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A UNISON survey of social work teams

Introduction

This survey is part of UNISON Scotland’s Damage series: a programme of surveys looking at the impact
of the age of austerity on services and those who deliver them. Save from harm takes a closer look at the
issues affecting staff in Social Work teams across Scotland’s local authorities.

Key points

e |In 2016 Audit Scotland estimated that social work services needed a 16-21% in-
crease in funding to cope with growing demand. That funding has not been put in
place
Local authorities are short 55 Mental Health Officers

There are 176 fewer social workers and 605 fewer business support staff than last
year

76% of respondents stated that their teams did not have enough staff
82% stated that their work load had got heavier in the last few years

89% of staff are working late and skipping breaks to keep on top of their workload

Two thirds of staff had experienced physical or verbal abuse at work

Only one third of those who had experienced abuse knew of a risk assessment
following that abuse

One third describe moral in their teams as poor and a further 26% as very poor
Almost a third of respondents rated their stress as 9 or 10 on a scale of one to ten
90% of respondents are considering leaving their jobs in social work

Only 31% would recommend social work teams as a place to work
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Report summary

This survey is part of UNISON Scotland’s Damage series: a programme of surveys looking at the impact
of the age of austerity on services and those who deliver them. Save from harm takes a closer look at
the issues affecting staff in social work teams in Scottish local authorities. The survey was conducted in
September 2019.

As the Accounts Commission makes clear' recent changes in structures and funding to health and social
care services make comparisons of social work spending over time very difficult. The problems with budget
data are the key reason why UNISON started to undertake the series of Damage surveys. The debate
round funding for public services has too often become mired in bickering round accounting detail rather
than the adequacy of funding. The Damage Reports allow politicians, and others who care about public
services, to hear directly from public sector workers about the impact of budget decisions.

The survey

An email was sent out to members who work in social work teams in early September 2019 asking them
to take part in our e-survey. Branches also spoke directly to members and used their social media and
websites to ask members to take part. Members were also encouraged to pass the survey link to non-
members to give them the opportunity to take part.

Responses came from people with a range of different roles within social work teams. As well as social
workers and social work assistants/support workers, it also includes social work managers, business
support, administrative and clerical roles, mental health officers, occupational therapists, care workers,
residential care workers, addictions workers and welfare rights officers.

In 2016 Audit Scotland estimated that social work services needed a 16-21% increase in funding to cope
with growing demand. That funding has not been provided and this report reveals the impact of the lack of
adequate funding on services and the staff who are trying to deliver them.

. There are 176 fewer social workers and 614 fewer business support staff than last year.

. Local authorities are short of 55 mental health officers. A key issue raised the increase in workload
caused by both staff shortages and increased demand for services.

. 76% of respondents stated that their teams did not have enough staff

. 82% stated that their work load had got heavier in the last few years

. 89% of staff are working late and skipping breaks to keep on top of their workload

. Two thirds of staff had experienced physical or verbal abuse at work

!Audit Scotland Social Work In Scotland Impact Report 2018 Page 12 https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2018/
ir_181205_social_work.pdf
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Key themes

As well as the sheer volume of work many staff commented that work has become much more reactive. There less
time to focus on preventing things going wrong. This is of course worse for clients many of whom have to wait until
they are in a crisis to get help. It is also much more financially costly in the long run whether in higher costs for the
NHS both in physical and mental health, children going into care and increased crime or prison costs.

The substantial cuts to admin/business support staff mean that those left face increased workloads. Many other staff
also have to take on much more of their own administrative, HR and for example procurement work. Not only does
this add to their workload but it also adds to stress. These are not tasks they have not been trained in nor do they
have experience of doing. The complexity of a growing proportion of work is also creating problems. Staff shortages
mean that work is being pushed down onto to less qualified and/or experienced staff.

Staff report problems in providing support in crisis services like child protection and supervision of offenders.
Many areas like home and residential care report high staff turnover and the impact on building and maintaining
relationships with clients these issues cause.

In the comments sections respondents indicated that they are forced to work unpaid hours in order to protect service
users. Many are concerned about their own health because of stress and exhaustion and also because they do not
get proper breaks to go to the toilet. They struggle to get time to eat and drink far less have a proper break away from
clients or their desks where they can switch off and recharge.

Taking work home in the evening and/or working late is also having a detrimental impact of many people’s family and
personal lives. Many feel the only way to keep on top of paperwork is to take it home in the evening but this means
they are not meeting the needs of their own families.

Among those who responded

. 49% had experienced verbal abuse
. 14% both physical and verbal abuse.
. 3% had experienced physical abuse

No one should be expected to consider abuse as “part of their job”. Employers have a duty to protect staff from
abuse. There needs to be policy and procedures not just published but also followed in order to ensure a safe working
environment.

While many accept that dealing with challenging behaviour is a key part of life in social work teams that is not the
same as it being ok to be abused at work.

Some staff feel that they can cope despite the abuse but the majority of respondents find coping very difficult and want
more support.

Given the answers given earlier in our survey it is perhaps no surprise that almost 59% of respondents rated morale
in their teams as poor or very poor. This is particularly concerning at social work services are personal services. They
are about people supporting other people and that is very difficult to do if you yourself have very low morale.

Many respondents told us that they were overworked and exhausted. The duty rotas and long hours were also blamed
for the exhaustion. Alongside this many mentioned the loss of experienced staff to redundancy and the way that loss
impacted on those that remained. There are also many staff who have found that stress and overwork have impacted
on their health leading to them having to take time off work. Their absence then impacts of the team as there is no
cover. Concern about their team and workload while off also adds to their stress and hinders recovery.

The growing administrative burden is also a problem for many. Business support staff themselves feel the pain of job
cuts in their teams and other staff struggle with the work that they now have to do due to cuts in business support. As
we saw earlier in the report staff are taking this work home or doing it during breaks to try and ensure that their core
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work doesn’t suffer.

