
Local Government services “being pushed to breaking point” 

A recent report on behalf of the Social Worker’s Union and the British Association of Social Workers 

paints a bleak picture of the impact of years of austerity in terms of social workers’ working 

conditions, stress levels, morale and commitment to remaining in the profession. At the same time, 

a report by Action for Children argues that an estimated 140,000 children are not getting the 

support they need and that strengthening the statutory framework for early help would go a long 

way to meeting their needs. The Local Government Association (LGA) responds by saying that the 

Action for Children report rightly recognises the increased pressures facing local authorities when it 

comes to protecting vulnerable children, but that, as a result of funding cuts and huge increases in 

demand for services, the reality is that such services are now, in many areas, being pushed to 

breaking point. Whilst accepting that social workers in both children’s and adult services have been 

at the “sharp end” of austerity, and probably provide the clearest example of reduced resources 

having to cope with  increased demand, many other local authority services would argue that they 

are in a similar position. But, with a government more or less exclusively focused on Brexit, it is hard 

to detect any realistic prospect of an early end to austerity (despite comments from some politicians 

to the contrary). 

Steve Vale, HR Consultant, looks at the reports to see whether there are any positive messages 

amidst the doom and gloom. 

 

1. Measuring the impact on social workers 

The recent report UK Social Workers: Working Conditions and Wellbeing, by Dr Jermaine M Ravalier 

of the University of Bath, is based on a survey of over 1200 social workers in children’s services, 

adult services, agency work and other parts of the profession. 

 

It starts from the standpoint that, while it is widely agreed that social work may be one of the most 

stressful occupations in the country, particularly in a rapidly changing political environment, the 

working conditions leading to stress have never been fully investigated. It notes that is clear that 

those working in ‘service’ occupations such as social work have the highest sickness absence rates of 

any occupational group in the UK (based on data from the Office for National Statistics, 2014). 

However, the organisational causes, and how working conditions influence stress in such a high 

profile and important job role, are not fully clear. 

The report therefore sets out to: 

• To investigate stress levels in UK social workers. 

 

• To investigate differences in stress experienced by social workers in different job roles. 

 

• To investigate the ‘working conditions’ faced by UK social workers. 

 

• To assess how satisfied social workers are with their role, how many are seeking to leave the 

role in the next 12 months, and the level of presenteeism in the job role. 

 



• To demonstrate how the working conditions that social workers are exposed to influence 

stress, job satisfaction, turnover intentions, and presenteeism. 

Its main conclusions are that:  

• Working conditions for social workers across the UK, irrespective of job role, are extremely 

poor. The only possible exception to this is peer support, i.e. the support that social workers 

receive from colleagues. 

 

• The sheer amount and diversity of work required of UK social workers, consistently has an 

adverse effect on levels of stress, intentions to leave the job, job satisfaction, and 

presenteeism. In particular, survey respondents cited the sheer number of cases, and the 

amount of administrative work, as areas of work demand which needed significant 

improvement. 

 

• Respondents also described a culture of institutional racism, which played against non-white 

employees.  

 

• Social workers with a disability described a lack of understanding from management and 

colleagues within their organisation, and a lack of reasonable adjustments for their disability 

at work. 

 

• There is evidence that, without improvements in the caseload and administrative demands 

of the role (particularly for children’s and adult social workers), a large proportion may leave 

the role across the next 18 months. 

 

The next paragraphs look at these findings in more detail. 

2. Working Conditions for social workers 

In order to look at the working conditions faced by social workers the report used the ‘Management 

Standards’, released by the UK Health and Safety Executive (HSE) in 2004, which identify seven areas 

of the workplace which, if left in a ‘poor’ state over an extended period of time, can lead to poorer 

psychological wellbeing. These are: 

 

1. Demands: how much work an individual has to do – both quantitative (amount of work) and 

qualitative (complexity of work). 

 

2. Control: the amount of say that an individual has over their job, including the pace of the job 

and decision making. 

 

3. Managerial Support: the amount of support which is offered by management within the 

organisation. 

 

4. Peer Support: the amount of support which is offered by peers and colleagues at work. 

 



5. Relationships: the amount of unacceptable behaviours from others in the workplace, such as 

bullying or conflict between staff. 

 

6. Role: how well individuals understand their role in the organisation, and ensuring that there 

are no conflicts within their role. 

