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Introduction

Welcome to the 2020 edition of Social Lives, a survey of UK social 
workers conducted regularly by the Guardian since 2008. We ask 
what motivates social workers, what frustrates them and what keeps 
them in the job – or drives them out. Most important, we explore what 
employers could do better to recruit and retain them.
This year’s survey was carried out before Covid-19 struck and turned 
social work on its head. Social workers responded with typical 
professionalism, adapting without fuss to suddenly changed realities to 
ensure that children and vulnerable adults continued to be protected 
and supported. It would be a fitting thank you if government and 
employers – and, yes, the media – were now to respond constructively to 
some of the concerns that social workers voice in this report.

David Brindle 
Public services editor 
The Guardian
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What is morale and job 
satisfaction like among  
social workers?

Highlights

A key motivation for staying in social work 
is the ability to help people

 Social workers are proud of what 
they do, and enjoy the job, and a 
key motivation for staying in the 
profession is helping people.

Two-thirds of social workers say 
their workload is unmanageable, 
and one in five is planning to 
leave the profession in the next 
five years.

Many social workers feel that they 
don’t have the time or resources to 
do their role - particularly children & 
families workers and those only 1-3 
years into the job.

Social Work England, the new 
regulator for the profession in England, 
has achieved a high recognition factor 
but needs to improve understanding 
of what it does.

One in two social workers is 
dissatisfied with work/life balance. 
It is by far the most important 
factor when looking for a new role.

People, at some points in their 
life, need help, and social work 
is there for those moments. 

The opportunity to support, encourage 
and help people to overcome any 
barriers and difficulties.

The opportunity to help bring about positive change in the 
lives of the families that I work with. Doing a rewarding, 
challenging job that I love. Learning and growing.

Social workers  are proud of, and enjoy, their job but 
have concerns about pay and workload
Thinking about your role, to what extent do you agree or disagree 
with the following statements? - % who disagree vs agree

I am proud to be a social worker 82%

I enjoy my job 76%
I feel that I am paid 
fairly for what I do 33%

My workload is manageable 29%
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Work/life balance remains an issue within the sector
Social workers are dissatisfied with the balance, although 
slightly less than compared with 2016 results.
To what extent would you say you are satisified or dissatisfied 
with your current work/life balance?

Reduced caseloads and flexible working 
are the leading suggested solutions

Reduce workload, more infrastructure to support social 
workers do their job properly.

Flexible working - ie opportunity to compress 
working hours over fewer days, opportunity to work 
some hours from home.

% Dissatisfied

20202016

However, agency workers are less satisfied with their work

% Agree - I enjoy my job % Agree - I am proud to be 
a social worker

Agency AgencyNon-agency Non-agency
83%60% 77% 55% 50%69%
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How valued and supported 
do social workers feel?

Social workers feel supported in their career, but less 
so in their day to day work …
To what extent do you feel supported or not supported by your 
employer/manager(s), in the following areas? - % disagree vs agree

Perceived availability of time and  
resources varies by specialism

Supervision 62%

Professional development 56%

Good work/life balance 46%

Coping with the size of  
your caseload 45%

% Never have time/resources

Children and families

Adoption and/or foster care

Adults and older people

Mental health

Physical disability

Learning disability/autism

Other

40

37

34

33

32

32

27

… and feel most valued by those in the sector,  
but less so by wider society

Feel undervalued by Feel valued by

Media (92%)
Central government (86%)
Public (73%)

Line manager (72%)
Individual and families/service 
users you work with (67%)

Social workers do not feel they have the 
time or resources to fulfil their duties
To what extent, if at all, do you feel you have the time/
resources to fulfil your duties as a social worker?

I always have the 
time/resources to 

fulfil my duties

I sometimes have 
the time/resources 
to fulfil my duties

I never have the 
time/resources to 

fulfil my duties

Don’t know

8%

55%
37%

1%5%

64%

30%

1%

Time to fulfil duties Resources to fulfil duties

Disagree Agree

I never have time to fulfil duties: Agency workers (41%)

I never have resources to fulfil duties: 1-3 years in sector (43%)

31

23

29

31

27

29

24

Time

Resources

27%

31%

38%

39%
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Older people and those from BAME groups are more 
likely to do agency/interim work

Are you an agency/  
interim worker?