When asked how stressful their jobs were on a scale of one to ten 30% of staff scored their stress levels at nine or
ten. This is an extremely high level of stress and is clearly impacting on people’s lives as well as their working lives.
Only 21% gave a score of less than 6 while 49% scored seven or eight. Social work teams deliver complex services
to people. These are demanding jobs requiring a range of skills particularly in dealing with people in very difficult
circumstances. That does not mean that it is acceptable for them to have to cope with high levels of stress. As the
Health and Safety Executive? make clear employers have a duty to protect staff from stress by doing risk assessments
and by acting of those assessments.

50% of staff “often” think about leaving and another 40% think about it “sometimes”. There is a real risk to the service
of staff leaving to find other jobs. Many are looking at early retirement or have volunteered for redundancy only to
find it wasn’t available in their role. There are plenty of similarly paid and far less stressful jobs available to people
who work in the range of roles in social work teams. This is particularly true for care staff who are not well paid for
the demanding roles they undertake. Most are very committed to their jobs but that only goes so far when stress is
impacting on your life and long-term health.

The long pay freeze has also had an impact on people’s commitment to the public sector. Complex services like social
work need to be able to recruit and retain highly skilled staff. It needs to be a workplace of choice if it is to meet the
complex needs of its clients.

69% of staff wouldn’t recommend their workplace as a place to work. These figures mean that retaining current

staff and encouraging people to train and join social work teams is going to be very challenging. Radical changes to
working conditions and pay will be required alongside substantial investment in the services for more staff. They also
need rapid action to deal with the high levels of stress and low morale among staff. Where people are positive about
their work place it is about their team or direct manager rather than the system itself and often in spite of the affects of
cuts.

The report reveals a dedicated workforce working hard to support the public. They are dedicated staff who are under
enormous pressure. They feel exhausted, undervalued and suffer violence regularly. Many are looking for new jobs.
They are struggling to deal with the demands placed upon them. Social work teams are severely underfunded.
Services are a breaking point.

2 https://www.hse.gov.uk/stress/what-to-do.htm
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Who took part?

Responses came from people with a range of different roles within social work teams. Just over a quarter (26%) were
social workers and 28% indicated they were social work assistants/support workers. A further 12% were social work
managers and 12% in business support and administrative and clerical roles. The remaining 22% work in a range

of roles for example Mental Health Officers, Occupational Therapists, care workers, workers in a range of roles in

12% social work manager

22% Other - Write In

26% social worker

12% business
support'administration and
clerical

28% social work
assistantsupport worker

residential care, addictions workers and Welfare Rights Officers.

The workforce is predominantly over 45 with 36% aged 55-65 and a further 33% 45-54. A fifth of respondents are
aged 35-44 and 11% 18-24. This is an ageing workforce and the lack of younger people in social work teams means

0% over 65 0% 17 or younger

T 1%18t024

T 11% 251034

36% 551065

20% 3510 44

. 33% 4510 54

that there aren’t enough people building up skills and experience to replace retiring staff in the coming years.
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Respondents were overwhelminalv female with onlv 23% of respondents beina male. Amona social workers only 20%

23% Male

T7% Female

were male.

About one third of those who responded (36%) indicated that they work in a city, 44% in a town or towns, 14% in rural

3% Other - Write In \

4% suburban

36% city

44% town ~—

14% rural

areas and 4% suburban

The survey responses therefore give us a great deal of detail about what's happening in social work services across
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Scotland.

Budget cuts and staffing

As the Accounts Commission makes clear ® recent changes in structures and funding to health and social care
services make comparisons of social work spending over time very difficult. The problems with budget data are the
key reason why UNISON started to undertake Damage surveys. The debate round funding for public services has too
often become mired in bickering round accounting detail rather than the adequacy of funding. The Damage Reports
allow politicians, and others who care about public services, to hear directly from public sector workers about the
impact of budget decisions.

We submitted Freedom of Information request to all councils regarding staff numbers and budget cuts in an attempt
to get detailed information. Sadly we had to place requests for review with councils as they did not provide answers
within the legal deadline. The delay to answer in itself may reflect on the resources available in social work teams to
deal with freedom of information request. Councils provided details in a range of ways and many were not clear about
whether or not the figures included 1JB budgets. Some did not provide figure for all the years requested so these are
not included in our totals.

Council 2018/19 2017/18 2013/14

Aberdeen City £ 126,861,104.00 | £ 122,067,790.00 | £ 115,643,303.00 '
Aberdeenshire £ 134,619,000.00 | £ 131,361,000.00 | £ 118,076,000.00
Angus £ 59,606,000.00 | £ 57,194,000.00 | £ 53,607,000.00
Argyll & Bute £ 56,216,333.00 | £ 56,424,128.00 | £ 58,183,831.00
City of Edinburgh £ 315,500,000.00 | £ 299,800,000.00 | £ 296,900,000.00
City of Glasgow £ 455,612,988.00 | £ 440,845,895.00 | £ 434,291,453.00
Dumfries & Galloway | £ 92,500,000.00 | £ 84,900,000.00 | £ 78,900,000.00
Dundee City £ 113,889,000.00 | £ 108,420,000.00 | £ 93,085,000.00
East Ayrshire £ 85,148,000.00 | £ £1,915,000.00 | £ 78,540,000.00
East Lothian £ 65,123,000.00 | £ 63,020,000.00 | £ 56,981,000.00
East Renfrewshire £ 48,184 515.00 | £ 45,550,379.00 | £ 45,473,300.00 :
Falkirk £ 92,000,000.00 | £ 93,000,000.00 | £ 80,000,000.00
Inverclyde £ 47,794,260.00 | £ 47,420,390.00 | £ 48,491,020.00
Midlothian £ 54,984,367.00 | £ 52,052,626.00 | £ 50,616,536.00
North Ayrshire £ 117,430,000.00 | £ 111,940,000.00 | £ 92,030,000.00
North Lanarkshire £ 168,631,119.00 | £ 158,473,697.00 | £ 170,130,864.00
Orkney £ 18,181,800.00 | £ 17,723,500.00 | £ 16,672,200.00 |
Renfrewshire £ 100,569,312.00 | £ 96,390,393.00 | £ 90,384,?58.00‘:
South Lanarkshire £ 152,859,000.00 | £ 139,660,000.00 | £ 140,882,000.00 |
Stirling £ 47,017,310.00 | £ 45,657,480.00 | £ 43,656,184.00 |
West Lothian £ 102,648,186.00 | £ 98,802,557.00 | £ 84,942,232.00 |
Total £ 2,455,375,294.00 | £ 2,352,618,835.00 | £ 2,247,486,6591.00

Budget figures from the FOI

The figures provided show a budget increase of approx £208m since 2013/14 and £103m since 2017/18. This may
appear like an increase but the numbers do not account for the increased demand due to demographic changes or
inflation. Nor do they take account of growing poverty related challenges which social work teams are dealing with.
All local authorities are projected to have an increase in the number of people over 65. West Lothian has a projected

3 Audit Scotland Social Work In Scotland Impact Report 2018 Page 12 https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/re-
port/2018/ir_181205_social_work.pdf
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increase of 45% while their social work budget has increased by less than £20m. IFS estimate that social care funding
alone will have to increase by 3.9% in real terms to meet these challenges.