 

7. Change: how well change is communicated within an organisation. 

It compared scores for social workers against a set of UK average benchmark scores for each of 

these areas. It found that for all areas other than Peer Support, the score for 90% of UK social 

workers responding to the survey was worse than this benchmark score. And even in the area of 

Peer Support, only 25% of respondents had a score above the benchmark.  

The report comments that these results demonstrate that working conditions for UK social workers 

– irrespective of their job role – are unacceptable, because the Health and Safety Executive suggests 

that, should these working conditions stay at these levels for too long a time period, then mental 

and/or physical illness can occur. 

3. Employee Engagement 

Employee engagement refers to a positive work-related state of mind, so that, when an employee is 
highly engaged, they have a sense of energy and a connection with their job role and they can deal 
with the demands of their job well. Engagement is therefore the opposite of burnout. Engagement 
was included in the survey because it has been shown in the healthcare sector to influence a number 
of employee and patient/service user outcomes. 
 
Again the report compares the levels of engagement reported by respondents to a benchmark 
engagement level for UK employees. The outcomes are much more positive than those for working 
conditions, with 50% of all responses reporting engagement above this benchmark level. 
 
The report comments that this means that, despite the negative working conditions described 
above, employees are still relatively to highly positive and fulfilled by the job. This therefore suggests 
that social workers in the UK are positively involved in their job, despite the working conditions 
above. Social workers therefore enjoy the actual job that they do – whether it is child protection, 
adults, or something else – but they are doing these roles under significant strain from the 
characteristics of the organisation that they work in. 
 
4. Job Satisfaction, Turnover Intentions, and Presenteeism 
To measure job satisfaction, the survey asked a single question about how satisfied social workers 

were with their job (“Taking everything into consideration, how do you feel about your job as a 

whole?”), and scored responses on a 5-point scale from ‘extremely dissatisfied’ through to 

‘extremely satisfied’. 

With regard to turnover intentions, the report notes that previous studies have shown a clear 

relationship between higher turnover intentions and higher stress levels in both academic and non-

academic literature. The survey therefore asked whether employees were looking to leave their 

jobs, and how long they thought that they were likely to stay in their current role, through a single 

question (“Are you considering leaving your current job?”), answered using either ‘yes’ or ‘no’, with 

a follow-up question asking how long (in months) respondents saw themselves staying in the social 

work profession. 



The survey also measured ‘presenteeism’. Presenteeism is defined as the behaviour where an 

employee goes to work despite being ill or sick to the extent that they should stay at home. This is a 

particular issue because presenteeism influences productivity and efficiency, and with social workers 

in particular can influence the care they provide to service users. The question asked was “Over the 

past 12 months, have you ever gone to work despite feeling you should have taken sick leave 

because of your state of health?”, with responses being “no, never”, “yes, once”, “yes, 2 to 5 times”, 

and “yes, more than 5 times”. 

The survey found that across each of the measures of job satisfaction, presenteeism, and turnover, 

negative views and intentions are at high levels. For example, across all respondents over 40% are 

dissatisfied with their job, and 60% have attended work when they should have taken time off due 

to illness at least twice in the last 12 months. Furthermore, over 50% of all social workers are looking 

to leave the job. Of the 50% of those who have stated that they are seeking to leave the profession, 

the average length they want to stay in the profession is 15 months.  

The survey notes that child/family social workers have higher worse results of each of these 

measures than social workers in other parts of the profession. 43% of child/family social workers 

were either fairly or extremely dissatisfied with their jobs, and 64% had attended work when they 

should have taken time off due to illness at least twice within the last 12 months. 55% were looking 

to leave the profession and the amount of time that child and family workers are looking to stay in 

the role is just 13 months. (It is also worth noting that for adult social workers, 42% reported that 

they were either fairly or extremely dissatisfied with their jobs, although the figures for this group on 

presenteeism and leaving intentions were slightly better.) 

5. Working Time 

The survey found that 92% of social workers reported working more hours every week than they are 

contracted to. On average they said that they worked nearly 10 hours per week (9.82 to be exact) 

more than they are contracted to.  The report claims that, assuming a very conservative average 

annual wage of £29,000, the value of this time is approximately £110 per day per social worker, so 

that, extrapolating across all UK social workers (approximately 100,000), this could equate to over 

£600,000,000 per year, or 64 days per person. 

(Note that the survey did not specifically cover issues related to pay levels, although it is almost 

certain that pay restraint in the public sector would have at least some marginal influence on the 

levels of job satisfaction and intentions to leave the profession reported in the survey). 