Would you consider agency/
interim work?

Currently an agency worker Would consider agency work

7% 45%

Agency work

Fewer than one in three social workers have worked for 
agency, but around half would consider it

Previously vs never done agency work 
(57% vs 42%)

Are you, or have you ever been, an agency/interim worker?

Yes - I am currently 
an agency worker 

and I have only ever 
done agency work

Yes - I am currently 
an agency worker 
but I have worked 

in a permanent 
role before

Yes - I have 
done agency 

work in the past

No

1% 6%
22%

71%

% Current agency workers  
- by age

Benefits

% Current agency workers  
- by ethnic group

Drawbacks

-24 BAME65+ White
6%3%

20%

73%

75%

40%

74%

30%

66%

29%

51%

20%

39%

24%

Better pay is seen as the main benefit of agency work
But most have concerns about job stability, benefits and impact on service users.
Which of the following things, if any, would you say are/were/would be main 
benefits to you as an/of being an agency/interim worker? And which of the 
following, if any, would say are/were/would be the main drawbacks of agency/
interim work?

Better pay

Less job stability

Ability to 
switch social 
care fields easily

Fewer job 
benefits

A better work/
life balance

Less consistency 
for service users

Greater 
flexibility with 
working hours

Fewer training 
opportunities

More varied work

Less developed 
support networks
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Future plans

One in five social workers say they are planning to 
leave in the next five years
How do you see your career progressing in the next five years?

Work/life balance is the most important thing 
social workers consider when looking for a new role
How important would each of these be to you when 
considering a new role in social work? - % Very important

Pay Flexible working Better management

Feeling undervalued and lack of pride in the 
profession are associated with likelihood to leave

% Planning to leave in 5 years

Valued by 
employer

Not valued by 
employer

Proud to be a 
social worker

Not proud to be 
a social worker

12% 15%
29%

48%

‘Increased pay to reflect 
the levels of stress and 
pressure in the profession’

‘More family-friendly 
working arrangements  
ie part-time’

‘I firmly believe you 
leave managers, not jobs’

Being valued Reduced caseload Support
‘Being valued as 
a professional’

‘A better work/life balance 
& a fairer workload’

‘More government 
support, more resources’

Move into a different type of role

Move into a different social work 
specialism

I intend to leave social work

I intend to remain in the same role

Promotion to social work manager

Move into agency work

28%
20%

18%
18%
17%

5%
I intend to leave social work: Agency workers 
vs non-agency workers (32% vs 17%)
I intend to leave social work: 55-64 years old (32%)

Of those who are planning to leave, things 
they say would motivate them to stay are …

Good work/life 
balance

81%
The people who 
work there

Flexibility of work
60% 58%

Salary and benefits
55%

Career development 
and training

Commute time
53% 50%

Recruitment and 
retention of staff
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For those responsible for recruiting social workers, 
finding qualified, experienced staff is the main challenge
Thinking about recruitment and retention, how easy or difficult do 
you find the following things? - % Difficult vs easy

Retaining good staff once they 
start working here

Finding qualified, experienced staff 13%

30%

36%

Meeting candidates’ expectations 
in terms of salary and benefits

48%

44%

80%

Regulation

Social workers think regulators should focus on leading 
professionals and ensuring they deliver the best support
Which of the following, if any, do you think should be the main role of a 
regulator of social work?

This view is also reflected in responses from 
social workers in England

To lead professionals and ensure 
they’re delivering the best support
To promote the social work profession 
and increase confidence in the sector
To provide standards that a social 
worker must uphold

To intervene when things go wrong

Other

38%
42%

2%
13%

4%
Promoting the sector: Heads/directors of departments (40%)

Providing standards: Heads/directors of departments (24%)

To lead professionals
41%

To provide 
standards to uphold

14%
To promote 
social work

39%

Difficult Easy



I have definitely 
heard of Social Work 

England before

I have not heard 
of Social Work 

England before

I think I have heard 
of Social Work 

England before

Social Lives 2020  |  1514  |  Social Lives 2020

More than nine in 10 English social workers are aware of 
Social Work England (SWE)
Before taking part in this survey, how aware, if at all, were you of 
Social Work England?

