ organization.
f) Shortage of replacement talent in labour market
	
-7
-1
-4
-3
-2

-2


-1
	



-11

	
Do nothing
	a) Avoidance of all the costs associated with hiring, training, or firing 
	
0
	a) Continuation (and possible exacerbation) of all the problems that currently exist.
b) Company is likely to be held legally responsible for actions taken by the employee on its behalf.
	-10

-3
	

-13


16
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The ADKAR (Awareness, Desire, Knowledge, Ability, Reinforcement) model of change management tool will be used as the basis for communicating, implementing, and reviewing training that will bring about behavioural changes in social workers that are performing poorly. 
Change requires that the relevant stakeholders in the organization, including the practitioner who is performing poorly, be fully mindful of the change being proposed, the reason for the change, and the risks associated with not changing (see “Do nothing” in Table 1). Risks such as suspension from the Social Work England registry or other professional and legal consequences may be communicated at this point. Clear, agreed upon performance measures should be established. If communicated effectively, awareness can stimulate a desire for changed behaviour, and ultimately form a motivational base for sustaining the changed behaviour.
Once social workers are aware of and eager to change their behaviour, the next step is to ensure that they understand how to bring about these changes. Social workers should be well aware of what is required of them immediately as well as how they are expected to perform in the future. The ability stage is where behavioural change actually occurs, and refers to point where the social worker is able to successfully apply the skills learned during training to practice. The organization should ensure that the worker is provided with all the tools necessary to effectively carry out his/her duties. Once this is done, the social worker’s supervisor/ manager could  use a series of questions to determine how well s/he is performing. Such an appraisal can be conducted on a weekly basis. These questions are shown in Figure 2.
[bookmark: _Ref70627257][image: ] 
Figure 2. Key questions for evaluating a social worker. Source: (Blackpool Clinical Commissioning Group, 2021, p. 13) 
In addition to the tools needed for effective performance, the organization should also put systems in place to sustain the positive changes that were achieved. This could take the form of workplace awards such as “most improved social worker” or other incentives that serve as positive reinforcement. 



[bookmark: _Toc70693655]Conclusion 

There is a wide variety of problems plaguing the health and social care sector in the UK, from funding to lack of resources. This document focused on social workers’ behaviours that put service users at risk, or fails to meet the standards that they have a right to expect. PESTLE and Fishbone analyses demonstrated that there are a lot of factors that contribute to poor performance. 
Whatever these factors may be, it is incumbent on social workers and their managers to ensure that suitable measures be put in place to eliminate them. Retraining was identified as the best means by which social workers’ performance could be improved. The maintenance of the gains made through retraining can only be maintained if there are incentives in the workplace to support them.
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