Social Work Scotland quote figures from Audit Scotland* which show that that social work needs 16-21% extra
funding.
Councils’ social work departments are facing significant challenges because of a combination of financial
pressures caused by a real-terms reduction in overall council spending, demographic change, and the cost of

implementing new legislation and policies. If councils and IJBs continue to provide services in the same way,
we have estimated that these changes require councils’ social work spending to increase by between £510

and £667 million by 2020 (16—-21 per cent increase).’

This funding has not been put in place since the report in 2016. Our survey shows that social work budgets are far
below the level required to meet the growing demand for social work services.

Exhibit 5
Challenges to health and social care integration in Scotland
There are significant changes required if integration is going to make a meaningful difference to the people of Scotland.

Issues sharing data Disagreement over arrangements’

No evidence of long-term planning Lack of collaborative leadership

Lack of strategic

Issues linking
capacity

resources to priorities

Challenges with health and
social care integration

Q Leadership

Lack of knowledge
and understanding
among leaders

Large funding gaps

Difficulties agreeing budgets .
High turnover
in leadership teams

Note: 1. Disagreements are often due to differing views on responsibility, espacially about who is responsible for service
performance and quality of care and when accountability for a decision rests with individuals who are no longer responsible

for taking them.

Source: Health and social care: update on progress | * |, Audit Scotland, November 2018

4 Audit Scotland Social Work in Scotland 2016
> Social work Scotland evidence to the Scottish Parliament re Budget 2018-192 http://www.parliament.scot/S5_Healthand-
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The challenges aren’t just about growing demand. Heath and care integration needs a great deal more work and
investment if it is to deliver what was promised.

Staff cuts

Twenty nine councils gave us information regarding staff numbers but not all did so for the years we asked. In the
councils that replied there are 23.75 (FTE) more social worker than five years ago but 176.92 (FTE) less that in
2017/18. Within social work there is also a shortage of Mental Health Officers. The annual Mental Health Officers
Report® states that councils need fifty-five extra Mental Health Officers (MHOS) to cover shortfalls. Only eight
authorities stated that had adequate numbers of MHOs.

Not all councils employ social work assistants and again not all replied to the freedom of information request. For
those where we have complete information there are 48.33 less social work assistants than in 2013/14 and 15.3 more
than in 2017/8.

Another staff group that we wanted to investigate were business support staff. These are the people who provide
administrative, clerical and wider roles like procurement and logistics to enable other staff to focus on their core work.
Again we have limited data as some councils claimed they could not identify these staff are they worked across lots
of teams or could not provide figures for all the dates requested. The sixteen councils who did provide complete data
have severely cut business support staff jobs. .

When compared to 2013/4 there are now 613.65 (FTE) fewer staff and 605.82 (FTE) fewer compared to 2017/18. As
you can see from the comments from remaining staff these job cuts are having a detrimental impact on the service.

Has your team’s budget been cut?

Two thirds (65%) of respondents stated that their team budget had been cut. Seven percent said it stayed the same
and 2% that theirs had increased. Just over a quarter stated that they “didn’t know”.

26% Don't know

2% Noitincreased

7% Stayed the same _
© 65% Yes

We then asked for comments on the impact of any budget cuts. This allows staff give us detail on the impact of current
spending levels on their services. While there has been some increase in raw numbers it is clear from the comments
throughout our survey that there is not adequate funding to meet the needs of clients relying on social work services.
The comments revealed a range of issues impacting on both staff and users. Many of these were repeated in answer
to further questions later on in the survey.

© SSSC Mental Heath Officers Report 2018 August 2019 https://data.sssc.uk.com/data-publications/23-mental-health-of-
ficers-reports/213-mental-health-officers-scotland-report-2018
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A key issue raised was the increase in workload caused by both staff shortages and increased demand for services.
Staff are struggling to cope with heavy workloads.

What the staff say

Many comment that work has become much more reactive. They have less time to focus on preventing things going
wrong. This is of course worse for clients, many of whom now have to wait until they are in a crisis to get help. It

is also much more financially costly in the long run in higher costs for the NHS both in physical and mental health,
children going into care and increased crime or prison costs.

Across the job titles many reported that they have less time with clients. For some clients it's a very quick homecare
visit leaving them with little human contact that day. In other roles this prevents the building of relationships and
understanding which are the key to successful social work interventions. This is particularly important in recognising
the signs that people physical or mental health is deteriorating or they are struggling with changes in their lives.

Knowing clients Being aware of individual’s circumstances and behavioural changes means that action can be taken
to avoid crises or their severity reduced.
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“Lack of availability of other services who could do early intervention, i.e. no third sector or barnardo’s. Means that
social work cannot get involved until things have hit crisis, it’s constant firefighting when early intervention could have
helped if we could rely on other services.”

“Increased case loads, fewer resources. LA has cut funding to voluntary organisations meaning they cannot provide
the support they once did. | work within Children and Families and vulnerable families living in poverty are getting
squeezed harder. It is not fully acknowledged the impact that poverty can have on family functioning”

Respondents also indicate that cuts are impacting on the continuity of care available, which again impacts on the
ability to build relationships of trust with clients. This is particularly the case in social care due to the intimate nature
of much of that work and the value of social interaction, making continuity so important. Again homecare workers who
know clients well are able to spot a small deterioration in health and take action which prevents a worse outcome.