Recruiting in 
social work?

Heard of SWE: Agency workers vs non-agency workers (84% vs 94%)

Definitely heard of SWE: Heads/directors/managers (99% and 96%)

Social workers are most aware of the role of SWE 
and the standards for the profession
How much, if anything, would you say you know about the 
following aspects of Social Work England’s role?

% A lot/ 
a little ...

%  Know not 
very much/
nothing at 
all ...

70% 69% 66%

49%

The role of SWE The standards of SWE 
set for profession

Fitness to 
practise rules

48% 47%
Standards for 
education/
training providers

Education/training 
accreditation

Removal 
from register/
registration appeals

For the full piece of research conducted by Ipsos MORI  
and all your recruitment needs, email us at
recruiter.advertising@theguardian.com 

93%
5%

2%
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Appendix

Methodology
This research was conducted via an online survey, as per previous waves, using a 
mixture of open and personalised links. The survey was hosted by Ipsos MORI.
Sample was obtained through two main methods:

 ▶  Emailing a personalised link to an online panel of 3,489 social workers that 
was purchased by Ipsos MORI

 ▶  Distributing an open link via bulletins and social media to members of Social 
Work England, Directors of Adult Social Services, British Association of Social 
Workers, and the Association of Directors of Childrens Services. 

Those invited were also actively encouraged to forward this on to colleagues and 
others in the profession.
Fieldwork ran from 6 to 10 January 2020. Overall, 2,196 completes were achieved. 
The screening criteria were broad, including anyone who described themselves 
as currently working in social work.

To note when reading this report
 ▶  Due to how the sample was recruited, it cannot be said that it is representative 

of all social workers in the UK. For this reason, changes and differences 
marked ‘significant’ should be seen as only indicative of a possible wider UK 
trend among social workers.

 ▶  Additionally, due to changes in sample recruitment compared with previous 
waves, any changes can only be described in broad terms as an indication of 
differences, rather than directly comparative data trends.

 ▶  In line with previous waves, no weighting to known relevant variables has 
been carried out to redress any imbalance in sample characteristics (eg age, 
gender of respondents, field of social work, level of seniority, region).

 ▶  Despite the caveats above, significance testing has been carried out at the 
95% level of confidence level, to give an indication of where differences lie.  In 
a representative sample, this would mean that we can be 95% confident that 
any change or subgroup difference marked or described as ‘significant’ will 
not be due to chance.  The 95% level of confidence is the standard level used 
in most social research projects.

Field of social work: a similar profile to 2016
Around half of those social workers who took part in the survey work with 
children and families (52%). Around a quarter work with adults and older people 
and/or in mental health (28% and 23% respectively).
This profile is similar to that seen in 2016.

Children and families

Adults and older people

Mental health

Learning disability/autism

Physical disability

Adoption and/or foster care

Other

52%
28%

23%
16%

12%
9%
10%

Which field(s) of social work do you work in?

Male Female

2016 20162020 2020
80%85%14% 19%

Demographics

1% Prefer not to say
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Role and seniority: largely in line with 2016
Around two-thirds (65%) of respondents described themselves as a 
qualified social worker, with one in five (21%) saying they were in a 
manager/line manager position.

Region

3% Prefer not to say

Age

4%

26%

27%

28%

14%

1%

3%

25%

29%

25%

16%

1%

2016

2020

-24

25-34

35-44

45-54

55-64

65+

6%
Scotland

6%
North-east

2%
Northern Ireland

11%
Yorkshire and the Humber

13%
North-west

6%
East Midlands

7%
West Midlands

5%
East of England

5%
Wales

17%
London

10%
South-west

13%
South-east

Qualified social worker

Manager/line manager/project 
manager or equivalent

Principal social worker

Head/director of department 
or equivalent

Student (on placement)

Other qualified professional

65%
21%

5%
4%
2%
3%

Which of these most closely describes your current role?

