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Executive summary 

 

This report makes use of data from the NMDS-SC, HESA, CQC, UCAS and DfE to describe the 

education of social workers and the social work workforce in England. It aims to draw together 

information from these sources to produce a broad view of the social work profession and the issues 

that it currently faces. 

Key findings from this report include: 

Social work education 

 The number of enrolments on social work education courses has been decreasing since 2010-

11 (from 5,800 in 2010-11 to 4,600 in 2013-14). 

 Around two-thirds of students were on undergraduate courses. 

 Social work students tend to be older than higher education students in general. 

 The number of qualifying leavers has been stable since 2009-10 (between 4,400 and 4,700 

qualifying graduates). 

Social work graduates 

 The number of 2013-14 graduates who went on to work as social workers was 3,000 (65% of 

the 4,700 graduates). This conversion rate has been increasing since 2011-12. 

 Qualifying leavers aged over 24 years and those from postgraduate courses were more likely to 

find employment in social work. 

 Additionally, around 1,000 graduates in 2013-14 (20%) went on to work in a care or health 

related job other than social work. 

Regional supply and demand 

 The proportion of graduates from universities in the North West is substantially larger than the 

proportion of social work jobs in this region. The opposite is true for the South East region. 

 The graduate to social worker conversion rate is lowest in regions with the highest numbers of 

graduates (North West, London, Yorkshire and the Humber). 

Social work workforce 

 As at September 2015 there were 16,100 social worker jobs in the statutory adult social care 

sector and 28,600 in children’s services. 

 There were an estimated 1,000 social workers employed in independent care settings at 1,600 

employed by the NHS as at September 2014. 
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 The proportion of adults’ services social worker jobs filled by casual staff (not directly employed) 

has been rising (from 3% in 2013 to 7% in 2015). 

 Almost half of adults’ social workers did not take a day off due to sickness in 2015. Around a 

fifth took more than ten days. 

 Social worker turnover and vacancy rates in adults’ services increased in 2015 (turnover rate 

from 12% to 13% and vacancy rate from 8% to 12%). 

 The average full time equivalent salary for social workers in adults’ services was £32,800 in 

2015. 

Newly qualified social workers and ASYE 

 Employment of newly qualified social workers increased in 2015. An estimated 9% of adults’ 

social workers were newly qualified as at September 2015. This is a greater proportion than in 

previous years (between 6% and 7% since 2011). 

 ASYE registrations (adults’ and children’s services) rose from 2,400 in 2011-12 to 4,000 in 

2014-15. 

 Social workers undertaking the ASYE were generally happy with the programme, claiming that 

the ASYE increased their confidence and prepared them well for the transition from student to 

social worker. 
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Introduction 

 

Social workers work with some of the most vulnerable people in society. They are central to the 

provision and organisation of care services and are required to undertake statutory duties so it is 

therefore important to understand the role of social worker and the transition from education to the 

workforce. This report contains information on social workers including their education, destinations 

after qualifying, workforce measures and the challenges facing the social work profession. This report 

should be of interest to audiences such as employers, academics, social workers, policymakers and 

local and central government. 

The number of students entering social work education each year and success rates are discussed, as 

well as the trends that have emerged over recent years. The destination and employment of those 

students who successfully graduate are also reported, such as those who go on to work as social 

workers and those who find employment in the social care and health sectors. The number of newly 

qualified social workers registering for the Assessed and Supported Year in Employment (ASYE) over 

time is included alongside findings from a Skills for Care survey of ASYE participants. The social work 

workforce (including pay, sickness, recruitment and retention and experience) is discussed and in the 

context of the social care workforce as a whole. 

In drawing together various sources of data such as those from the National Minimum Dataset for 

Social Care (NMDS-SC), Department for Education (DfE) and Higher Education Statistics Agency 

(HESA), it is possible to provide a more comprehensive picture of the profession and practice of social 

work. Skills for Care acknowledge that the experiences of individual social workers and social work 

students are also important to a holistic understanding of the profession; however this report takes a 

‘top-level’ view of the available data.  
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1. Social work education 

 

 

 

 

This section describes the number of people enrolling on and leaving from social work courses in 

England. For a more detailed discussion of social work education, please see Skills for Care’s ‘Social 

Work Education, 2015’ report1. 

 

In order to become a social worker in England, a Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC2) 

approved qualification is required at undergraduate or postgraduate level (usually a degree but 

diplomas may be accepted). Social work education in England is currently underpinned by the 

Professional Capabilities Framework (PCF3 – the framework of standards for social work developed by 

the Social Work Reform Board), although increasingly it is being informed by the Knowledge and Skills 

statements published by the Chief Social Workers in November 2014 (child and family) and March 

2015 (adults). The PCF is implemented at pre-qualification level to ensure that education is fit-for-

purpose and delivered in a ‘holistic’ manner, whilst adhering to a uniform set of principles. 

 

Chart 1.1 shows the number of applications and acceptances to courses categorised as ‘social work’ 

under the Joint Academic Coding System (JACS)4 as derived from UCAS data5. These figures relate 

                                                
1
 https://www.nmds-sc-online.org.uk/content/view.aspx?id=Adult%20Social%20Care%20Workforce%20Reports%20-

%20Social%20Work%20Education 
2
 http://www.hcpc-uk.co.uk/ 

3
 https://www.basw.co.uk/resource/?id=1137 

4
 https://www.hesa.ac.uk/jacs3 

5
 https://www.ucas.com/corporate/data-and-analysis/ucas-undergraduate-releases/ucas-undergraduate-end-cycle-data-

resource-5 

 The number of enrolments on social work education courses has been 

decreasing since 2010-11 (from 5,800 in 2010-11 to 4,600 in 2013-14). 

 

 Around two-thirds of students were on undergraduate courses. 

 

 Social work students tend to be older than higher education students in general. 

 

 The number of qualifying leavers has been stable since 2009-10 (between 4,400 

and 4,700 qualifying graduates). 

https://www.nmds-sc-online.org.uk/content/view.aspx?id=Adult%20Social%20Care%20Workforce%20Reports%20-%20Social%20Work%20Education
https://www.nmds-sc-online.org.uk/content/view.aspx?id=Adult%20Social%20Care%20Workforce%20Reports%20-%20Social%20Work%20Education
http://www.hcpc-uk.co.uk/
https://www.basw.co.uk/resource/?id=1137
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/jacs3
https://www.ucas.com/corporate/data-and-analysis/ucas-undergraduate-releases/ucas-undergraduate-end-cycle-data-resource-5
https://www.ucas.com/corporate/data-and-analysis/ucas-undergraduate-releases/ucas-undergraduate-end-cycle-data-resource-5
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to a broader categorisation of ‘social work’ (JACS code L5). This means that the table below includes 

more courses than what Skills for Care would categorise as being ‘social work’ such as ‘Youth Work’, 

‘Careers Guidance’, ‘Child Care’ and ‘Community Justice’ amongst others6. Note that UCAS data 

corresponding to the more specific definition of social work used in the remainder of this section (JACS 

code L500) were not available. Skills for Care will be investigating the possibility of presenting social 

work-specific application and acceptance information in further reports. 

 

Since 2007 the number of acceptances to social work courses (broad grouping) increased consistently 

with the exception of 2011, when acceptances fell by 200. Around this time (2010 and 2011), the 

number of applications to courses spiked, likely due to students making applications prior to the 

increase in tuition fees7. Since 2012, when the tuition fee increase was implemented, applications 

have decreased in number but acceptances have risen; as a result the rate of acceptance increased 

by six percentage points between 2012 and 2015 to around 24%. 

 

 

 

                                                
6
 https://www.hesa.ac.uk/component/content/article?id=1787 

7
 http://www.theguardian.com/education/2011/jan/31/ucas-reports-record-student-applications 

Source: UCAS end of cycle data resources

Chart 1.1: Acceptances, non-acceptances and acceptance rate (AR%) to 'social work' (broad grouping) 

courses in England, time series

https://www.hesa.ac.uk/component/content/article?id=1787
http://www.theguardian.com/education/2011/jan/31/ucas-reports-record-student-applications
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Information from this point onwards refers specifically to courses that can result in a 

graduate’s eligibility to register as a social worker with the HCPC. 

  

Enrolments to social work courses 

 

Table 1.1 and chart 1.2 show the number of students enrolling on HCPC approved social work courses 

between academic years 2009-10 and 2013-14. The total number of enrolments shows a downward 

trend over the period, falling by around 1,000 (18%) to just under 4,600 in 2013-14. The trend of 

enrolments across all higher education courses in the UK has also been falling over this period and at 

a similar rate8. Around two thirds of social work enrolments were on courses at undergraduate level. 