“No services for service users in the community they can access quickly. After being assessed as needing a care
package or equipment to enable them to live safely within their own home they have to wait months for these
supports. Very unfair that they loss priority because they are not in XXXX - this does not prevent admissions. There
are people in the community that are dying without supports! Cutbacks to staffing levels are dire and we are not
providing free personal care as a result.”

The substantial cuts to admin/business support staff mean that those left face increased workloads. Many other staff
also have to take on much more of their own administrative, HR and for example procurement work. Not only does
this add to their workload but it also adds to stress as these are not tasks they have training for or much experience of.

“Cuts mainly to administrative staff and therefore social workers are spending more and more time doing admin, less
time to spend with service users”

“Business support has been heavily cut, meaning that | am spending more time on extensive administrative and
bureaucratic tasks than | am visiting families and working with them to improve the safety of children. Business
support roles are not being filled when workers move on.”

“Fewer admin and work load is increasing due to statutory meeting that need minute takers !”

Many report their own or colleagues’ stress-related absence and high levels of stress at work. It's not just the heavy
workload that leads to stress but also the lack of resources to meet clients’ needs. They also have to tell people they
can’t get what they want or that there is a waiting list. Not everyone reacts well to this sort of news so many also have
to deal with angry and sometimes violent responses.

“Increased stress as waiting lists increase and less support available as staff numbers have been cut.”

“Eligibility for service provision is much more stricter with many people being left without a service. Lack of adequate
resources.”

Respondents generally and managers in particular report that they have a great deal more HR and financial work and
across teams staff report that work that was previously done by more senior, more experienced and better paid staff is
now becoming their responsibility.

“We have to “do more with less”. Waiting times are longer, increased pressure on dwindling resources. Less to offer
people in the way of service and equipment. Cuts being approved by councillors who then phone and harrangue
social work staff on behalf of disgruntled constituents. Staffing numbers cut, insufficient senior staff to support frontline
staff. Social work assistants routinely expected to manage social work cases with no training or increased pay.
Backroom support cut so social work staff having to also do all their own admin. Cuts to travel allowance but expected
tfo use own vehicles. Office space cut, hot-desking which means overcrowding and no place to carry out increased
paperwork. Continual changes to save money and no communication or training for frontline staff. Staff under huge
amount of unsustainable pressure.”

“Limited number of qualified and experienced social workers Pressure on unqualified staff to undertake statutory

work... Long term care assessments, Asp initial investigation and fact finding, holding cases that should sit with
qualified staff Temp posts do not attract experienced, long term workers”
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“Same as everyone else...staff not replaced...Unqualified SWAs expected to work above grade and manage complex
cases (as theres no QSWs). No money to provide appropriate support hrs...increased stress between different teams
(espec. re. transitions of child into adult services)...no assistance re personal mileage but not enough pool cars....I
could go on....and on...”

‘increasingly difficult to get resources. Not just money the resources are not there”

Many respondents commented on the poor state of their workplaces. They mention unsuitable workstations and

chairs as well as general office facilities. Hot desking is raised consistently by respondents. Not having a guarantee of
somewhere to work when you come into an office is clearly very difficult. Not only does this impact on their ability to do
their work it also adds to a feeling that you are not valued as a member of staff or client.

“We are a residential children’s home and budget cuts have impacted on staffing and recruitment. Repairs and
maintenance to the building are on an emergency basis only, attempts to make it “homely” for the kids is dependent
on the goodwill and ability of staff to do so. External resources such as counselling, mentoring and activities are hard
to source due to lack of funding to pay for these. The food budget is has not been raised in years which restricts our
ability to provide the young people with healthy and wholesome meals. Due to lack of staffing, and our team leader
now being responsible for the running of two units the workload of assistant managers has risen considerably, as has
that of residential staff. Business support is now minimal and the responsibility for much of the work that HR used to
be responsible for has now fallen to unit management. Support from senior management is also minimal.”

“Hot desking not enough desks or computers moving constantly no staff rooms people eating at desks”

Many also point out that cuts and the consequent job losses have led to a loss of experience in their teams which
impacts on the support available to those left trying to maintain services. Managers also have less time to provide
supervision and support for staff.

Cuts are also leading to shortages of stationary, lack of funding for trips and activities for clients. Many also use their
own cars for much of their work and cuts to car users’ allowances are very unpopular.

“The budget cuts have affected the care needs assessments and care packages and what Social work will consider
to be a need to enable someone to remain safely at home. Budgets are very tight and can impact on having a

care package authorised or not. Pool cars - The council do not have adequate pool cars available and there is an
expectation that staff will use there own cars and are not allowed to put in mileage claims. Management do not seem
to have an answer or protocol on what to do if you need a last minute pool car which very often occurs in my job.
Need to plan months in advance for a pool car which is not ideal.”

“People become frustrated and angry because they cannot get the services they require. Unfortunately members of
the public vent this anger on me as a frontline social worker.”

“We have less staff which significantly impacts on the service we can offer to our families. Thresholds increase which
increase risks. There is a significant impact on staffs mental wellbeing which can cause sickness.”

“Increased work load, no travel time between clients, keeping paperwork updated all on own time, to keep updating
on new techniques and to have evidence, this all adding to work force feeling stressed, no new staff recruited due to
cuts.”

The biggest impact is staff not being replaced which means an increase in using sessional staff who are only working
due to wanting overtime which impacts on morale in the team especially when they are being paid more to cover

the vacancy. Also the lack of equipment. We are not getting things replaced and are having to make do with broken
phones and chairs.”

“Very little resources to carry out massive tasks, expectations on the individual social Worker are completely
unrealistic”

‘less direct work with young people, less opportunities for experience based learning, poorer quality of food, always
looking for the cheaper option, or no option at all”
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Does your team have enough staff?

Only 19% of those who responded felt that their teams had enough staff. Just over three quarters (76%) stated that
they did not. It is clear that on the ground it feels that there just are not enough staff to do the work that needs to be
done. Shortages are also created by the lack of funding to cover for staff on sick leave.

Respondent’'s comments indicate that this is having a serious impact on their ability to deliver a high quality service to
clients. Staff shortages also place incredible pressure on remaining staff.