6. Race and disabilility issues 

The survey asked whether respondents saw themselves as having a disability, and what 

race/ethnicity they saw themselves as. It included open ended questions on whether individuals felt 

that either their race and/or disability influenced the way in which they do their jobs. 

 

The question on race elicited approximately 130 individual responses, and over 200 points were 

made. The following two issues were raised most often: 

 

• Institutional racism (mentioned 40 separate times). Respondents described being either the 

victim or witness of institutional racism from management in their local authority. For 

example, respondents described being “surprised at the level of prejudice in social work 



settings”, that “institutional racism is still entrenched in local authority”, that individuals are 

“undermined and overlooked” due to their race, and “I feel that social workers who are not 

white British have a harder time than I do”. These quotes – taken directly from the data –

demonstrate that some do believe that institutional racism is entrenched within their local 

authorities. 

 

• More positively, respondents felt that being of a non-white British background was an 

advantage in a number of different ways. In particular being of a different ethnicity to the 

majority of colleagues, and at times a similar ethnicity to some of their service users, 

allowed a greater understanding of the cultures and nuances of some of these other 

individuals. Therefore being a social worker of a ‘different’ ethnicity could be a strong 

positive for social work practice. 

 

With regard to disability, over 160 individual comments were made, and the most commonly 

discussed themes were: 

 

• First, individuals described that there was a lack of understanding from others in their 

employing local authority, including some peers and management. In particular responses 

included the following: “Always seem to be treated differently by management, despite 

being highly functioning.” “Yes I am a lot slower but expected to cope with the same 

pressures.” “At times the condition is not understood and therefore I ‘soldier on’ rather than 

give cause for judgement and stigmatisation.” 

 

• Secondly, a number of individuals described that reasonable adjustments which were 

needed in the workplace in order to undertake their job role were either not provided or 

difficult to come by. This made the job increasingly difficult for those who are affected when 

added to the other factors leading to high levels of dissatisfaction with the job.  

 

6. How can things be made better? 

Given that the findings of the survey will not come as a great surprise to those working in local 

government, any outcomes which throw a light on how things can be improved will be the most 

valuable part of the survey report. 

 

The survey seeks to examine this question in two ways: 

 

• First though something called inferential statistics, which seek to pinpoint exactly what it is 

about the workplace which leads to negative outcomes such as stress, poor job satisfaction, 

turnover intentions, and presenteeism, so that priority issues can be identified and 

addressed; and  

 

• Second, through a survey question which asked respondents to identify interventions which 

would reduce the stress that they experienced. One open-ended question was asked here: 

“In one sentence, how would you make the role of a social worker less stressful?” 

 



7. Making things better - what do the inferential statistics show? 

The inferential statistics rate the relative importance of a number of job factors (demands, control, 

managerial support, peer support, relationships, role, change, and hours worked) on causing stress. 

This showed that demands, control, peer support, relationships, and role all negatively influenced 

stress. However, it was the ‘demands’ factor (or the amount of work social workers have to do) 

that was clearly the highest cause of stress –  indicating that  it was simply the amount of work that 

social workers have to do which is the factor which is most significant in leading to stress. 

 

Furthermore, inferential statistics looked more closely at the causes of some of the negative findings 

of the survey. Thus, they show that: 

 

The demands (amount of work), relationships (when relationships are strained between workers), 

and change (not being given sufficient information about why changes are occurring within a 

profession or organisation) were the main factors behind high presenteeism – but again it was the 

level of demands which most led to presenteeism. 

 

High levels of demands, not enough control how they perform their job role, a lack of 

managerial support, strained relationships, and a lack of understanding of their role in the 

organisation all led to job dissatisfaction, but, once again, it was the volume of demands that 

individuals faced in their job role which was most influential over job satisfaction. 

 

High demand levels, low control, a lack of managerial support, and strained relationships led to 

individuals wanting to leave the job, but, yet again, it was work demands which most greatly made 

social workers want to leave the job. 

 

8. What did survey respondents think would make things better? 

The survey respondents produced over 1300 individual responses to the request for what, in a single 

sentence, would make their role less stressful, with over 1700 suggestions, and these responses 

were then analysed to indicate how many times the same or similar suggestions were received. 

 

From this analysis, it became increasingly clear that social workers love the actual job that they do. It 

was also confirmed that, looking at the results here alongside the  survey results above, stress in 

social work is not caused by the basic job role – the individual cases, families they work with, 

emotions associated with the job etc., but is caused by various elements which primarily relate to 

working conditions. 