Virtually all of undergraduate courses included in the table below were categorised by HESA as ‘first 

degrees’. The vast majority of postgraduate courses were categorised as masters-level degrees 

although there were between 50 and 200 enrolments each year onto courses categorised as diplomas 

at postgraduate level.  

 

 

 

                                                
8
 https://www.hesa.ac.uk/sfr224 

Source: HESA Student Record

2009-10 2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14

5,600 5,800 5,100 4,600 4,600

4,000 3,700 3,300 3,000 3,100

1,600 2,100 1,800 1,600 1,500

71% 64% 64% 65% 67%

29% 36% 36% 35% 33%

Data in this table have been rounded

Base

Number

Undergraduate

Postgraduate

%

Undergraduate

Postgraduate

Table 1.1: Enrolments onto social work higher education courses by 

course level, time series

https://www.hesa.ac.uk/sfr224
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Social work courses that are HCPC approved are delivered at 72 higher education institutions in 

England9. Table 1.2 shows how these HEIs are distributed by region, as well as the number of 

enrolments per institution. In 2013-14, almost 1,000 students enrolled on courses at the 10 HEIs in the 

North West. The ratio of students to courses was greatest in this region whereby each HEI took on 

almost 100 students. Conversely, only 400 students started courses in the Eastern region; this region 

has the lowest ratio with an average of 39 enrolments at the 6 HEIs in this area. 

 

                                                
9
 Courses are also delivered at a small number of further education (FE) colleges that are in partnership with HEIs – data 

are not available for these courses. 

Chart 1.2: Enrolments onto social work higher education courses by course level, time series

Source: HESA Student Record
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The number of enrolling students aged under 24 increased by almost 300 between 2012-13 and 2013-

14, totalling 1,700 (chart 1.3). This was a large increase both nominally and proportionally, rising from 

32% to 38% of all enrolments. Enrolments for all other age groups decreased in 2013-14.  

 

 

Source: HESA Student Record

HEIs

72

10

8

12

4

5

8

11

7

6

1

Data in this table have been rounded

100

44

39

97

Base

North West

Yorkshire and the Humber

300

Enrolments per HEI

64

98

89

62

61

60

London

North East

South West

No fixed location

Eastern

4,600

1,000

700

700

300

Enrolments

60

45South East

Table 1.2: Enrolments onto social work higher education courses and number of 

HEIs by HEI region, 2013-14

West Midlands

East Midlands

500

500

300

200
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The age profile of students on all courses in the UK is generally younger, where around 9 out of ten 

enrolling students were aged under 24 years old in 2014-1510. This suggests that students enrolling on 

social work courses are more likely to do so following a period of employment, compared to students 

on all courses who generally start to study at university soon after leaving school/college. 
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 https://www.hesa.ac.uk/sfr224 

Chart 1.3: Enrolments onto social work higher education courses by age group, 2012-13 to 2013-14

Source: HESA Student Record

Chart 1.4: Enrolments onto social work higher education courses and all courses by age group, 2013-14

Source: HESA Student Record

https://www.hesa.ac.uk/sfr224
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Typically, undergraduate degree courses tend to take three years to complete and postgraduate 

courses take two years. This is also true of social work courses. However, this is not the case for all 

students. For example, it should be acknowledged that students can study on a part-time basis and/or 

defer studies for an extended period of time. These exceptions make it difficult to ‘project’ enrolments 

to leavers and graduates. Trends and projection analysis can be reported in future reports when more 

data are available. 

 

Leavers from social work courses 

 

In 2013-14 there were almost 5,000 graduates from social work courses (chart 1.5). This figure is 

similar to the trend over the preceding four academic years, where the total number of graduates 

ranged between 4,600 and 5,000. Of these, around 3,200 left with an undergraduate qualification, 

1,500 achieved at postgraduate level and less than 300 students left without a qualification. This 

equates to around 4,700 graduates who were available to work as newly qualified social workers after 

July 2014. 

 

 

 

Source: HESA Student Record

Chart 1.5: Leavers from social work higher education courses by level of qualification achieved, time 
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Only 5% of students (300 in 2013-14) leave as ‘non-qualifiers’. It should be noted that the age of a 

student can affect their likelihood of gaining a qualification. Table 1.3 demonstrates that younger 

students (aged under 24 years) were more likely to leave as a ‘non-qualifier’ (12%) than leavers aged 

24 or over (around 4%). 

 

 

 

The table above describes the proportion of social work higher education leavers who qualify as social 

workers. In discussing course outcomes, it also necessary to understand the proportion of students 

who complete their course duration, as opposed to ‘dropping out’. Note that some leavers can 

complete their course duration and fail to achieve a qualification (though this is very rare) and some 

students can leave before completing their course duration but achieve a partial qualification (e.g. 

achieve a diploma rather than a degree). Between 2009-10 and 2013-14, around 94% of social work 

students completed their course duration. The Times Higher Education11 reports that 82% of students 

at UK universities successfully completed their course in 2011, an increase of eight percentage points 

since 200512. This demonstrates that social work courses have high course completion rates 

compared to UK higher education in general. Similarly, data from 2009-10 to 2012-13 shows that 

around 5% of students enrolling on social work courses leave before the start of their second year ‘with 

no award’ (HESA definition), compared to around 8% in UK higher education generally13. This shows 

that social work courses have higher student retention than other courses in the UK. 

 

To ensure that social work education is as effective as possible in preparing students for employment, 

it is valuable to understand how students’ success rates and likelihood of completing their course can 

be influenced. Further research into success rates of social work education leavers showed that 

student demographics other than age (gender, ethnicity, nationality, disability) had little impact on a 

                                                
11

 https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/how-student-completion-rates-vary-across-europe 
12

 Amongst the cited reasons for this improvement is the recent increase in tuition fees, which made it necessary for 

universities to improve their retention rates in order to maximise funding. 
13

 http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/year/2013/201307/#d.en.81697 

Source: HESA Student Record

Under 24 24 to 29 30 to 39 40 to 49 50 plus

1,000 1,400 1,400 900 300

88% 97% 96% 96% 94%

12% 3% 4% 4% 6%

Data in this table have been rounded

Non-qualifier

Table 1.3: Qualifying status of leavers from social work higher education by 

age group, 2013-14

Base

Qualifier

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/how-student-completion-rates-vary-across-europe
http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/year/2013/201307/#d.en.81697
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students’ likelihood of qualifying. A 2009 study conducted by Kings College London14 highlights the 

importance of HEIs in students’ success rates, suggesting that student characteristics and source of 

funding are not as important as the teaching, support strategies and supervision provided by HEI staff. 

 

It is also valuable to understand the level of attainment for graduating students15. Table 1.4 shows that 

around 500 graduates from undergraduate courses in 2013-14 achieved a first class degree (16% of 

the total). This is an increase on the previous year (400, 12% of the total). Similarly, those students 

attaining upper second class qualifications increased from 45% to 47% of the total. The proportion of 

students attaining lower second and third class degrees showed a corresponding decrease, falling 

from 43% to 37% of the total. Taken together, these figures suggest that undergraduate achievement 

levels increased substantially in 2013-14 compared to previous years. 

 

 

 

 

A study published by the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE)16 in 2014 reports 

that  63% of students enrolling onto full-time higher education courses in 2007 achieved a first or upper 

second class degree. This is the same proportion as graduates from undergraduate social work 

courses in 2013-14. It was also found that students with high achievement in further education (A-

levels) have higher attainment levels. 

 

                                                
14

 http://www.kcl.ac.uk/sspp/policy-institute/scwru/pubs/2009/husseinetal2009variations-summary.pdf 
15

 This information is not available for leavers from postgraduate courses. 
16

 http://www.hefce.ac.uk/media/hefce/content/pubs/2014/201403/HEFCE2014_03.pdf 

Source: HESA Student Record

Count % Count %

3,300 * 3,200 *

400 12% 500 16%

1,500 45% 1,500 47%

1,100 35% 1,000 30%

300 9% 200 7%

<50 0% <50 0%

Data in this table have been rounded

First class honours

Upper second class honours

Lower second class honours

Third class honours/Pass

Unclassified

Base (undergraduate qualifiers)

Table 1.4: Level of attainment of leavers from undergraduate social work 

higher education, 2012-13 to 2013-14

2012-13 2013-14

http://www.kcl.ac.uk/sspp/policy-institute/scwru/pubs/2009/husseinetal2009variations-summary.pdf
http://www.hefce.ac.uk/media/hefce/content/pubs/2014/201403/HEFCE2014_03.pdf
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Although the increase in attainment levels shows a positive trend, little research is available with 

regards to the effect of higher education attainment on social workers’, specifically on their capabilities 

to provide high quality care after graduation. 