What the staff say

Even without budget cuts the increasing elderly population and the impact of austerity on communities has led to a
growth in demand. The substantial cuts to business support staff have also pushed tasks onto other staff adding to
their already heavy workload.

Even where staff are replaced there are often substantial delays in the recruitment process leaving teams under
substantial pressure while they wait for new staff.

Clients have to wait longer to be assessed for services and then for those services to be put in place. This also
impacts on other services, for example the NHS delaying discharges but also on schools where children can’t get the
support they need, the police etc when they have to deal with those awaiting support.
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The Shortage of Mental Health Officers is also raised as a serious concern

I's not just the volume of work but the complexity that is creating difficulties. Staff shortages mean that work is being
pushed down onto to less qualified and/or experienced staff.

Staff report problems in providing support in crisis services like child protection and supervision of offenders.
Many areas like home and residential care report high staff turnover and the impact on building and maintaining
relationships with clients this causes.
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How has your workload changed in
the last few years?

5% Don't know \

19% Yes

76% No
The survey followed up the questions about cuts to services by asking specifically about current workloads. The
overwhelming majority of respondents (82%) stated that their workload was heavier. Among those 37% of the total
stated that it was much heavier. Only 18% said that their workload had stayed the same or got lighter.

Again we asked for more detail on why people selected their answer.

Many report that they are exhausted by the high workloads they are trying to cope with. They also report staying late
to catch up on work

Responses indicated that it is not just the volume of cases and clients that are increasing but also the complexity of
the cases and tasks that are required.
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Staff shortages also impact on the quality of the service available and can be dangerous for other users and staff

As mentioned earlier there are also issues with cuts to business support staff where remaining staff are under
pressure because of staff shortages. Others point out that tasks previously done in business support have now fallen
to them vastly increasing their workloads and keeping them away from core tasks.

Senior staff are concerned that these tasks keep them away from vital tasks like supervising the work of less
experienced staff. This could be putting clients at risk.

Heavy workloads are very stressful and for many there is a constant concern about what they are not able to do;

about what they may be missing and what the results of that could be.

A constant theme in the survey is work being pushed down to less qualified or experienced staff and the risks this
brings to service users.
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Do you skip breaks and/or work late
to keep on top of your workload?

11% rarely

55% often 34% sometimes

In many of the earlier comments sections staff indicated that they were working late and skipping breaks in order to
try and maintain service levels for clients. When asked specifically over half (55%) of respondents “often” work late
and/or skip their breaks while a further 34% do so “sometimes. It is clear that the only reason that the service isn’tin
complete meltdown is the unpaid work and dedication of the staff.

In the comments sections respondents indicated that they are forced to work unpaid hours in order to protect service
users. Many are concerned about their own health because of stress and exhaustion and also because they do not
get proper breaks to go to the toilet. They struggle to get time to eat and drink far less have a proper break away from
clients or their desks where they can switch off and recharge.

Taking work home in the evening and/or working late is also having a detrimental impact of many people’s family and
personal lives. Many feel the only way to keep on top of paperwork is to take it home in the evening but this means
they are not meeting the needs of their own families.

They are also not able to rest and recharge at home and feel this is impacting on their own wellbeing.
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Staff also report that they also get work calls on their days off and so are always thinking about work which again
impacts on their own health and wellbeing.

Others feel guilt about not meeting clients’ needs which also impacts on their stress levels.

Travel and the timing of meetings is also an issue. There seems to be little understanding that people need to have
breaks to eat or drink and go to the toilet far less actually decompress from such stressful jobs.
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Do you have a suitable place to take
breaks during your working day?

We asked respondents if they have a place to take breaks while at work, for example access to a kettle, a toilet or a
place to sit and eat/drink. While over half of respondents answered yes to this question many of these were “yes but”
answers. There is a serious issue as many staff who do not have anywhere safe, clean or comfortable to take a break.
Many staff who work out and about in the communities they serve struggle to find somewhere to go to the toilet and
many are so worried about this that they restrict the amount of liquid they drink so that they don’t need to go. This is
very bad for their health.

It is rarely appropriate and in some cases it is unsafe to use clients’ toilets. Public toilets are few and far between
particularly in rural areas where even where they do exist they are seasonal. Staff have to “hold it in”, use supermarket
toilets or use cafe’s but this involves buying a drink and therefore has a cost. For those working in the evenings there
are even fewer options. In many areas only pubs/bookmakers are open in the evening and those are not always
places staff (particularly women or people whose religion or personal belief are against) are comfortable to use. Many
also don’t want to be seen going into or out of such places when they are at work, even though they are not gambling/
skiving/drinking alcohol. In some areas there is no where open at all. Not being able to access toilets is stressful and
for those with health conditions of their own dangerous.

The same issues apply to somewhere to eat/take break. Many are eating in their cars between visits or sitting in car
parks near supermarkets/toilets.

Issues were not restricted to being out in the community. Responses highlighted many problems with the condition
and numbers of toilets available in office buildings particularly those which are shared with other organisations. For
those in residential services some don’t have separate staff areas or toilets.
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Some staff report that their offices don’t have areas where they can prepare food. Some only have a kettle or
microwave. Even where these are provided there is nowhere suitable to wash cups or plates. Even where there are
good facilities they are often too small for the number of potential users

Staff also point out that when they do get a lunch break they still have to eat at their desks as there is no rest area.
There are also concerns that break rooms are small or don’t have comfortable places to sit. Others are concerned that
because their rest area is part of an open plan workspace they aren’t able to relax or chat in case they disturb other
staff. Staff also feel many do not respect that they are on a break and continue to try and conduct work meetings with
them as they are still visibly on their work floor. It is also hard to resist answering your desk phone when it is ringing a
few feet away. Work breaks are necessary for all workers to ensure that they can perform well. They are even more
crucial in high pressure environments like social work.
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There are also issues about confidentiality when others are having breaks so close to staff having work conversations
near break areas particularly when multi agency groups share buildings.
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Have you been the victim of violence
at work in the last few years?