 

Of the comments received: 

• 47% related to reductions in workload, through either reduced caseloads, more staff or 

reduced paperwork. 

• 23% related to a lack of management support, including managers setting them unrealistic 

timescales and having unrealistic expectations. 

• A further 16% wanted supervision from an experienced colleague at more regular intervals, 

such as least once a month, in order to improve their practice. 

• 9% referred to cultural issues such as a lack of respect and understanding at both 

organisational and national/political level, and/or a blame culture within their organisation. 



• Just 6% mentioned other issues such as the work environment (hot desking was particularly 

disliked) or pay and conditions. 

 

The predominance of responses relating to reducing work volumes, and increasing the resources to 

deal with them was again very clear in these “single sentence” responses. 

 

9.  Conclusions and recommendations from the report – what now? 

In conclusion, the survey report focuses on its significant (although perhaps not surprising) 

conclusion that the level of work demands faced by social workers in the UK is the one working 

condition which was consistently found to influence each of the outcomes measured in the project. 

Because there are high levels of demands in the job role, social workers have greater stress, attend 

work while ill too often (i.e. presenteeism), have decreasing job satisfaction, and perhaps most 

importantly, are looking to leave the job within the next 18 months. 

 

The report says that it is clear that there needs to be a consistent and systematic focus on 

improvement of working conditions for those in the social care sector across the UK. However, it 

argues that, with so many potential issues to deal with, a staged and focused approach is required. 

 

The report suggests that there needs to be a focus on improving the amount of demands 

experienced by social workers as a first phase approach. This would subsequently improve stress and 

make individuals less likely to leave the job. In particular, by having a system of case allocation which 

more clearly takes into account both the number of cases allocated as well as (and perhaps most 

importantly) the complexity of these cases would reduce workload. Furthermore having regular 

(monthly) and meaningful reflective supervision would help to work through these cases (and in 

particular the more qualitatively difficult cases) and thus make them less stressful. Finally greater 

help with administrative tasks, and less repetition of tasks, would significantly reduce workload. 

 

The report also suggests that there needs to be greater respect and understanding of the social work 

role, including improvement of the material working conditions of those in the role. Therefore social 

workers need to be given greater credit and positive support for the job that they do. This would 

mean that social workers would not be working under a culture of blame as readily, and thus 

reducing stress from that perspective. Also, however, it may mean that social workers would be 

allowed greater freedom for flexible working, as well as provided with adequate resources for the 

job role which they perform. 

 

The report also suggests that local authorities need to take action in relation to the issues of 

institutional racism and the treatment of social workers with a disability. 

 

10. Are the report’s recommendations realistic? 

The report’s conclusions and recommendations are not really new or surprising, but its value 

probably lies in highlighting that the biggest problems in social work are overwhelmingly related to 

the work demanded and the resources available to deal with it. Other issues (e.g. levels of 

management support and professional supervision) are important, but much less significant 

compared to those of workload. 

 



Unfortunately, it is the issue of resource which local authorities are likely to find hardest to deal 

with: 

 

• There is no realistic expectation t currently that local government finances or funding are 

likely to improve in the near future, which means that the likelihood of major additional 

resources for children’s or adult services is unlikely. Even if “crisis” funding can be made 

available by government, it seems almost certain that this will go to the care sector rather 

than be used across social services more generally. 

 

• It seems likely that demands on adult and children’s services will continue to increase at a 

rapid rate in the next few years. Demographic factors alone will drive major increases in 

demand for adult services, while economic factors will continue to mean calls for greater 

interventions and support in children’s services (see next section). In the latter context, 

austerity policies, if they remain in place, will remain a two-edged sword for local 

authorities, increasing demands whilst depleting the resources to deal with them. This is 

what lies behind the LGA’s use of the term “pushed to breaking point”. 

 

• It needs to be remembered that that report’s findings relating to social work could be made 

about a number of other local authority services, which face either much-reduced resources 

or increasing demands or both, and which provide services which are just as essential as 

social services. Whilst it would be right to give some priority to the particular problems in 

adult and children’s services, it is not realistic (nor would it be desirable) for individual 

employers to tackle only the problems faced by employees in those services, whilst ignoring 

parallel or similar problems faced by employees in other areas. 

 

Against this background, the report’s findings can only make bleak reading for local authority 

members and managers. 