10 years or more

5 years to 10 years

3 years to 5 years

1 year to 3 years

6 months to 1 year

Less  than 6 months

46%
20%

12%
15%

4%
3%

Number of years in social work
How long have you been working in the sector?



Social Lives 2020  |  2120  |  Social Lives 2020

Spotlight on agency workers
Fewer than one in 10 are currently agency workers, but around half would 
consider it.
Only 1% of social workers have only ever done agency work, and an additional 
6% are currently agency workers, but have previously had permanent roles. 
This is similar to 2016.
Just under half (45%) of those not currently doing agency/interim work would 
consider it. Those who had previously done agency work were more likely to 
consider it (57% compared with 42% who had never done agency work).
Better pay is seen as the main benefit of agency/interim work …
Three-quarters (73%) of social workers list better pay as a benefit. This is 
followed by an ability to switch between fields of social work (40%). Only 5% 
say there are no benefits to agency/interim work.

Spotlight on Wales
Feeling valued 
Respondents in Wales are more likely than in other countries to feel 
undervalued by the public (77% vs 73% in England vs 69% in Scotland).
However, they are less likely to feel undervalued by the individuals, families, 
and service users they work with (22% vs 16% for the UK).
Support
Respondents in Wales are more likely to feel unsupported when it comes to 
managing caseload compared with the figure for the UK (48% vs 39%).
Furthermore, respondents feel more unsupported than those in the other 
nations when it comes to maintaining a good work/life balance (45% vs 38% 
in Scotland vs 37% in England).

Spotlight on Scotland
Satisfaction
Respondents in Scotland are most likely to disagree that they enjoy their job 
compared with the total for the UK (21% vs 16%).
Additionally, they are significantly more likely to disagree that they are proud 
to be a social worker  (17% vs 10%).
However, they are most likely to agree that they are paid fairly compared with 
other countries (38% vs 33%).
Support
Respondents in Scotland are more likely than respondents in England to feel 
unsupported in managing the size of their caseload (46% vs 37%).
But they are also most likely to agree that they are supported in maintaining a 
good work/life balance compared with other nations (50% vs 46% for England 
vs 41% for Wales).
Feeling valued
Respondents in Scotland are more likely to feel undervalued by their 
organisation/employer (50% vs 41% for the UK).
However, they are more likely to feel valued by central government (14% vs 4% 
for the UK).

Spotlight on northern England
Satisfaction
Respondents in the north of England are less likely to agree that they are proud 
to be a social worker (79% vs 82% for England as a whole).
Support
They are more likely to disagree that they feel supported with the size of their 
caseload compared with the figure for England as a whole (41% vs 37%).
Feeling valued
Respondents in the north of England are more likely to disagree that they feel 
valued by central government (89% vs 87% for England as a whole).
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Spotlight on southern England
Satisfaction
Respondents in the south of England are more likely to be proud to be a social 
worker compared with those in the north of England (84% vs 79%).
Support
Respondents in the south are more likely to agree they feel supported in 
maintaining a good work/life balance than the total across England (50% vs 46%).
They are more likely to agree that they feel supported with the size of their 
caseload (48% vs 45% for England as a whole).
Feeling valued
Respondents in the south of England are more likely to agree that they feel 
valued by their organisation/employer (49% vs 45% for England as a whole).

Spotlight on Midlands and east
Satisfaction
Respondents in the Midlands and east of England are more likely to agree that 
they enjoy their job compared with the figure across England (81% vs 76%).
Additionally, they are more likely to agree that they are proud to be a social 
worker (85% vs 82% for England).
Support
Respondents in the Midlands and east of England are less likely to agree that they 
feel supported with the size of their caseload (42% vs 45% for England).
Respondents are more likely to feel unsupported with maintaining a good  
work/life balance compared with the figure across England (42% vs 37%).
Feeling valued
They are more likely to feel undervalued by the public than the total for England 
(78% vs 73%).