 

The recently implemented ‘Frontline’ and ‘Step Up’ programmes17 (whereby high-achieving graduates 

undertake a period of workplace training with children and families to qualify as social workers) are 

aimed at graduates with an upper second class degree or higher. Therefore, these initiatives and the 

similar ‘Think Ahead’ programme18, in which participants train specifically for working with people with 

mental health care needs, value academic attainment highly in prospective social workers. Although 

some social work academics have expressed concerns that ‘participants won’t have a breadth of 

understanding through which to analyse cases’19. The extent to which level of attainment in non-social 

work specific subjects translates to quality of care provided is as yet unclear.  

  

                                                
17

 http://www.communitycare.co.uk/2016/01/15/one-four-new-childrens-social-workers-will-train-fast-track-schemes-2018/ 
18

 http://thinkahead.org/about-the-programme/how-to-apply/ 
19

 http://www.theguardian.com/social-care-network/2014/aug/29/frontline-social-work-graduate-scheme 

http://www.communitycare.co.uk/2016/01/15/one-four-new-childrens-social-workers-will-train-fast-track-schemes-2018/
http://thinkahead.org/about-the-programme/how-to-apply/
http://www.theguardian.com/social-care-network/2014/aug/29/frontline-social-work-graduate-scheme
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2. Social work graduates 

 

 

 

 

The rate at which graduates gain employment as social workers represents the relative return-on-

investment for government funding of social work courses (including grants and bursaries). This 

section describes the destinations of social work education leavers after graduation by various factors. 

 

Destination of social work graduates 

 

The number of qualifying graduates who go on to find employment as social workers has been 

increasing year-on year since 2011-12, rising from around 2,400 in 2011-12 to 2,700 in 2012-13 and 

further to over 3,000 in 2013-14. These figures also represent a percentage increase over the period, 

whereby the 'conversion rate' from graduate to social worker has risen from 56% to 65% since 2011-

12 (chart 2.1). Therefore, the observed increase in graduate employment reflects a greater return-on-

investment. Figures presented here do not distinguish between graduates who go on to work with 

adults or children in their first year of employment. This is, however, discussed in section 4 (newly 

qualified social workers and ASYE). 

 

Further to those graduates who find work as social workers, between 900 and 1,100 over the reported 

period were working in a health- or care-related field at the time of being surveyed. Graduates may 

take these roles as a means of gaining experience in the care sector before going on to find 

employment in social work. A relatively low proportion (between 6% and 7%) were working in a role 

 The number of 2013-14 graduates who went on to work as social workers was 

3,000 (65% of the 4,700 graduates). This conversion rate has been increasing 

since 2011-12. 

 

 Qualifying leavers aged over 24 years and those from postgraduate courses 

were more likely to find employment in social work. 

 

 Additionally, around 1,000 2013-14 graduates (20%) went on to work in a care or 

health related job other than social work. 
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not related to health or social care and a decreasing proportion of graduates (from 15% in 2011-12 to 

10% in 2013-14) were not in employment six months after graduating. 

 

 

 

 

Factors affecting the destination of social work graduates 

 

Table 2.1 demonstrates that older graduates (24 years and over) were more likely to find employment 

as social workers (67% from 2013-14 leavers) than those aged under 24 (54% from 2013-14 leavers). 

Conversely, younger graduates were much more likely to be working in an alternative social care or 

health related role (27%) than older graduates (18%). This suggests that younger social work 

graduates are more likely to take on alternative care-related work as a means to gain relevant work 

experience. The conversion rate did however increase for both reported age groups between 2011/12 

and 2013/14. 

 

Source: HESA Student Record and Destination of Leavers from Higher Education Survey 

Chart 2.1: Occupation (category of employment) of social work graduates six months after 

graduation, 2011-12 to 2013-14
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As well as the age of graduates, their level of qualification upon leaving higher education affects their 

likelihood of finding employment in social work. Of those achieving at undergraduate level in 2013-14, 

61% were working as social workers after six months. This compares to 73% of postgraduate leavers. 

Undergraduates were more likely to take on alternative health- and care-related work, likely for the 

same reasons as described above. Reasons for postgraduates having greater employability are 

numerous; employers may prefer postgraduates for a number of reasons which are outlined by 

Universities UK20. Similarly, HESCU21 report that employers are building stronger links with HEIs and 

‘emphasise the value of practical, work‐related experience during Masters courses’, claiming that 

employers are more likely to take on postgraduate qualifiers due to the ‘specific skills, abilities and 

knowledge’ gained as part of these courses. Taken together, the information presented here suggests 

that graduates aged under 24 years old and those achieving at undergraduate level (there is 

considerable overlap between these groups; 98% of qualifying graduates aged under 24 achieved an 

undergraduate rather than postgraduate qualification) find it more difficult to gain employment as social 

workers. 

 

 

                                                
20

 http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/highereducation/Documents/2014/MastersWithAPurpose.pdf 
21

 http://www.hecsu.ac.uk/assets/assets/documents/HECSU_Masters_with_a_purpose_15_May_14.pdf 

Source: HESA Student Record and Destination of Leavers from Higher Education Survey 

2011-12 2012-13 2013-14

All qualifiers 800 700 700

Social workers 47% 48% 54%

Care/health related 31% 30% 27%

Not working / working in a non-care related field 22% 22% 19%

All qualifiers 3,600 4,000 4,000

Social workers 57% 60% 67%

Care/health related 21% 22% 18%

Not working / working in a non-care related field 21% 18% 15%

Data in this table have been rounded

Table 2.1: Occupation (category of employment) of social work graduates six months after 

graduation by age group, 2011-12 to 2013-14

Under 24

24 and over

http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/highereducation/Documents/2014/MastersWithAPurpose.pdf
http://www.hecsu.ac.uk/assets/assets/documents/HECSU_Masters_with_a_purpose_15_May_14.pdf


   

19 

 

 

 

Of all 2014 higher education graduates (first degree graduates from courses), around 75% were in 

either full- or part-time employment (or working whilst studying) after 6 months22. This is much lower 

than the equivalent proportion of qualifiers from social work courses (90% of 2013-14 leavers). 

Evidently, social work graduates are more likely to be working soon after graduation than are 

graduates generally. This could be due to the vocational nature of social work courses (where students 

are trained specifically for the profession) unlike other courses that are broader in content. 

 

As well as varying by age and qualification level, the conversion rate of social work graduates to 

employed social workers is shown to vary by the university region of students in table 2.3. The highest 

conversion rate was seen for students from the East Midlands (78% in 2013-14) and the North East 

(72% in 2013-14). These regions have shown high conversion rates over the past three years. 

Students graduating the North West, Yorkshire and the Humber and the South East had the lowest 

conversion rates in 2013-14 (all at or below 60%) as well as in 2012-13 and 2011-12. This means that 

students graduating from universities in these regions are less likely to become social workers after 

graduating than those from other regions. Explanations for these regional conversion rate differences 

are numerous and the fact that differences are observed consistently over time suggests that they are 

systematic. A detailed exploration of regional differences is included in section 3. 

 

                                                
22

 http://www.hecsu.ac.uk/assets/assets/documents/wdgd_2015.pdf 

Source: HESA Student Record and Destination of Leavers from Higher Education Survey 

2011-12 2012-13 2013-14

All qualifiers 3,100 3,300 3,200

Social workers 52% 56% 61%

Care/health related 25% 25% 21%

Not working / working in a non-care related field 23% 19% 18%

All qualifiers 1,300 1,400 1,500

Social workers 65% 63% 73%

Care/health related 16% 20% 16%

Not working / working in a non-care related field 19% 17% 11%

Table 2.2: Occupation (category of employment) of social work graduates six months after 

graduation by qualification level, 2011-12 to 2013-14

Undergraduate

Postgraduate

http://www.hecsu.ac.uk/assets/assets/documents/wdgd_2015.pdf
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There are several practical limitations on graduate employment which should be considered alongside 

the information presented above. For example, local/regional supply and demand mismatches would 

disadvantage graduates who are in ‘low-demand’ areas (see section 3). Similarly, the nature of 

practice placements may limit the employability of HEI leavers; a graduate may have completed a 

practice placement providing care and support for adults with mental health needs or for older adults 

but the majority of local social worker vacancies could be in children’s services. These are examples of 

structural limitations on graduate employment. Other limitations involve the personal preference and 

circumstance of graduates, some of whom may decide to work in other professions or continue to 

study, as well as the state of the economy. 

 

The main findings of this section (older graduates, those with postgraduate qualifications and those 

from certain regions are more likely to find social work employment soon after graduation) should be 

considered in workforce planning and social work education funding policy. 

