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Background to the study 
This study, commissioned by the Department for Education, is designed to: 

- find out the destinations, current roles and responsibilities of recently qualified  practitioners 
graduating from the first two cohorts of the Step Up to Social Work (SUSW) programme, at 
three and five years after qualification;  

- gather their views on career plans, their likelihood of remaining in the profession, and any 
possible influences on their decisions;  

- obtain their views of the effectiveness of their qualifying programme in preparing them for 
child and family social work;  

- compare career choices and trajectories for those following different qualifying routes into 
child and family social work; and 

- assess possible reasons for leaving where graduates have left child and family social work. 

The study builds on prior knowledge about the experience of those following a particular qualifying 
pathway (Step Up to Social Work), as they negotiate their first years of practice. This project also 
provides the opportunity to broaden our understanding by incorporating a comparative review of the 
parallel experience of those following other qualifying routes into child and family social work, at 
both undergraduate and postgraduate levels.  

Reporting on the study 
The following is a summary of the key findings from the first phase of the study of Step Up to Social 
Work graduates and comparators, focusing on early career experiences following completion of 
their qualifying programmes1. The summary findings are derived from three elements of the 
evaluation:  

- an initial search of the first cohort of SUSW graduates, to provide an estimate of their 
continuing involvement in child and family social work at approximately three years after 
qualification in 2012 

- an online questionnaire survey of the SUSW graduates from this cohort, and a broadly 
matched comparison group of graduates from conventional social work programmes who 
had qualified at approximately the same time and had an equivalent length of time in direct 
practice 

                                                

 
1 For further details of the framework, design and methodology adopted by the evaluation, please see the 
research protocol for the project: https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/sass/research/SUSWProtocol.pdf  

https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/sass/research/SUSWProtocol.pdf
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- interviews with twenty-one SUSW graduates who completed the online survey. 

The findings reported here are largely descriptive, however, and should be considered with caution, 
given that this is only the first phase of a proposed multi-stage evaluation involving SUSW cohort 
one and two graduates and comparators. 

Key findings 

- 84% (137) of the 164 SUSW cohort 1 graduates identified were still practising in child 

and family social work three years after qualifying 

- Six out of ten SUSW cohort 1 graduates compared with four out of ten from the 

comparator group reported that their first job after qualifying was in frontline child 

protection  

- SUSW cohort 1 graduates were more likely to have remained in their original posts than 

those from the comparator group 

- Qualifying practitioners generally felt well prepared for practice, and SUSW cohort 1 

graduates slightly more so than comparators 

- SUSW cohort 1 graduates rated qualifying programmes somewhat more highly for 

preparation for practice/social work skills; whilst comparators rated academic learning 

and grounding in social work values slightly more highly 

Retention rates of Step Up to Social Work graduates 

A number of recent studies have sought to identify whether social work is a profession which has a 
particular problem in retaining qualified practitioners, and what might be the causes for this. Some 
evidence has suggested that retention in the longer term has been and remains a significant 
problem for social work, with an expected ‘working life’ of between 7.7 and 8 years (Curtis et al, 
2010). In addition, the most recent turnover rate amongst child and family social workers in England 
has been estimated to be 17% (Griggs, 2015), with the implication that social work careers remain 
relatively short.  

However, it has also been argued that targeted programmes post qualification can help to improve 
retention rates, with around 91% of newly-qualified social workers (NQSWs) staying with their initial 
employer after their first year in practice following the introduction of the NQSW programme 
(Carpenter et al, 2012). It has also been suggested that specific measures to prepare practitioners 
for the workplace and provide a ‘realistic’ understanding of what the job entails may be important 
(Webb and Carpenter, 2012). 

The present evaluation initiated an extensive tracing exercise within the project’s agreed ethical 
framework, to determine the current occupational status of SUSW graduates. This exercise utilised:  

- existing information held by DfE on SUSW programme participants 
- information provided through intermediary bodies, such as regional partnerships and 

employing agencies 
- information provided  by peers and colleagues 



 3 

 

- information obtained through publicly available sources, such as the Health Care 
Professions Council register of social workers, online directories, and other internet 
searches2. 

- 164 cohort one SUSW graduates of the 168 who completed the programme were identified 
by these means; and we have determined that, for those who qualified in 2012, 84% (137) of 
the 164 graduates identified were still practising in child and family social work three years 
later (April 2015). 15 were known to have left, although a number of these were still in 
related areas of work. 

The present study is also intended to carry out a repeat of this exercise with the aim of investigating 
the five-year retention rate for cohort one graduates (April 2017).  Further analysis will also be 
undertaken of the experiences and career development of comparison groups practising in child and 
family work. 

Findings from a comparative survey3  

In order to explore any potential differences in career trajectory and experience between SUSW 
cohort 1 graduates and those qualifying for social work careers by other routes, a comparison group 
was also recruited, with a similar period of post-qualifying experience. This group was recruited via 
thirteen local authority employers of SUSW practitioners, and contacts held by five universities 
providing non-SUSW qualifying programmes.  Those SUSW cohort 1 graduates (113) and 
comparators (136) for whom current contact details were available were initially invited to take part 
in the first sweep of a survey to find out more about their early career experiences and their 
retrospective views of their qualifying programmes. 51 (45%) of the SUSW group responded, as did 
49 (36%) of comparators.  