3% Physical abuse

3% NA

49% Verbal abuse

Among those who responded 49% had experienced verbal abuse alone with a further 14% both physical and verbal
abuse. A further 3% had experienced physical abuse but not verbal. No one should be expected to consider abuse as
“part of their job”. Employers have a duty to protect staff from abuse. There needs to be policy and procedures not just
published but also followed in order to ensure a safe working environment.

While many staff accept that dealing with challenging behaviour is a key part of life in social work teams that is not the
same as it being ok to be abused at your work.

Some staff feel that they can cope despite the abuse but the majority of respondents find coping very difficult and want
more support.
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“The nature of work leads to risk of violence. Identicom system is not really run effectively - e.g. new training lacking”
Examples of the abuse workers experience include:

“I work with individuals who experience mental health difficulties, and due to agitation and distress | can experience
verbal aggression. At the point of requiring detention in hospital, at times | have required the assistance of the police
to not only manage the clients safety, but also my own due to the risk of physical aggression.”

“I work with individuals with a Learning Disability so the level of their understanding can vary and this can result
in them feeling frustrated in some situations. | also experience verbal abuse from parents / carers at times - this is
generally over the phone - if they are not happy with decision that have been made regarding care / support”

“Clients under the influence of alcohol and or drugs. Clients angry with lack of financial support, poor mental health
issues, upset over not managing houses, sustaining education, employment /I- verbally abusuve and threatening
towards you or threatening to harm self”

“Whip lash injury due to having hair pulled”

“Verbal physical and homophobic abuse”

“PUNCHED, HAIR PULLED AND NIPPED BY SERVICE USERS”

“I have been threatened by my clients and had a dad coming very close and intimidating me as if they were going to
hit me. | have had to run away from a house when a drunk man was coming after me and | was verbally abused and
intimidated during a recent home visit”

“Verbally abusive from clients occurs almost weekly. This can be verbally via telephone call or message. These can be
during meeting; but alone at home visits. These are often not reported, and mainly due to a lack of confidence in the
outcome of this. Also it creates problem for a working relationship and is considered a norm within the job. Physically |
have been threatened during home visits”

Some respondents also felt that cuts mean that service users were increasingly frustrated by delays in services and
benefit cut. These make life very stressful for clients who then behave badly towards staff. Those who are caring for
clients can also take out their stress and frustration on social work staff.

“Clients get frustrated because of cuts and delay in benefits etc.”

“Public shout at us (front line workers) because nobody lets them know what is happening or about the criteria for
care”

“Verbal abuse when discussing food bank usage with clients. Stricter rules have been applied due to the demands
placed on the providers. UC implementation has created anger, frustration and resent”

“Due to the type of work and limited resources that we can offer. People get frustrated that ‘we’ as a service cant
offer the support they are looking for or they have to go through difficult processes to get what they are looking for.
Therefore take their anger or frustration out on you as front line worker having to explain things, processes to them”

Some respondents report that they face abuse on a daily basis and their managers don’t seem to consider that
reviewing incidents and following up with solutions as important. They are told it’s just ‘part of the job’.

Staff are concerned about their safety particularly when they are working alone. Many feel that there need to be better
lone working polices and are calling for improved enforcement of those policies that are in place.

“Verbal abuse is really just a part of the job these days. Colleagues have been physically assaulted. Many years ago
the team set up a lone working safety policy but that has all been forgotten about now”

“there is NOT a “Zero tolerance” practice. Clients calling us corrupt, liers, etc. A client told me during a children’s
hearing “your time will come and God will judge you” and no one in the panel/ room said anything back.”
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Respondents report that they face threats to them and their families, some have been filmed and the footage posted
on social media or other forms of online abuse and stalking.

Social work staff are often in challenging situations and the survey does include comments about supportive
managers who do ensure that staff are supported and protected as dealing with people who are under pressure or
who have mental health and/or substance abuse issues. Some do ensure that staff get ongoing training and support in
dealing with people in challenging situations. This highlights the fact that the support should be available to all staff not
dependent on a manager’s approach.
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Did your employer undertake a risk
assessment following any assault/s?

31% Don't know 31% Yes

|
“ 38% No

It is extremely concerning that only 31% of those who had been assaulted were aware of any risk assessment
following the incident/s. 31% indicted that they “didn’t know”. We cannot be sure in these cases that risk assessments
did not take place. We can be sure that any risk assessment that didn’t involve talking to the victim and during that
process making it clear that this was a risk assessment is at best flawed.

Risk assessments are essential when incidents like this happen. Not to allocate blame but to drive learning

and improvement. It is therefore disappointing but not surprising given the reports in the survey that so few risk
assessments have taken place.
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Did your employer make any changes
to improve your safety following the
assault/s?

26% Don't know -

48% No

Equally concerning is that almost half of respondents (48%) report that no changes were made to improve safety.
Only a just over a quarter (26%) indicated that changes had been made. While there may have been changes that
staff were not aware of, if people don’t know why or if changes have been made then there are serious issues with the

process.

Staff were not always happy that some of the changes were adequate. There is still a great deal of work to be done
across Scotland to ensure that staff feel confident that they are safe at work.

The detail given by those who have seen changes and improvements shows that there are actions that can be taken.
It is therefore vital that employers take violence at work seriously. They must undertake risk assessments in response
to incidents and act on their findings. There should also be regular reviews to check that changes are effective.
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How would you describe morale in
your team?

26% very poor

29% 0K

33% poor

Given the answers given earlier in our survey it is perhaps no surprise that almost 59% of respondents rated morale
in their teams as poor or very poor. A further 29% said it was OK and only 12% rated it good or very good. This is
particularly concerning at social work services are personal services. They are about people supporting other people
and that is very difficult to do if you yourself have very low morale.

Many respondents told us that they were overworked and exhausted. The duty rotas and hours of work were also
blamed for the exhaustion. Alongside this many mentioned the loss of experienced staff to redundancy and the way
that loss impacted on those that remained. It is therefore not just the volume of work but the complexity and difficulty
of the work that falls on those left behind. Work is now being done by much less experienced/lower paid members
of staff. The loss of experienced staff also means there are fewer people to offer the benefit of their experience to
support staff adding to increased stress about your own decision making and worries about potential mistakes.
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Staff also commented that managers have much less time to provide supervision and support. This lack of
management support combined with the loss of experienced colleagues leaves many staff without the support they
need to cope with such challenging jobs. Stress is not just created by the volume of work but also the complexity of a
growing proportion of that work.