  

Source: HESA Student Record and Destination of Leavers from Higher Education Survey 

2011-12 2012-13 2013-14

England total 4,700 3,000 56% 58% 65%

Eastern 300 200 62% 68% 65%

East Midlands 300 200 66% 54% 78%

London 700 500 57% 60% 66%

North East 200 200 55% 61% 72%

North West 1,000 600 51% 47% 60%

South East 400 200 55% 57% 59%

South West 300 200 53% 64% 64%

West Midlands 400 300 63% 66% 69%

Yorkshire and the Humber 800 500 49% 52% 59%

No fixed location 300 200 54% 74% 79%

Data in this table have been rounded

Conversion rateQualifiers 

2013-14

Table 2.3: Number and percentage of social work graduates working as social workers 

six months after graduation by region, time series

Social 

workers 

2013-14



   

21 

 

3. Regional supply and demand for social workers 

 

 

 

 

Another important consideration in understanding the link between graduates and social work 

employment is regional supply and demand. In the above discussion about conversion rates, it was 

stated that regional differences may occur, whereby the total number of graduates available to the 

workforce at national level may be close to the required number but the regional distribution (i.e. 

graduating from universities in each region) may be different. This is an example of a supply and 

demand ‘mismatch’. Note that ‘region’ as described here refers to the university region of students and 

not their ‘home region’ where they lived prior to studying. 

 

Regional differences in graduates and employed social workers 

 

Table 3.1 shows regional figures for the number of qualifiers, social workers (both adults’ and 

children’s services), their proportional make-up in the country and their difference. Chart 3.1 shows the 

proportional differences and can be read as how ‘representative’ a region is in terms of graduates 

compared to total social work jobs. In this way, it can be seen that most regions are representative 

(between 0% and -3%). However, universities in the North West produced 22% of graduates in 2013-

14 but less than 15% of jobs are located in this region. This region also shows one of the lowest 

conversion rates in the country (60%). Taken together, this suggests that graduates from the North 

West are less likely to find work in their university region and so would be more likely to have to move 

elsewhere for work. This is also the case for Yorkshire and the Humber, albeit to a lesser extent (see 

chart 3.1). Conversely, the South East has a greater proportion of social worker jobs than graduates. 

Therefore, councils in the South East are more likely to employ social work graduates who studied in 

other regions. 

 

 The proportion of graduates from universities in the North West is substantially 

larger than the proportion of social work jobs in this region. The opposite is true 

for the South East region. 

 

 The graduate to social worker conversion rate is lowest in regions with the 

highest numbers of graduates (North West, London, Yorkshire and the Humber). 
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Source: NMDS-SC, September 2014; DfE, September 2014; HESA, 2013-14

Count % Count %

Base 4,400 * 65% 42,600 * *

Eastern 300 8% 65% 3,600 8% -1%

East Midlands 300 7% 78% 3,100 7% 0%

London 700 16% 66% 7,300 17% -1%

North East 200 5% 72% 2,700 6% -2%

North West 1,000 22% 60% 6,300 15% 7%

South East 400 9% 59% 6,100 14% -5%

South West 400 6% 64% 3,800 9% -3%

West Midlands 400 9% 69% 4,500 11% -1%

Yorkshire and the Humber 800 17% 59% 5,100 12% 5%

Data in this table have been rounded

% difference between 

qualifiers and social 

workers

Table 3.1: Region breakdown of social work education qualifiers, conversion rate from graduate to 

employed social worker and employed social workers in adults' and children's services, 2014

Conversion 

rate

Qualifiers
Social workers in 

statutory services

Source: NMDS-SC, September 2014; DfE, September 2014; HESA, 2013-14

Chart 3.1: Difference in regional of make-up of qualifiers and employed social workers in adults' 

and children's services, 2014
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Comparing number of graduates to regional conversion rates 

 

Further analysis revealed that the university regions producing the highest numbers of graduates in 

2013-14 (North West, London, Yorkshire and the Humber) had the lowest conversion rates. Chart 3.2 

demonstrates a clear association between number of graduates and social work conversion rate. 

Qualifiers from regions with high numbers of graduates may face higher competition for jobs than in 

other regions. 

 

 

 

 

  

Chart 3.2: Number of graduates and graduate to social worker conversion rate by region, 2013-14.

Source: HESA Student Record and Destination of Leavers from Higher Education Survey 
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4. Social workers in the adult social care sector 

 

 

 

 

This section describes the social worker workforce. The National Minimum Dataset for Social Care has 

100% coverage of the adult social care workforce in the statutory sector (workers directly employed by 

social services departments at local councils) and around 50% coverage of the independent sector23. 

The vast majority of social workers working with adults are employed at social services departments 

(16,100 as at September, 2015). This figure has been relatively stable since 2011. Further to these, 

almost 29,000 social workers were employed in children’s social services departments as at 

September 2015. This figure has been increasing since 2013. A relatively small number of social 

workers are employed by independent adult social care providers and a similar number are employed 

in the NHS (as at September 2014). No data are available for children’s social workers employed in 

the independent sector. 

 

 
                                                
23

 Skills for Care produce estimates that cover the adult social care workforce as a whole that are based on data from such 

sources as CQC, ONS, the HSCIC as well as the NMDS-SC. These can be found here: 

https://www.nmds-sc-

online.org.uk/content/view.aspx?id=The%20size%20and%20structure%20of%20the%20adult%20social%20care%20sector

%20and%20workforce%20in%20England,%202014 

 As at September 2015 there were 16,100 social worker jobs in the statutory 

adult social care sector and 28,600 in children’s services. 

 

 The proportion of adults’ services social worker jobs filled by casual staff (not 

directly employed) has been rising (from 3% in 2013 to 7% in 2015). 

 

 Almost half of adults’ social workers did not take a day off due to sickness in 

2015. Around a fifth took more than ten days. 

 

 Social worker turnover and vacancy rates in adults’ services increased in 2015 

(turnover rate from 12% to 13%, vacancy rate from 8% to 12%). 

 

 The average full time equivalent salary for social workers in adults’ services 

was £32,800 in 2015. 

https://www.nmds-sc-online.org.uk/content/view.aspx?id=The%20size%20and%20structure%20of%20the%20adult%20social%20care%20sector%20and%20workforce%20in%20England,%202014
https://www.nmds-sc-online.org.uk/content/view.aspx?id=The%20size%20and%20structure%20of%20the%20adult%20social%20care%20sector%20and%20workforce%20in%20England,%202014
https://www.nmds-sc-online.org.uk/content/view.aspx?id=The%20size%20and%20structure%20of%20the%20adult%20social%20care%20sector%20and%20workforce%20in%20England,%202014
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Social worker jobs trends 

 

There were around 1.55 million jobs in the adult social care workforce as at September 2014. Social 

workers in adult social services departments make up around 1% of this figure. 

 

 

 

 

 

It is required that a person must be registered with the HCPC in order to practice as a social worker in 

England. Around 90,000 people are registered as social workers with the HCPC, approximately half 

(45,000) of which are working in that role. There is little information available on those registered social 

workers employed in other roles. Some of these could be working in other roles in the social care 

Table 4.1: Social worker jobs by sector, time series

Source: NMDS-SC, DfE, HSCIC

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

16,200 16,600 16,500 15,700 16,100

* * 24,900 26,800 28,600

800 1,100 1,300 1,000 *

* * * * *

* * * 1,600 *

Data in this table have been rounded

* Data not available

Independent sector - adults' services

Statutory sector - children's services

Statutory sector - adults' services

NHS

Independent sector - children's services

Chart 4.1: Statutory sector social worker jobs in adults' and children's services, time series

Source: NMDS-SC, DfE
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sector (e.g. management or support roles), in local councils or academic professions. For this section, 

‘social workers’ refers to social workers in adult social services departments only and does not include 

those working in the independent sector or the NHS. 

 

The 16,100 social worker jobs as at September 2015 were held by 15,900 people. This equates to 

14,600 full time equivalent jobs, as shown in table 4.2. In the context of a decreasing number of jobs in 

the statutory adult social care sector as a whole (around 10,000 fewer each year since 2011), the 

relatively stable number of social worker jobs suggests that, on average, councils prefer to employ 

social workers directly, rather than outsource these jobs to independent sector care providers. 

 

 

 

 

Regional social worker jobs 

 

Table 4.3 shows the regional make-up of social worker jobs compared to estimates of the population of 

England. All regions show a similar proportion of the social work workforce compared to the 

population, demonstrating that all regions are approximately representative. The North East region had 

smallest proportion of social workers in 2015 (6%); London has the largest (18%). 

