RETENTION
BRIEFING

Child and family social work is a challenging,
demanding job. It is also hugely rewarding and,
for the half a million children in England who
don’t have a safe or stable home, potentially
life changing.
Providing these children and families with
high quality social work requires a workforce
that is motivated, well-trained and supported.
On average, 63% of social workers leave the
profession within five years and many local

authorities are heavily dependent on agency
workers to meet demands.
At Frontline, we are working with our partners
to recruit, educate and develop motivated and
high-performing social workers. We are improving
working conditions through the provision of
better leadership and supervision, rigorously
preparing people for the demands of the work
and providing the highest quality support
possible.

WHAT WE’RE DOING TO SUPPORT SOCIAL WORKERS
A briefing by Research in Practice (2015) outlines the most common factors that lead to social
workers leaving the profession, as well as those that motivate them to stay. It lists the following
‘pull’ factors, that keep people in the profession:
• The ability to ‘make a difference’
• High quality supervision and staff
development

The ability to ‘make a difference’
More time with families
Ask any social worker and they will tell you
that the children and families they support
are the reason they do what they do. A lack
of direct contact time impacts the quality of
their work and prevents them from seeing the
difference they are making. This leads to low
job satisfaction.
Our evidence-informed practice models not
only prioritise time with families, they enable
participants to make the most effective use of
this time. Through the models, people on our
programmes develop the knowledge and skills
to build relationships with families that facilitate
real change.

• Support for emotional well-being
• Peer support
• Opportunities for career progression
Frontline participants spend more
time with families. On average, they
made 16 visits to each family, compared to
12 by non-Frontline trained social workers
(Dartington 2018).

‘‘

There are times where you get an influx
of cases, but it’s about doing the best
you can and raising a concern when
that is an issue. I’ve got a really supportive
team, a really supportive manager, and people
I can turn to and ask for help and advice and
who listen to me when I say that I need help.”

Sophie, Frontline fellow

Frontline Fellowship
Through the Fellowship, our alumni movement,
we empower fellows to constructively disrupt,
innovate and challenge existing systems. We hold
workshops, seminars and mentoring, that focus
on developing fellows’ practice and leadership
skills.
At the Fellowship retreat, for example, a small
group of fellows come together to develop a
personal ‘change project’. They receive coaching
and support to implement this in their local
authority over a six month period, before
coming back together to reflect and pass on
their learning to the incoming fellows on the
next retreat.

High quality supervision
Bringing teaching into practice
Throughout the two years of the Frontline
programme, participants receive high quality
supervision from consultant social workers
(CSWs), practice tutors, their local authority,
trained coaches and our academic partner.
Our CSWs are highly skilled and experienced
practitioners. They develop, train, support and
assess Frontline participants. They ensure
that participants learn and apply the skills and
knowledge they require to excel.
All Frontline participants are also allocated a
practice tutor who remains with them throughout
year one and often into year two. The practice
tutors are experienced social workers and
academics who visit a unit every two weeks
during the first four months. They attend unit
meetings, prompting participants to underpin
and embed case discussions with theory, as

Year one of the Frontline programme

88%

of the 2018 Cohort felt supported to a high
extent in developing their practice skill
by their CSW.

86%

felt emotionally supported to a high extent
by their CSW.

‘‘

“Working in a unit has really been
special. Four trainees and a consultant
social worker form a really tight pod
and we all play a part in each other’s progress
and success. The level of supervision and
input has been amazing, consistent and
very supportive... I’ve never worked in a role
where I’ve felt so supported before.”
Ronan, Frontline participant

well as providing bespoke teaching within the
practice setting to bring theory to life.
We work closely with all of our local authority
partners to ensure participants are properly
supported. Their commitment and desire to
retain high calibre social workers, improve
practice and provide the highest quality service
creates a positive, open working environment.
Developing social work leaders
Independent research shows that good team
managers positively impact the culture and
behaviour of their teams. Conversely, a lack of
trust in and support from management is a key
reason for social workers leaving the profession
(Frost et al, 2017).
Firstline, our leadership development programme
for social work managers, is helping to improve
the quality of supervision received by social
workers across England. At the end of the
programme, social workers managed by Firstline
leaders saw an increase in the extent to which
their team felt inspired and encouraged to be
in social work and felt more supported during
stressful and challenging situations.

Spring 2018 Cohort, Firstline programme

83%

made changes to individual supervision with
the social workers in their team as a result
of the programme.

69%

have seen an improvement in the performance
of their team as a result of the Firstline
programme.

Support for emotional wellbeing
We place the utmost importance on the wellbeing
of our participants and provide extensive
support throughout our programmes.
Participants have access to a range of
professionals, including their CSW, practice
tutor and head of region, who are all on hand
to help when needed. In addition, participants
are offered counselling services should they
require it.

2018 Cohort, Frontline programme

90%

of the 2018 Cohort rated the quality of
support from their regional Frontline team
either ‘good’ or ‘very good’.