Budget and staff cuts are also impacting negatively on team morale as it is increasingly difficult to find resources to
meet clients’ needs. Staff also bear the brunt of clients unhappiness about their needs not being met.

There are also many staff who have found that stress and overwork have impacted on their health leading to them
having to take time off work. Their absence then impacts of the team as there is no cover. Concern about their team
and workload while off also adds to their stress and hinders recovery.

The long pay freeze has also impacted on staff morale. This takes two forms: feeling undervalued and the negative
impact of a real terms pay cut on their own financial wellbeing.

Many report that low morale is related to feeling undervalued, that their work isn’t considered important by senior staff
in the local authority, politicians or wider society.

The growing administrative burden is also a problem for many. Business support staff themselves feel the pain of job
cuts in their teams and other staff struggle with the work that they now have to do due to cuts in business support. As
we saw earlier in the report staff are taking this work home or doing it during breaks to try and ensure that their core
work doesn’t suffer.

Page 31




‘Fewer admin and increased workload”
“We have too much to do All my colleagues have their laptops home this weekend to try and catch up”
“Many staff are also struggling with the extra responsibilities that they have had to take on due to cuts”

“Staff feel overworked and are anxious about the new roles they are expected to undertake, they feel they are not
qualified to do the extra responsibilities forced on them”

The positive comments about team morale showed that good leadership makes a huge difference to working lives.
“The team is well led, and remains positive in the view that it is still able to provide a useful and beneficial service.”

“We have recently got a new manager after many years of an incompetent acting manager. New manager, in her first
week, has been described by front line staff as “human” in comparison to the acting manager.”

“We have good morale in our team because we work as a team and support each other”
“We have a good Manager who we can raise concerns with and regular meetings.”

“The team | work for has a very clear role, all members get on together / are very supportive and is headed by an
excellent manager. In addition, we have our own dedicated office. The above is not the case for all of my colleagues
and | have the impression that morale is poor. | would add that my morale about the service more generally is not as
high when compared to my experience of my team.”

The opposite is also true. Low morale can also be created by poor management and poor communication within
teams. It is clear that there are issues about the different working relationships round health and care integration.
Many feel that health managers do not understand enough about how local government and social work teams
operate to manage them effectively.

“No staff meeting no Supervision. No consultation with making decisions no in house policies. Lack of leadership and
support”

“NHS manager in place which has led to social work prioritises being neglected in favour of NHS. No action on
multiple points/ teams meetings discussing the same issues repeatedly with no resolution or discussion. We are

using NHS equipment and accessing council desktop remotely. we have been told we cannot have council laptops
despite all other teams completing like work having this in place. This means we cannot work from other offices which
is largely inefficient and means more work has to be caught up on at the end of the day due to travel time wasted.
inefficient duty system which encroaches on the ability to effectively manage a caseload but no discussion will be held
around this. these issuers alongside increasing workload demands have negatively impacted team morale. there is
also only 1 senior for a large team and NHS manager cannot discuss Adult protection adequately which means there
is often no support for workers, particularly newly qualified workers”

“Heavy focus on process, integration agenda causing confusion and lack of vision for the team. lack of management
stability. Restricted ability to find suitable supports for people.”

Office facilities, hot desking and so-called agile working are also adding to low morale. Staff struggle to find suitable
work spaces in office to allow them to work effectively. This has been raised across the whole survey.

“High case loads, frequent change, no workstation or safe place to return to, lack of management empathy, difficulty in
coming together as a team and to provide support for each other. Can be lonely at times”

“From my own point of few, | enjoy my work, bringing a smile, laughter, joy to someone, knowing that they feel safe
in there environment, it's a good feeling, your doing job. But due to cuts in wages, grades being reduced, more work
load that can be taken away, it doesn’t give you the incentive. When your told that though your grade has changed
‘you could always do extra to make up for it” Really, | don’t wish to do extra shifts | want to be acknowledged and
recognised for the work | do and be paid a salary that reflects the care and service that | provide in a job that is both
physically and mentally stressful.”

“High case loads, limited resources lack of opportunities to attend training or professionally develop.”
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Stress

When asked how stressful their jobs were on a scale of one to ten 30% of staff scored their stress levels at nine
or ten. This is an extremely high level of stress and is clearly impacting on people’s lives as well as their working
lives. Only 21% gave a score of less than 6 while 49% scored seven or eight. Social work teams deliver complex
services to people. These are demanding jobs requiring a range of skills particularly in dealing with people in very
difficult circumstances. That does not mean that it is acceptable for them to have to cope with high levels of stress.
As the Health and Safety Executive makes clear employers have a duty to protect staff from stress by doing risk
assessments and by acting of those assessments.

When asked for comments on their stress levels key themes emerged.

Cuts, staff shortages workload

Staff are feeling stressed because they just have too much work and not enough time. Worry about the work that you
haven’t been able to do adds also adds to the stress of overwork and missed breaks.

Management

There was also a widespread feeling that some managers, particularly those with a health background or more senior
staff in local government, don’t fully understand the social work services and that therefore their decisions are making
things worse. This goes beyond funding levels though clearly that is an issue too. Health and social care integration
still has a long way to go.
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“Stress can be greatly reduced if everyone - especially senior managers - start to genuinely value carers; recognize
the g re at job that carers do in often extremely difficult/challenging circumstances; and give them the support and
resources they need to deliver the quality and standards of care which everyone has a right to expect!”

“Management very supportive but senior managers and accountants haven’t got a clue about impact of saving costs
Work with very complex individuals who are very intense. Poor management back up or communication. Recording
system does not support practitioners - feel like | need to fit into the form”

“Our team managers are mostly NHS managers who don’t know or understand how social work, works. Social
workers work better with each other we are our best resource and we never meet as a team to inform of operational
issue s so things just get worse, it's a nightmare”

Health problems caused by stress

Staff report a range of deteriorating health conditions related to their work place stress.