 

Source: NMDS-SC, 2011 - 2015

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Total jobs 16,200 16,600 16,500 15,700 16,100

People (headcount) 16,000 16,300 16,200 15,400 15,900

Whole time equivalent 14,500 14,500 14,800 14,200 14,600

Data in this table have been rounded

Table 4.2: Social worker jobs, people and full time equivalent jobs in the adult statutory social 

care sector, time series
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Demographics of social workers 

 

Around eight out of ten social workers are female and this has been the case over the reported period. 

This ratio is the same as for the statutory sector and for the adult social care workforce as a whole. 

The difference in the gender make-up of social workers to that of service users (61% female, 39% 

male24) may be an issue in cases where the required service provision is sensitive; male service users 

may prefer or feel more comfortable with a male social worker. These cases would be difficult to 

reconcile in a workforce comprising mainly of females. 

 

 

 

The average age of social workers is around 45 years. Around one in ten were younger than 30 years 

old in 2015 and more than half (52%) were aged between 30 and 49 years. These proportions have 

                                                
24

 https://nascis.hscic.gov.uk/Tools/Olap/Rap/RapP7A.aspx 

Source: NMDS-SC, 2014 - 2015; Census, Office for National Statistics, 2011 

Number % Number % Number %

England total 53,010,000 * 15,700 * 16,100 *

Eastern 5,800,000 11% 1,200 8% 1,600 10%

East Midlands 4,500,000 8% 1,200 7% 1,200 7%

London 8,200,000 15% 2,700 17% 2,800 18%

North East 2,600,000 5% 1,000 6% 1,000 6%

North West 7,100,000 13% 2,600 17% 2,500 15%

South East 8,600,000 16% 2,400 15% 2,300 14%

South West 5,300,000 10% 1,200 8% 1,400 9%

West Midlands 5,600,000 11% 1,600 11% 1,600 10%

Yorkshire and the Humber 5,300,000 10% 1,700 11% 1,800 11%

Data in this table have been rounded

2011 population

Table 4.3: Regional breakdown of social workers in the adult statutory social care sector (2014 to 

2015) and England population estimates (2011)

2014 2015

Source: NMDS-SC, 2013 - 2015

2013 2014 2015

Base 16,300 15,300 15,500

Male 21% 21% 20%

Female 79% 79% 80%

Data in this table have been rounded

Table 4.4: Gender of social workers in the adult statutory social 

care sector, 2013 to 2015

https://nascis.hscic.gov.uk/Tools/Olap/Rap/RapP7A.aspx


   

28 

 

been relatively stable over the reported period. Chart 4.2 shows the age profile of social workers 

compared to that of the adult social care workforce as a whole. The chart shows that a much greater 

proportion of the workforce is aged under thirty years old compared to social workers. This is partly 

due to the entry requirements of social workers being higher than that of the workforce in general, 

which means that there is effectively a minimum starting age for social workers (the vast majority of 

social work graduates are over 24 years old). For example, secondary school leavers can begin to 

work as care workers or in administration and supportive roles without undertaking the level of 

education required to practice as a social worker. This means that workers aged 30 years and over are 

more highly represented in the social work workforce compared to in adult social care generally. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: NMDS-SC, 2015

Chart 4.2: Age profile of social workers in the adult statutory social care sector and of the adult 

social care workforce, 2015
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Employment conditions 

 

The vast majority of social workers are on either permanent or temporary contracts (88% and 5% 

respectively in 2015). These figures are approximately the same as for the adult social care sector as 

a whole. Collectively, these contract types describe workers who are ‘directly employed’, as opposed 

to agency or bank/pool workers who are known as ‘casual’ workers. Since 2013, the proportion of 

social workers jobs made up by casual workers has been increasing (agency workers increased from 

2% of all social workers in 2013 to 6% in 2015). Agency and non-directly-employed staff can be 

expensive to an organisation; an increase in the utilisation of these workers is likely to be due to 

necessity. There are a number of explanations for this increase: councils may be unwilling to directly 

employ new social workers due to uncertainty around future funding and so use casual staff as an 

interim solution; increasing staff turnover and vacancy rates may necessitate a rise in casual staff 

usage to maintain the continuity of care. The Department for Education report that around 80% of 

agency social workers in children’s services are employed to cover vacancies25. Assuming that a 

similar proportion of these workers in adults’ services are covering vacancies, this equates to around 

800 in 2015. Moreover, it could be the case that a growing number of social workers are choosing 

agency work as opposed to permanent work or fixed term contracts as a response to increased 

demand from councils; the advantages and disadvantages of agency work are outlined in Community 

Care26. 

 

 

                                                
25

 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/childrens-social-work-workforce-2015 
26

 http://www.communitycare.co.uk/2016/02/26/much-can-earn-agency-social-worker-worth/?cmpid=NLC|SCSC|SCDDB-

2016-0302 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/childrens-social-work-workforce-2015
http://www.communitycare.co.uk/2016/02/26/much-can-earn-agency-social-worker-worth/?cmpid=NLC|SCSC|SCDDB-2016-0302
http://www.communitycare.co.uk/2016/02/26/much-can-earn-agency-social-worker-worth/?cmpid=NLC|SCSC|SCDDB-2016-0302
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More than 7 out of 10 social workers work on a full-time basis. Around a quarter (24% in 2015) work on 

a part-time basis and a small number have some alternative working arrangement such as non-fixed 

working hours. These proportions have been stable over the reported period. Social workers are more 

Source: NMDS-SC, 2013 - 2015

Chart 4.3: Directly and non-directly employed social worker jobs in the adult statutory social care 

sector, 2013 to 2015

Chart 4.4: Contract type of social workers in the adult statutory social care sector, 2015

Source: NMDS-SC, 2013 - 2015
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likely to work full-time compared to the adult social care workforce as a whole (53%) and few job roles 

have a greater proportion of workers on full-time contracts (registered nurse, 94%; managerial roles, 

82%). 

 

 

 

 

Sickness rates 

 

On average, a social worker takes around 10 days off work due to sickness per year which, in 2015, 

equated to around 167,000 lost working days. Almost half of all social workers did not take a day off 

due to sickness between September 2014 and September 2015, although around a fifth took more 

than 10. Almost 1,400 people were absent from work for 30 days or more and over 300 workers took 

100 or more days off. The number of sickness days taken is often taken to reflect work-related stress 

levels for social workers27; information presented here suggests that many social workers have low 

levels of absence due to sickness but those that do need to take time off tend to take longer periods 

(or a greater number of short periods). Around 60% of the adult social care workforce as a whole did 

not take a sickness day in 2015 and only 9% took more than 10 days. This demonstrates that social 

workers tend to take more time off work due to sickness than the workforce generally. 

 

 

                                                
27

 http://www.communitycare.co.uk/2015/01/07/social-worker-stress-costing-councils-least-45m-lost-labour/ 

Source: NMDS-SC, 2013 - 2015

2013 2014 2015

Base 15,000 14,400 15,000

Full time 72% 72% 73%

Part time 26% 26% 24%

Neither of these 2% 2% 3%

Data in this table have been rounded

Table 4.5: Employment status of social workers in the adult statutory social 

care sector, 2013 to 2015

http://www.communitycare.co.uk/2015/01/07/social-worker-stress-costing-councils-least-45m-lost-labour/
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Source: NMDS-SC, 2013 - 2015

2013 2014 2015

Base 15,400 14,600 14,800

Zero 43% 47% 47%

Up to 2 14% 14% 12%

2.1 to 4 9% 9% 9%

4.1 to 6 6% 6% 6%

6.1 to 10 7% 6% 6%

More than 10 21% 18% 20%

Total sickness days 171,000 146,000 167,000

Data in this table have been rounded

Total sickness days calculated by mean sickness days multiplied by social worker jobs

Table 4.6: Sickness rates of social workers in the adult statutory social care 

sector, 2013 to 2015

Chart 4.5: Sickness rate of social workers in the adult statutory social care sector, 2015

Source: NMDS-SC, 2015
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Recruitment and retention 

 

The turnover rate of social workers has been increasing for the last three years, reaching 13% in 2015. 

The adult social care statutory sector generally (21%)28 tends to have lower turnover than the private 

(30%) and voluntary (22%) sectors. The relatively stable number of social workers over the reported 

period suggests that this increase in turnover represents councils undergoing restructures and/or 

social workers leaving roles to join other councils, rather than councils reducing their number of 

employed social workers. 

 

The vacancy rate for social workers increased from 8% in 2014 to 12% in 2015. This is relatively high 

in comparison to a vacancy rate of around 6% in the adult social care workforce. Vacancy rates can 

represent either 'back-fill' for vacated posts or new recruitment to posts that did not exist previously. 