 

11. Demands will continue to grow 

An illustration of the way in which demands on social services will continue to grow can be found in 

a recent report from Action for Children, Revolving Door Part 1: Are vulnerable children being 

overlooked?, which examines the availability of early help provision for children, and estimates that 

there are around 140,000 in England who are not receiving the help they need. These children have 

needs that are too great for schools, health or other universal services to meet on their own, but 

they are not eligible for support from statutory social care services. They have come to the attention  

of children’s social care services because of concerns around domestic violence, parental mental 

health, neglect and physical abuse, but are likely to be repeatedly referred and assessed without 

receiving help. 

 

The 140,000 figure is based on Freedom of Information requests to local authorities, and 

comparisons of the numbers of children referred, the numbers assessed and the where an “episode 

of need” was initiated. 

 

The report highlights concerns that the financial pressures faced by councils are leading to the 

thresholds at which help is provided being raised, and variations in the thresholds from one local 



authority to another. It notes that because local authorities have more flexibility to manage 

spending over early help services, with no statutory requirements outlining the type or extent of 

services that should be in place, budget cuts can lead to a focus on statutory services at the expense 

of early help. 

 

It concludes that the research undertaken suggests many children are living in challenging family 

situations, affected by issues like domestic violence or substance misuse. Without the right help, 

there’s potential for these situations to escalate to crisis point, placing children at risk of harm.  

Addressing the financial pressures on local authorities and strengthening the statutory framework 

for early help would go a long way to meeting the needs of these children. It has to be clear who 

should do what, and when, to make sure children get the right help, at the right time. It urges the 

Government to take action, arguing that ensuring that these children receive the help they need is 

an achievable and urgent goal. 

 

The report has attracted a fair amount of media attention, but with more emphasis on the needs 

issues than the resourcing problems.  This emphasis probably led to the LGA’s response that: 

 

“This report rightly recognises the increased pressures facing local authorities when it comes to 

protecting vulnerable children. As a result of funding cuts and huge increases in demand for services, 

the reality is that services for the care and protection of vulnerable children are now, in many areas, 

being pushed to breaking point. 

 

The number of referrals to local authority children’s services has increased by almost 9 per cent over 

the past decade, while the number of children placed on a child protection plan as a result of those 

referrals has increased by more than 90 per cent. This demonstrates the increasing level of need 

that councils are seeing, and the significant efforts they are taking to ensure that children are 

robustly protected... 

 

But we know that reduced funding for local services has left fewer resources to invest in early 

intervention, and Action for Children are right to highlight the significant challenge facing all 

agencies in making sure families can get help before problems become more serious. The Early 

Intervention Grant has been cut by £500 million since 2013, and will drop by a further £183 million 

by 2020. This has exacerbated a difficult situation where councils cannot afford to withdraw services 

for children in immediate need of protection to invest in early help instead.... 

 

Councils are doing everything they can to respond to the significant underfunding in children’s social 

care, including protecting budgets, reducing costs where they can and finding new ways of working. 

However, they are at the point where there are very few savings left to find without having a real 

and lasting impact upon crucial services that many children and families across the country 

desperately rely on. 

 

Councils are facing a £2 billion funding gap for children’s services in just three years’ time. It’s more 

important than ever that the Government commits to the life chances of children and young people 

by acting urgently to address the growing funding gap.” 

 



 

12. Overall conclusions 

The point has already been made that, whilst this article is primarily about issues facing social 

workers, the same pressures face employees in many other local government services.  

 

Across all services, the responses to the pressure of reduced resources and increased demands have 

often focused on working smarter, service transformation, better management, and greater service 

integration. The resource issues themselves are often left on one side, because they are seen as a 

given, unlikely to change. 

 

The value of the Bath University research is in demonstrating that, whilst all these responses have 

validity, there comes a point when the sheer scale of the work compared to the resources available 

threatens to overwhelm employees entirely, to the point where there is a risk that services will be 

undermined completely. We have now reached a stage where initiatives to improve working 

conditions and job satisfaction which do also confront the core issue of work volumes are unlikely to 

prove effective. 

 

The positives from the report – i.e. social workers engagement in and commitment to the work they 

are attempting to do and their strong peer support for one another, in spite of the levels of stress 

and poor work environment – would also apply to many other parts of the workforce. Local 

authority employers can probably count themselves lucky that these positives still survive in the 

current environment. 

 

But they do need to support employees by emphasising the extremity which has now been reached 

in the relationship between resources and demands. The LGA’s response to the Action for Children 

report needs to become the template for a sustained campaign on funding levels across all services, 

so that employees can see that there is a clear acknowledgement of the pressures they are under, 

and that attempts are being made to achieve public and political recognition of them. 
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