“I feel that this is now affecting my physical health. Management push workers to burnout rather than protect their
workforce. The local authority does not appreciate the person and we are treated as a number not an individual”

“Currently the level of stress is making me unwell | can’t sleep properly and have anxiety issues. | find it hard to relax
at weekends and Sunday nights are hard thinking about what I’'m going back to. | believe | am a good social worker
who tries to do a good job but things are so bad at the moment I’'m not able to do a good job.”

“In my 30 years plus this job has got increasingly difficult and despite my broad base of experience =, I've developed
a chronic bowel disease, chronic fatigue and work stress was solely responsible for my nearly losing my large colon. |
was extremely ill and never fully recovered from this fare up. | whirled full time for a further 3 years after that and have
just flexible retired”

“recent rise in glaucoma pressure and dangerous levels high blood pressure”

“Recently experienced obvious physical symptoms of stress- insomnia, stomach issues, low mood, trouble
concentrating”

“I was personal off with anxiety from Feb to April this year. Back to work interview was the week aft r | came back to
work. Filled out stress risk assessment and manager has yet to speak with me about this months later. Still awaiting a
seating assessment | asked for 18 months ago. Working in a horrible office, squeezed into tight spaces in an uncle an
environment is affecting everyone’s stress levels. XXX are also getting very good at moving staff around to different
offices far too often as they sell off other properties.”

Health concerns are leading some workers to reduce their working hours in order to protect their wellbeing.

“The council is not what it use d to be and this | find quite sad | have recently requested to reduce my hours due to the
workload and stress in the work place”

Social work staff understand that their job can be challenging that is why there should be plans for manageable
workloads. There should be systems and stress protocols in place to support staff through those challenges. Staff are
concerned that these are no longer utilised and that there is no adequate support and supervision. Many feel that the
systems prevent them doing their jobs rather than support them.

“The nature of the work can be stressful and whilst all staff want to provide a good standard of work, bureaucracy and
paperwork impacts on building relationships with clients.”

“Poorly supported. Employer processes for this confused and inconsistently applied.”
“Pressures to perform and often unattainable”
“Lack of senior management support (not line management), lack of understanding of the level of responsibility and

the challenges and struggles faced within our remit as Managers. No concept of the roles and responsibilities placed
on us in legal terms in our roles and an expectation to get on with it regardless Staff training not good™”
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There are two further key issues which are causing substantial stress to staff in social work teams: Office space and
access to toilets.

Hot desking in particular and office layouts in general are having a serious impact on people’s working lives. Not being
be able to find a desk to write up your notes or make phone calls after stressful meetings with clients and/or noisy
badly planned office layouts make getting work done very difficult. Many also find that worrying about being able to
find a workspace adds further stress to their busy day. Poor office facilities also impact on relationships within teams.
This increases feelings of isolation and stress

It is shocking in 2019 that people are struggling to find somewhere safe and clean to go to the toilet in their working
life. While we covered this earlier in the report staff raise this again in relation the the stress it adds to their working
lives.
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Have you seriously considered
changing your job?

11% never .

50% often

40% sometimes

We asked respondents if they had considered changing jobs and moving away from social work in the last few years.
Given the responses given earlier in our survey it is hardly a surprise that only 11% of respondents “never” think about
changing their job and leaving social work. That leaves 50% who “often” think about leaving and the remaining 40%
who think about it “sometimes”. There is a real risk to the service of staff leaving to find other jobs. Many are looking
at early retirement or have volunteered for redundancy only to find it wasn’t available in their role. There are plenty of
similarly paid and far less stressful jobs available to people who work in the range of roles in social work teams. This is
particularly true for care staff who are not well paid for the demanding roles they undertake. Most are very committed
to their jobs but that only goes so far when stress is impacting on your life and long-term health. The long pay freeze
has also had an impact on people’s commitment to the public sector. Complex services like social work need to be
able to recruit and retain highly skilled staff. It needs to be a workplace of choice if it is to meet the complex needs of
its clients.

Comments indicated that many only stay because they need the money and are just getting enough into their pension
pot to go.
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Many indicate the heavy workloads are driving them to leave social work teams

Many feel that their working lives are impacting too much on their health and wellbeing.

Staff are uncomfortable doing work that should be done by more senior staff.

Others feel that their jobs have changed too much and they no longer get enough personal satisfaction.

People are also thinking of leaving because of low pay and the long pay freeze

Some also highlight a blame culture as a key issue.
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Would you recommend your social
work team to your friends and family
as a place to work?

31% Yes

Less than one third (31%) of those surveyed would recommend their social work team to friends and family as a
place to work. The fact that 69% of staff wouldn’t recommend their workplace is deeply concerning. Social work is a
person to person service; it requires a highly motivated workforce with excellent people skills. These figures mean
that retaining current staff and encouraging people to train and join social work teams is going to be very challenging.
Radical changes to working conditions and pay will be required alongside substantial investment in the services for
more staff. They also need rapid action to deal with the high levels of stress and low morale among staff.

Where people are positive about their work place it is about their team or direct manager rather than the system itself
and often in spite of the affects of cuts.

The extreme challenge of trying to maintain services for clients while budgets are being cut is why many would not
recommend their job.
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Pay continues to be a serious concern.

Many return to their comments about stress to explain why they would not recommend their work

Working conditions and a feeling of being undervalued are also impacting of staff’s feelings about their jobs.

Violence and threats were also raised as reasons why staff would not recommend social work

For many it’s not just the sheer volume of work, although that does matter, but also that much of what they have to do
keeps them away from the important part of their jobs.

Staff are also struggling with their working conditions. Not having a guaranteed workspace or being able to park a car
that you need to use for work add stress to already difficult working lives.
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Conclusion

UNISON surveyed staff working in local authority social work teams in September 2019. We asked them a range of
questions about the impact of austerity on themselves and the work that they do. This report analyses their responses
and allows you to hear directly from the workforce about what it’s like trying to deliver high quality public services
under austerity. The report reveals a dedicated workforce working hard to support the public. They are dedicated
highly qualified teams who are under enormous pressure. They feel exhausted, undervalued and suffer violence
regularly. They are struggling to deal with the demands placed upon them.
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