Based on the data available, it is not possible to quantify these explanations for the vacancy rate 

increase. The increase in staff turnover for social workers in 2015 indicates that at least some of this 

increase in the vacancy rate can be attributed to staff retention issues. However, the vacancy rate for 

social workers is substantially higher than for local authorities generally (7%), suggesting that councils 

could also be actively seeking to increase the number of employed social workers whilst maintaining or 

downsizing other areas of their workforce. This could be, in part, due to the on-going implementation of 

the Care Act29. This has been stated as a reason for councils increasing their number of employed 

social workers (six councils cited the Care Act as their reason for increasing staff in 201530). 

 

Staff turnover and vacancy rates in the adult social care workforce have been shown to link to the 

quality of care provided, whereby lower rates correspond, on average, to better CQC inspection 

ratings31. This could be due to a disruption to the continuity of care provided resulting from care and 

support staff leaving roles and having to be replaced32. Although this link was found of the adult social 

care workforce generally and is not specific to social work, it does highlight how turnover and vacancy 

rates for social workers could potentially impact the quality of care provided. 

 

                                                
28

 http://www.hscic.gov.uk/catalogue/PUB19985/pss-staff-eng-15-rpt.pdf 
29

 http://www.skillsforcare.org.uk/Document-library/NMDS-SC,-workforce-intelligence-and-

innovation/Informatics/Informatics-contribution-to-Care-Act-implementation.pdf 
30

 http://www.hscic.gov.uk/catalogue/PUB19985/pss-staff-eng-15-job-change-reasons.xlsx 
31

 https://www.nmds-sc-online.org.uk/content/view.aspx?id=NMDS-SC%20Briefings 
32

 Local authority social work teams are generally not regulated by the care Quality Commission, meaning that equivalent 

analysis for social workers is not possible. 

http://www.hscic.gov.uk/catalogue/PUB19985/pss-staff-eng-15-rpt.pdf
http://www.skillsforcare.org.uk/Document-library/NMDS-SC,-workforce-intelligence-and-innovation/Informatics/Informatics-contribution-to-Care-Act-implementation.pdf
http://www.skillsforcare.org.uk/Document-library/NMDS-SC,-workforce-intelligence-and-innovation/Informatics/Informatics-contribution-to-Care-Act-implementation.pdf
http://www.hscic.gov.uk/catalogue/PUB19985/pss-staff-eng-15-job-change-reasons.xlsx
https://www.nmds-sc-online.org.uk/content/view.aspx?id=NMDS-SC%20Briefings
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Experience 

 

Table 4.8 shows the amount of time that social workers have spent in their current role. As at 

September 2015, around 30% of workers were new to their role within the previous two years and this 

proportion has been increasing since 2013. The distribution of social workers’ length of service also 

Source: NMDS-SC, 2013 - 2015

2013 2014 2015

Base - employees 15,300 14,400 14,700

Turnover rate 11% 12% 13%

Base - employees 12,200 11,400 12,300

Vacancy rate 8% 8% 12%

Data in this table have been rounded

Leavers

Vacancies

Table 4.7: Turnover and vacancy rates of social workers in the adult 

statutory social care sector, 2013 to 2015

Source: NMDS-SC, 2013 - 2015

Chart 4.6: Turnover and vacancy rates of social workers in the adult statutory social 

care sector, 2013 to 2015
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indicates that the vast majority are either relatively new to their job or have been in post for a 

substantial amount of time. This latter group may have benefitted from internal progression and/or 

have chosen social work as a long-term career. The experience profile of the adult social care 

workforce as a whole is different to that of social workers in that a greater proportion of workers are 

relatively new to their role, having been in post for less than two years (44% of all workers; 30% of 

social workers) and a smaller proportion had been in their role for 10 years or more (14% of all 

workers; 26% of social workers). This could be due to higher staff turnover in the sector as a whole 

compared to social workers. 

 

 

 

 

Source: NMDS-SC, 2013 - 2015

2013 2014 2015

Base 14,600 14,300 14,700

Up to 2 years 27% 25% 30%

2 to 4 years 18% 17% 17%

4 to 6 years 12% 13% 11%

6 to 8 years 9% 9% 9%

8 to 10 years 8% 8% 7%

10 to 15 years 12% 14% 13%

15 years or more 14% 15% 13%

Data in this table have been rounded

Table 4.8: Statutory sector adults' social workers' length of time in current 

role, 2013 to 2015
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Annual salary 

 

The average (median) full time equivalent annual salary of social workers was £32,800 in 2015. Table 

4.9 demonstrates that average pay increases with experience in current role, ranging from £31,000 for 

those in post for less than two years to £34,700 for those in post for 15 years or more. Chart 4.8 below 

shows that social worker salary tends to increase after three to five years after starting their job and 

again between seven and 12 years after starting. FTE salary appears to plateau after this time. As 

displayed in this chart, social workers tend to be paid their national average salary after being in post 

for four years. 

 

Chart 4.7: Statutory sector adults' social workers' length of time in current role, 2015

Source: NMDS-SC, 2015
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Source: NMDS-SC, 2015

Base

Total 14,800

Up to 2 4,400

2 to 4 2,500

4 to 6 1,600

6 to 8 1,300

8 to 10 1,100

10 to 15 2,000

15 or more 1,900

Data in this table have been rounded

£34,700

£34,700

£33,800

£32,800

£32,800

£31,800

£31,000

£32,800

Average (median) FTE 

salary

Table 4.9: Average (median) FTE salary for statutory sector adults' social 

workers by length of time in current role, 2015

Source: NMDS-SC, 2015

Chart 4.8: Average (median) FTE salary for statutory sector adults' social workers by length of 

time in current role, 2015
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Social workers are paid on average more than other regulated professional roles in the adult social 

care sector for which higher education is a mandatory requirement such as registered nurses 

(£24,300) and occupational therapists (£28,100) and substantially more than direct care-providing 

roles (£14,600). 
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5. Newly qualified social workers and ASYE 

 

 

 

 

The Assessed and Supported Year in Employment (ASYE)33 is a programme that is available to all 

newly qualified social workers and that ‘gives newly qualified social workers extra support during their 

first year of employment’34 in either adults’ or children’s services. The programme last for 12 months 

and supports newly qualified adults’ social workers (NQSWs) in their understanding of the Knowledge 

and Skills statements35 for social workers in order for them to ‘develop national consistency in what a 

social worker should know and be able to do by the end of their first year in employment’. While the 

ASYE is not a mandatory requirement for NQSWs it has been endorsed by the Social Work Reform 

Board36 as an important element, alongside the Professional Capabilities Framework (PCF), in the 

drive towards national consistency in social work practice. The Chief Social Worker for adult services 

highlighted and reinforced this within the Knowledge and Skills statement for social workers in adult 

services (published March 2015).  

 

This section describes the number of ASYE registrations alongside the number of qualifying graduates 

and newly qualified social workers. A summary of a recent ASYE evaluation is also provided. 

 
                                                
33

 http://www.skillsforcare.org.uk/Topics/Social-work/Social-work.aspx 
34

 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/assessed-and-supported-year-in-employment-asye/assessed-and-

supported-year-in-employment 
35

 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/411957/KSS.pdf 
36

 https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/social-work-reform-board 

 Employment of newly qualified social workers increased in 2015. An estimated 

9% of adults’ social workers were newly qualified as at September 2015. This is 

a greater proportion than in previous years (6% to 7% since 2011). 

 

 ASYE registrations (adults’ and children’s services) rose from 2,400 in 2011-12 

to 4,000 in 2014-15. 

 

 In a Skills for Care survey, social workers undertaking the ASYE reported that 

they were generally happy with the programme, claiming that the ASYE 

increased their confidence and prepared them well for the transition from 

student to social worker. 

http://www.skillsforcare.org.uk/Topics/Social-work/Social-work.aspx
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/411957/KSS.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/social-work-reform-board
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Newly qualified social workers (adults’ services) 

 

Table 5.1 shows the number of statutory sector adults’ services social workers as well as estimates of 

those who are new to both their current role and to the social care sector. This is the closest available 

approximation of the number of NQSWs for the reported period37. Since 2011, the proportion of social 

workers who were new to both their role and the social care sector has ranged from 6% to 9%. This 

equates to 900 newly qualified social workers in 2011 and 1,400 in 2015. As discussed above, 2015 

saw a rise in the proportion of ‘new’ social workers (started in current role within the past two years). 