Based on their responses, we were able to determine that: 

- SUSW cohort 1 graduates were more likely to have moved into child protection work than 
comparators (as would be expected given the focus of the SUSW programme on recruiting 
practitioners to statutory child and family social work). 

Six out of ten SUSW cohort 1 graduates compared with four out of ten from the comparator group 
reported that their first job after qualifying was in frontline child protection, with more than nine out of 
ten reporting that this was a full-time position.   

- Seven out of ten respondents from the comparator group compared with six out of ten 
SUSW cohort 1 graduates have had more than one social post since qualifying 

- Qualifying practitioners generally felt well prepared for practice, and SUSW cohort 1 
graduates slightly more so than comparators 

                                                

 
2 In all cases, the acquisition and use of participant information was governed by the requirements to respect 
data protection rules, maintain the confidentiality of participant information and secure appropriate consent. 
 
3 The findings reported here are based on the first iteration of the survey, undertaken with graduates from 
cohort 1 of SUSW and a comparison group matched on length of experience post-qualification. The figures 
reported here may be subject to slight amendment in the final report due to the incorporation of a small 
number of additional survey responses, but the substance of the findings will not change. 
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- SUSW cohort 1 graduates rated qualifying programmes somewhat more highly for 
preparation for practice/social work skills; whilst comparators rated academic learning and 
grounding in social work values slightly more highly. 

When asked to think back to their social work qualifying programme and to rate it in ten areas, 
relative to the comparison group, SUSW cohort 1 graduates reported relatively higher ratings of 
preparation for practice (64% vs 34%); learning about the context of social work practice (66% vs 
49%); learning about social work skills/methods for working with children (51% vs 36%); and 
learning about social work skills/methods for working with adults (33% vs 23%). The comparison 
group rated academic learning (83% vs 62%), and grounding in social work values (90% vs 83%) 
more highly. 

- Little difference was observable between the two groups at this stage in terms of career 
progression – most were progressing ‘as expected’ 

As interview findings indicate below, individuals’ views on progression depend to a large extent on 
their initial aspirations and expectations, so this is essentially a subjective judgement, rather than an 
assessment of whether or not practitioners were achieving to their potential. 

Eight out of ten respondents in both groups rated their career progression as ‘as good as expected’ 
or ‘better than expected’. SUSW cohort 1 graduates were slightly more likely than the comparator 
group to rate their career progression as ‘better than expected’ (17% vs 15%), but also slightly more 
likely to rate this as less good than expected (19% vs 15%). 

Somewhat unexpectedly perhaps, a greater proportion of the comparison group (40%) reported at 
least one promotion of some kind since completion of their qualifying programme than did SUSW 
cohort 1 graduates (30%). 

- On measures designed to assess social workers’ self-efficacy, very few statistically 
significant differences are observable, but most graduates feel positive about own 
capabilities, and show reasonably strong levels of job satisfaction. 

Eight out of ten respondents (SUSW and comparator) reported high levels of confidence on a range 
of items relating to self-efficacy.  SUSW cohort 1 reported slightly higher confidence scores in terms 
of: relationships with children and young people, their parents, families and carers; assessment; 
multi-agency working; communication; and professional accountability and ethics.  Only the last of 
these, though, was a statistically significant finding. 

- Widespread concern at lack of public respect for social work (67%) 

Six out of ten respondents were either ‘Dissatisfied’ or ‘Very Dissatisfied’ with the level of public 
respect for the sort of work they do.  Despite this, one in four SUSW  cohort 1 graduates compared 
with one in five social workers in the comparison group were either Satisfied’ or ‘Very Satisfied’ with 
public respect for the work they do. 

Findings from interviews with Step Up to Social Work graduates 

Based on an initial sample of twenty-one in-depth interviews with SUSW cohort 1 graduates, 
preliminary analysis indicates: 

- That they were satisfied with their qualifying course and glad of funding support 

“Well I wasn’t really able to fund myself to do a social work Masters so it was, you know, an easy 
way to get that funded, and also it was attractive because it was quite quick”. 
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- The majority of those spoken to were satisfied with their career progression to date with a 
few suggesting that they were doing better than expected  

[Where did you think you would be in terms of your career three years after graduation?] "Probably, 
in a similar position to where I am now, but maybe not as a senior social worker. I didn’t expect that 
progression would be as quick as it has been".  

- Placements provided positive opportunities to ‘experience’ social work prior to qualification 

“The placements were really good…you did get like a clear picture of what’s going on, you know, 
how social workers are perceived, what they do. You could observe those things. I mean, if it was 
just theoretical, if you just sat, you know, in the classroom, we would have never had actually any 
exposure to any of that”.  

- Some see themselves as better prepared for practice than their colleagues, but others do 
not 

“The capability of each practitioner comes down to the individual”  

- Inspiration is often provided by key colleagues (team members/managers) 

 “Most professionals are selfless with their practice; they really care and want to make a difference”  

- Varying levels of commitment to staying on the frontline and some concern about the levels 
of demand and lack of care from their employers 

“[You] cannot be fully prepared in advance for the late nights and lack of work life balance “for a 
caring profession, not much caring of their own”. 

 

10 Mar 2016 
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