Coaching
We offer coaching to all participants in the
second year of the Frontline programme.
Coaching provides a confidential space to
reflect and talk. These one-to-one sessions
are designed to support participants with their
transition into the second year of the programme,
build their emotional resilience and develop their
leadership skills.
The support we provide doesn’t stop when
participants finish the programme. Through
the Fellowship we have organised a range of
emotional resilience workshops and support
networks.

Peer support
Feeling a strong sense of team is central to
social workers’ happiness and wellbeing (King
et al, 2010). We place Frontline participants
in units of four, led and coached by a CSW.
Together they use tools such as genograms to
share and challenge ideas, assess risk, develop
an action plan and monitor developments over
time. This continual learning model encourages
self-reflexivity and facilitates a greater depth
of understanding to hone participants’ practice.
The summer institute enables units to form
strong relationships between themselves and
their CSW before starting in their local authority.
Our Firstline programme provides opportunities
for managers to learn together and build
networks with other social work managers
across the country. Firstline leaders share
knowledge by delivering training, modelling
open approaches to information sharing and
promoting cross-team working within children’s
services.

Participants who received coaching

94%

reported that coaching helped them to
develop their resilience and self-reflexivity.

98%

reported that coaching has helped to prepare
them emotionally for new situations they
face in their role.

‘‘

“When I had my first coaching session,
I… felt that I had made a mistake in
continuing with my training and career
and could not see a way that things would
improve… I looked forward to my sessions with
my coach as I knew this would be a place
where I could think about the troubles I was
having in a productive way, consider solutions,
and be challenged where my thinking
was unreasonable. My coach encouraged
me to think about achievements in my
practice, which was valuable in boosting my
motivation to remain in a challenging working
environment.”
Frontline participant

Providing opportunities for social workers to
connect and share knowledge across the
profession is also vital. We organise numerous
events to facilitate this, for example our
leadership seminars. Occurring bi-annually,
the seminars bring our network together with
leading thinkers and system influencers from
social work and broader society to challenge

and inspire, and provide new learning and
networking opportunities for those who attend.
Fellows benefit from peer-to-peer learning and
support from the Fellowship community (both
in person and via an online platform), as well as
events and opportunities facilitated by Frontline.
Our national reach offers fellows a unique
perspective into the different approaches taken
by social work services across the country.

Opportunities for career progression
The Frontline and Firstline programmes equip
participants with valuable skills and experience.
On the Frontline programme, participants
complete a masters alongside leadership
development training, making them highly
attractive to employers.
The Frontline programme offers additional
development opportunities for experienced
practioners in our partner local authorties,
who can apply for the CSW role. As CSWs they
remain in practice while taking on management
and teaching responsibilities. They also receive
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‘‘
‘‘
‘‘

As a fellow, I have loved the opportunity
to meet up with other fellows and hear
about what they are doing and where –
it is so valuable to have that connection with
people who have shared your experiences.
After Fellowship events I have always felt
re-inspired about social work and have come
away with a desire to be better.”
Ellie, Frontline fellow

My CSW played a key role in honing
and strengthening my practise, giving
me a really strong start to my career as
a social worker. This, along with continued
support from Frontline, is helping me develop
further, and I’m now training to be a CSW
myself. I am really excited to take on this new
responsibility and share my experience with
future participants.”
Eliza, Frontline fellow

The consultant social worker position
has provided valuable career
development for four of our social
workers, as they have taken on managerial
roles while studying for their systemic and
practice educator qualifications.”

Gateshead children’s services
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Still in practice

80% of Frontline programme fellows are still in social work practice, including 74% still in

local authority children’s services. Others are practising in fostering agencies, the NHS and
charities such as the NSPCC.

Mission-aligned roles

10%

of a l l F ron t l i n e prog r a m m e
fellows are in mission-aligned roles,
ranging from HCPC registered positions
such as multisystemic therapists and
CAMHS clinicians, to policy roles in the
Department for Education and the National
Children’s Bureau.

Likely to return

53% of Frontline programme fellows who
are no longer in social work practice said
they were likely to return to the profession
in the future.

The 10% in other roles includes individuals
undertaking further study, teaching, or
working in the Department for Business,
Energy and Industrial Strategy.

‘‘

I am now working as a policy advisor for
the Department for Education in a unit
focussing on improving the educational
achievement of disadvantaged groups. After
Frontline, I wanted to take what I had learnt
about the obstacles disadvantaged young
people face and contribute to improving the
services they access on a more systematic
level.”
Ola, Frontline fellow

We want to be part of building a profession where social workers feel valued, supported by
management and peers, and that they are making a real difference to children and families. That’s
why we encourage reflective, relationship-based social work practice and are striving to build a
strong network of individuals who are constantly developing and feeding their learning back into
their local authorities and teams.
We feel privileged to be part of the social work community, being trusted to enter into the lives of
people who are often marginalised, discriminated and have the smallest voice in our society. This
always has, and always will be at the heart of everything we do.