The figures presented here demonstrate that councils were more likely to take on NQSWs in 2015 

compared to previous years. This could be due to NQSWs commanding lower salaries than their more 

experienced counterparts. Alternatively, councils may be more willing to take on ‘inexperienced’ social 

workers in response to the implementation of the Care Act in 2015. Many graduates from courses 

ending in 2014 would have had the Care Act’s changes to previous policy integrated into their course. 

This could make NQSWs more desirable to employers. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
37

 Social workers having started in their role within that previous 12 months and having started working in the current year 

(e.g. since January 2015) were categorised as being ‘new to job and sector’. Data from councils completing NMDS-SC 

fields ‘date started in job’ and ‘year started in sector’ for all workers were extrapolated to all councils. 

Table 5.1:  Statutory sector adults' social workers new to job and social care sector, time series

Source: NMDS-SC, 2011 - 2015

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

4,900 5,900 6,400 5,000 5,900

16,200 16,600 16,500 15,700 16,100

6% 7% 6% 6% 9%

900 1,200 1,000 900 1,400

Data in this table have been rounded

New to job and sector (number)

Base

New to job and sector (%)

Statutory sector adults' social worker jobs
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Assessed and Supported Year in Employment 

 

Table 5.2 shows the number of ASYE registrations in adults’ and children’s services alongside the total 

number of NQSWs38 in all services. Between 2009-10 and 2011-12 there was a decrease in the 

number of ASYE registrations in adults’ services and the estimated number of NQSWs39. The 2011-12 

academic year saw the fewest ASYE registrations for adults’ and children’s services, as well as the 

lowest number of newly qualified social workers starting work from education. From this point, all three 

measures increased in 2012-13 and again in 2013-14. NQSW estimates are not currently available for 

the 2014-15 academic year but based on the observed trend from the data available (and the clear 

association between numbers of ASYE registrations and NQSWs over the reported period), it is likely 

that the number of NQSWs is set to increase for a third consecutive year as at 2014-15. 

                                                
38

 NQSW estimates cannot be separated into those working with adults and those working with children. Figures for 2009-

10 and 2010-11 were estimated using figures for 2011-12 to 2013-14. The trend for the latter years was retrospectively 

extended to cover the earlier period. 
39

 Data are not available for ASYE registrations in children’s services prior to 2011-12. 

Source: NMDS-SC, 2011 - 2015

Chart 5.1:  Percentage of statutory sector adults' social workers new to job and social care 

sector, time series
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It should be acknowledged that the number of ASYE registrations is closely linked to the number of 

NQSWs each year but these are not exactly the same. There are several reasons for this: the data 

collections are different in terms of method and timing; some graduates do not begin to work 

Source: HESA Student Record and DLHE Survey; Skills for Care and Department for Education ASYE data

2009-10** 2010-11** 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15

4,600 4,500 4,400 4,600 4,700 *

* * 2,400 2,700 3,600 4,000

2,900 2,600 2,400 2,700 3,000 *

63% 57% 56% 58% 65% *

Data in this table have been rounded

**The 2009-10 and 2010-11 figures for newly qualified social workers were estimated using available data from later years

Table 5.2:  Newly qualified social workers (NQSW), Assessed and Supported Year in Employment (ASYE) 

registrations and social work graduates, time series

NQSWs (SfC estimate, HESA data)

ASYE registrations

Total social work education graduates

Graduate - NQSW conversion rate

Source: HESA Student Record and DLHE Survey; Skills for Care and Department for Education ASYE data

Chart 5.2:  Newly qualified social workers (NQSW), Assessed and Supported Year in Employment (ASYE) 

registrations and social work graduates, time series

**The 2009-10 and 2010-11 figures for newly qualified social workers were estimated using available data from later years
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immediately after graduating; not all NQSWs register for the ASYE; a number of ‘fast-track’ graduate 

programmes have recently been implemented for children’s services (e.g. Frontline40, Step-Up41) the 

graduates from which are not included in the NQSW estimates (as they are not collected by HESA) but 

may be included in ASYE figures42. Despite these limitations in data comparability it should be 

expected (and has been observed) that these measures show some degree of correspondence. 

Analysis of the NMDS-SC (table 5.1) showing that the proportion of social workers in adults’ services 

categorised as being newly qualified increased in 2015 (to 9% from 6% in 2014), coupled with 

increases in both adults’ and children’s ASYE registrations in 2014-15 suggests that the total number 

of NQSWs also increased in 2014-15. Several factors can influence this increase: the total number of 

graduates remains steady or decreases and the conversion rate increases (as it has been increasing 

since 2011-12), or the conversion rate remains steady but the number of graduates increases43. 

Because the number of enrolments onto social work courses began to decrease in 2010-11 (and 

courses tend to take between two and four years on average), it is expected that the number of 

university leavers will also begin to fall either in 2014-15 or in 2015-16. 

 

The Skills for Care ASYE longitudinal study44 was undertaken to ‘track and measure the difference that 

the ASYE makes to social work practice and retention over time’. Of the 70 participants, around 80% 

felt that the ASYE had ‘prepared them ‘very’ or ‘fairly well’ for the transition from student to social 

worker’. In addition, ‘over 90% reported being confident in managing both the complexity and volume 

of their caseload’. Generally, the study reports that surveyed social workers had high levels of job 

satisfaction, confidence and perceived capability as a result of undertaking the ASYE. Amongst the 

reported ‘most helpful’ aspects of the ASYE were: reduced/protected caseload, increased/regular 

supervision, opportunity for critical reflection, regular training session and help with managing and 

addressing emotions/stress. Examples of ASYE criticisms include: lack of clarity with regard to support 

and supervision, poorly-defined expectations and outcomes and repetition of academic work already 

completed.  

                                                
40

 http://www.thefrontline.org.uk/ 
41

 https://www.gov.uk/guidance/step-up-to-social-work-information-for-applicants 
42

 The Step Up to Social Work programme began in 2010, the first graduates from which were available to the workforce 

after 18 months. Therefore, these graduates are included in ASYE figures for children’s services throughout the reported 

period. The first cohort of trainees for Frontline began training in 2013 and would be eligible to register for ASYE in 

children’s services in 2013-14. 
43

 Note that no projections of the graduate-to-social-worker conversion rate or number of NQSWs are provided by Skills for 

Care beyond 2013-14. Differences in recruitment policy between individual councils as well as changes to council funding 

(amongst other reasons) limit the accuracy of projections, particularly based on data for a relatively short period of time. 
44

 http://www.skillsforcare.org.uk/Documents/NMDS-SC-and-intelligence/Research-evidence/ASYE-longitudinal-evaluation-

report-one-social-worker-and-supervisor-survey.pdf 

http://www.thefrontline.org.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/step-up-to-social-work-information-for-applicants
http://www.skillsforcare.org.uk/Documents/NMDS-SC-and-intelligence/Research-evidence/ASYE-longitudinal-evaluation-report-one-social-worker-and-supervisor-survey.pdf
http://www.skillsforcare.org.uk/Documents/NMDS-SC-and-intelligence/Research-evidence/ASYE-longitudinal-evaluation-report-one-social-worker-and-supervisor-survey.pdf
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6. Challenges in social work 

 

In England the practice of social work in adult services has been characterised in recent years by 

changes arising from to the political, social and economic context within which it operates. These 

changes have posed numerous challenges to policymakers, employers and social workers 

themselves. This section highlights some of the current issues in the profession of social work. 

 

Regulation and standards 

The regulation and representation of social workers is one area where change is occurring. Following 

the closure of the College of Social Work (TCSW) in September 2015, the British Association of Social 

Workers (BASW) has taken over ownership of the Professional Capabilities Framework and other 

products that were produced by TCSW on behalf of the sector.  In addition, since November 2014 

Knowledge and Skills statements have been developed and published by the respective Chief Social 

Workers, in adults’ services for the end of the first year in practice; and in child and family services for 

Approved Child 7 Family Practitioners, Practice Supervisors and Practice Leaders. The recent 

government announcement about plans for a new regulatory body for social work by 2020 will mean a 

transfer of regulatory responsibility away from the HCPC45. The details of this are not yet known.  

 

Service delivery 

The government focus on the health and social care integration as well as the implementation of the 

Care Act 2014 continues to affect the profession of social work and their ways of working. This, 

combined with the impact of austerity on local authorities, has resulted in significant restructuring of 

social work services in recent years.  

 

Retention 

Social worker ‘burnout’, reportedly due to constantly increasing and changing demands46, has been a 

feature for social workers over many years. This is exacerbated by long standing issues around a 

negative public perception about what social workers do and contributes to major recruitment and 

retention issues in some parts of the country. Employers report retention issues amongst their 

experienced social workers and managers and higher turnover of newly qualified social workers and 

                                                
45

 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/nicky-morgan-unveils-plans-to-transform-childrens-social-work 
46

 http://www.socialworker.com/feature-articles/field-placement/What_I_Wish_I_Had_Known_Burnout_and_Self-

Care_in_Our_Social_Work_Profession/ 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/nicky-morgan-unveils-plans-to-transform-childrens-social-work
http://www.socialworker.com/feature-articles/field-placement/What_I_Wish_I_Had_Known_Burnout_and_Self-Care_in_Our_Social_Work_Profession/
http://www.socialworker.com/feature-articles/field-placement/What_I_Wish_I_Had_Known_Burnout_and_Self-Care_in_Our_Social_Work_Profession/
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agency workers.  This is evidenced above: the turnover rate of social workers in adults’ services 

increased from 11% in 2013 to 13% in 2015. 

  

Perception 

A negative public perception of social work and what social workers do has been a long standing issue 

and continues to be a challenge for the profession.  The appointment of the Chief Social Worker in 

2013 has however provided a positive focus on social work which has enhanced the profile for social 

work within the Department of Health. A positive example of the benefit of this can be found through 

the continued allocation of resources to support the Assessed and Supported Year in Employment 

(ASYE) for newly qualified social workers. This initiative has grown in significance since it was 

introduced in 2012, and is having the effect of raising standards of practice over the country. It is also 

focusing employers on the support and development needs not just of NQSWs but of all their social 

work workforces. 

 

Education 

Changes in social work training and practice implemented by the Social Work Reform Board47 and the 

subsequent outcomes of the social work education reviews undertaken by Sir David Croisdale-

Appleby48 and Sir Martin Narey49 have resulted in system-wide changes to the requirements for social 

work education and their continued professional development. The development of several ‘fast-track’ 

graduate programmes over recent years, in which ‘high-achieving’ graduates undertake a period of 

training to become social workers, has been controversial. In criticism of one such programme 

(Frontline), ‘it is seen as a threat to the traditional model of university-based, generic training for social 

work with children and adults’50 and ‘it creates an “elite” tier of social workers and the focus on child 

protection means participants won’t have a breadth of understanding through which to analyse 

cases’51. However, it is also felt that graduates from Frontline and Step Up can go some way to meet 

demand for social workers in a climate where councils are ‘failing to fill vacancies in their social-

services teams due to budgetary pressure and a lack of newly qualified social workers with "real-life" 

                                                
47

 https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/social-work-reform-board 
48

 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/285788/DCA_Accessible.pdf 
49

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/287756/Making_the_education_of_social_

workers_consistently_effective.pdf 
50

 http://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/oct/28/fast-track-social-work-training-north-east-frontline 
51

 http://www.theguardian.com/social-care-network/2014/aug/29/frontline-social-work-graduate-scheme 

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/social-work-reform-board
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/285788/DCA_Accessible.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/287756/Making_the_education_of_social_workers_consistently_effective.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/287756/Making_the_education_of_social_workers_consistently_effective.pdf
http://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/oct/28/fast-track-social-work-training-north-east-frontline
http://www.theguardian.com/social-care-network/2014/aug/29/frontline-social-work-graduate-scheme
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experience’52. A similar programme for social workers in adults’ services, ThinkAhead53, is available 

from 2016.  

                                                
52

 http://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/health-and-families/health-news/special-report-elite-social-worker-course-attracts-

1000-graduates-but-frontline-will-take-only-the-8861355.html 
53

 http://thinkahead.org/about-the-programme/ 

http://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/health-and-families/health-news/special-report-elite-social-worker-course-attracts-1000-graduates-but-frontline-will-take-only-the-8861355.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/health-and-families/health-news/special-report-elite-social-worker-course-attracts-1000-graduates-but-frontline-will-take-only-the-8861355.html
http://thinkahead.org/about-the-programme/
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Conclusion 

 

The information presented in this report aims to provide a view of social workers from their enrolment 

into higher education through to graduation, their first year in employment and the social work 

workforce. This report is the first to bring together data sources relating to each of these social work 

areas and represents a more complete picture of social work than has previously been presented. 

However, this report is not comprehensive as there are a number of areas where data are lacking. For 

example, Skills for Care produce estimates of the number of social workers in the independent sector 

of adult social care. These estimates will increase in accuracy as data holdings in the NMDS-SC 

increase. Likewise, no information is available about social workers employed in the independent 

children’s social care sector. Further developments to this report may include analysis of all HCPC 

registered social workers (around 90,000) and social work-specific information on applications and 

acceptances based on UCAS data. 

 

In the context of such factors as the government’s health and social care integration initiative, the 

publication of Knowledge and Skills statements by the Chief Social Workers, the closure of the College 

of Social Work and on-going implementation of the Care Act, social workers are experiencing change 

to the way they provide services and the regulation of their profession. 

 

 

Social work education 

Since 2010-11 there has been a decrease in the number of students enrolling onto social work 

education courses which corresponds approximately to the fall in enrolments on UK higher education 

courses generally. There were around 4,600 enrolments in 2013-14, two-thirds of which were at 

undergraduate level. Social work students tend to have an older age profile than students in other 

courses, possibly choosing social work as a career change or working in the care sector before 

undertaking the formal qualification required to practice social work. For the period covering 2009-10 

and 2013-14 there were between 4,400 and 4,700 qualifying graduates and around 300 non-qualifiers 

each year. This equates to a ‘success rate’ of around 95%, which has shown little change over recent 

years. This is a higher success rate than for higher education courses in general, possibly due to the 

vocational nature of social work education and/or the older age profile. 
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Social work graduates 

An estimated 65% (3,000) of the 4,600 social work education graduates from 2013-14 were working as 

social workers six months after leaving university. This conversion rate has been increasing since 

2011-12. This is important because provided for students for the purpose of becoming a social worker 

after graduating from university. The qualification level (postgraduate) and age of graduates (24 years 

and older) were found to positively affect their likelihood of gaining social work employment. 

Conversely, younger graduates and those from undergraduate courses were more likely to go on to 

work in other care and health roles. 

 

Regional supply and demand 

There are some practical limitations to the conversion of social work graduates to employed social 

workers such as graduates undertaking post-qualification study, economic factors and regional supply 

and demand mismatches. For example, the North West region has a much greater proportion of social 

work education graduates than employed social workers. This region also has one of the lowest 

conversion rates. There is a clear relationship between the conversion rate and the number of 

graduates from universities in a region. This suggests that students who graduate from larger regions 

(in terms of the number of people graduating from social work courses) are likely to experience more 

competition for jobs. 

 

Social workers in the adult social care sector 

As at September 2015 there were 16,100 social worker jobs in adults’ services. There has been little 

change in this figure since before 2011, whereas the number of jobs in statutory adult social care has 

been falling by around 10,000 each year since 2011 due to council restructures and outsourcing to the 

independent sector. This is largely due to budget constraints. Moreover, an increasing proportion of 

adults’ social worker jobs are being filled by casual staff (7% in 2015). The average full time equivalent 

pay for social workers was £32,800 in 2015, although agency workers are more expensive in terms of 

both wages and costs paid to staffing agencies. The use of non-directly employed staff such as agency 

workers, however, may be becoming more necessary due to increasing staff turnover. 

 

Social worker turnover in adults’ services increased from11% in 2013 to 13% in 2015. This increase is 

likely to impact the provision and continuity of care provided; Skills for Care research shows that higher 

turnover rates (not job role specific) are negatively correlated with the quality of care provided as 

measured by CQC inspection ratings. The same was found for vacancy rates, which also increased for 

adults’ social workers in 2015 (12%).  The increase in vacancy rate could, in part, reflect an expansion 
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of statutory sector social work teams, one reason for which is as a response to the Care Act and its 

implementation. 

 

Newly qualified social workers and ASYE 

Implementation of the Care Act could also be an explanation for the increase in the employment of 

newly qualified social workers because many 2014 graduates will have been trained with the Care 

Act’s legal and procedural changes integrated it into their learning. In 2015, an estimated 9% of adults’ 

social worker jobs were filled by NQSWs, an increase on the previous four years (6% - 7%). This 

corresponds to the rising number of social work education graduates gaining employment and also to 

the number of registrations to the Assessed and Supported Year in Employment, which rose from 

2,400 in 2011 to 4,000 in 2015. Estimates for NQSWs are not available for the 2014-15 academic year 

but, as the NQSW trends closely follows the ASYE trend, it is likely that the number of NQSWs will 

show a similar increase for this period. 
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This report has been published using data from the National Minimum Dataset for Social Care (NMDS-

SC), the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) and other sources. To receive updates on other 
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Data analysis services:  Because we’ve been working with data from the NMDS-SC and other 
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