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Updating the picture

The Big Conversation 2025 revisits the themes first explored in the Big Listen 2023, providing an
updated picture of the experiences, pressures and priorities of child and family social workers and
managers working across London and the South East. Against a backdrop of significant social care
reforms and wider economic uncertainty, the latest findings point to modest but meaningful
improvement.

Slow and steady recovery

Overall, practitioners describe a system that is showing early signs of rehabilitation; permanent staffing
is increasing, vacancies and agency reliance are decreasing, and turnover has fallen across both
regions.

Survey responses and focus group insights consistently highlighted incremental progress across all
core areas of assessment and comparison. Importantly, these improvements are visible across roles,
experience levels, gender and ethnicity, indicating more evenly distributed gains across the workforce.
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Fragility persists

Despite these positive shifts, the findings underline that these ‘green shoots’ remain fragile.
Psychological safety has dipped slightly in both regions, and pay fairness and financial security continue
to fall below neutral for many.

Black and Global Majority staff still report experiences of structural barriers, including discrimination
and inconsistent access to progression. The disproportionately female workforce speak to the more
likely need for flexibility and part-time working arrangements, but highlight the subsequent impact on
career trajectories. Managers, though generally positive about induction, supervision and development
initiatives, describe increasing role complexity and pressures that do not always come with the
comparative protections afforded to other practitioners.

Practice and technology

Hybrid working patterns remain broadly stable, with most staff working 2-3 days from home and
reporting improved ICT helpfulness. Al tools are now being piloted or deployed across most authorities,
with practitioners recognising their potential to reduce administrative burden when used carefully and
ethically. However, there is a clear call for Al to augment, not replace, professional judgement, and for
any roll-out to be opt-in, well-evaluated, and not used to justify reductions in administrative capacity.

Reflections on social care reforms

Views on the social care reforms are cautiously optimistic. Practitioners generally believe local changes
- particularly towards early help - are enabling children and families to receive support sooner.

However, there are mixed views about whether lived experience is being adequately centred in
redesigned services. The success of reforms, respondents emphasise, will depend far more on
implementation quality and resourcing than policy intent.

Career progress and investment

Finally, while career development remains a strong motivator, significant proportions across all levels
identify lack of progression opportunities as a key risk factor for leaving. Although fewer social workers
now express an intention to move into agency work than in 2023, perceptions of flexibility, pay and
levels of investment in the permanent workforce, continue to shape local authority attractiveness.

Sustaining and protecting visible progress

Taken together, the Big Conversation 2025 presents a workforce that is beginning to feel the benefits of
sustained organisational effort, but remains acutely aware of the uncertainties ahead. Progress is
visible, real and valued - but it must be continually nurtured, especially as the sector prepares for
significant structural changes and as a sizeable proportion of experienced workers approach the later
stages of their careers. Ensuring that improvements to culture, workload management, inclusion, and
professional development are deepened and protected will be essential to building a resilient and
sustainable workforce capable of meeting the needs of children and families in the years to come.
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Background to research

The purpose of the Big Conversation has been to revisit the findings of London Innovation &
Improvement Alliance’s (LiiA) and South East Sector Led Improvement Partnership's (SESLIP)
groundbreaking Big Listen research that was completed and published in 2023. The earlier research
was undertaken in the shadow of the pandemic and explored the experience of social workers,
students and managers regardless of their employment status (i.e. local authority and agency workers).
The research included a survey and focus groups. The Big Listen 2023 report can be found here.

The Big Conversation was started in summer 2025 with analysis taking place over an elongated period
to include both survey and focus group responses and capture the latest DFE Children Social Work
Workforce Census (2025) (published in March 2026) as a central benchmark of progress.

Purpose

The purpose of the Big Conversation was to revisit some of the themes of the original research and see
if progress had been made. In addition to this the sector is undergoing a period of turbulence with the
implementation of the social care reforms, the technological changes of remote working alongside the
increasing use of artificial intelligence. The Big Conversation sought to explore social workers' and their
managers' views on these issues.

Response rates

The Big Conversation covers many of the same themes as the Big Listen, repeating the survey and
focus group research model to enable fair comparison. The original survey elicited 1035 responses (589
from London and 446 from the South East) and the 2025 release got an even stronger response with
1220 replies (880 London and 340 from the South East). Every Local Authority and Trust in London and
the South East had a least one social worker who responded to the 2025 survey, with many having tens
of staff respond.

Workforce context and trends

The Big Conversation Survey took place against an improving picture in both the London and the South
East. The most recent DEE Children Social Work Workforce Census (2025) reinforces these
improvements including:

* There are growing numbers of permanent social workers in post with 283 (+4.8%) more in
London and 245 (+5.0%) more in the South East

* Social work vacancies are decreasing with 246 (-14.3%) fewer in London and 17 (-1.8%) fewer in
the South East

* Agency reliance is reducing with 310 fewer (-14.3%) fewer in London and 78 less (-8.9%) in the
South East

* Fewer social workers are leaving local authority roles 45 fewer (-5.0%) leaving in London and 72
fewer (-10.2%) leaving in the South East.
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https://www.liia.london/big-listen/
https://app.powerbi.com/view?r=eyJrIjoiNGViMTllYTUtZjZiOS00YzM2LTlkNWYtYjJiY2IwOTljZjc2IiwidCI6ImQ4YTgyMTcwLWI2NTUtNDZiMC04N2ExLTA0MmU2NTgxODEzZiJ9&embedImagePlaceholder=true&disablecdnExpiration=1774316976
https://app.powerbi.com/view?r=eyJrIjoiNGViMTllYTUtZjZiOS00YzM2LTlkNWYtYjJiY2IwOTljZjc2IiwidCI6ImQ4YTgyMTcwLWI2NTUtNDZiMC04N2ExLTA0MmU2NTgxODEzZiJ9&embedImagePlaceholder=true&disablecdnExpiration=1774316976
https://app.powerbi.com/view?r=eyJrIjoiNGViMTllYTUtZjZiOS00YzM2LTlkNWYtYjJiY2IwOTljZjc2IiwidCI6ImQ4YTgyMTcwLWI2NTUtNDZiMC04N2ExLTA0MmU2NTgxODEzZiJ9&embedImagePlaceholder=true&disablecdnExpiration=1774316976

Representation

The table below shows who took part in the Big Listen 2023 and the Big Conversation 2025 in the wider
workforce context. The DfE census information is based on returns made by local authorities in the
region so provides the most complete picture of the workforce in both regions in the years of the Big

Listen and the Big Conversation.

The background information on ethnicity is based on the 2021 Office for National Statistics census, the

most up-to-date available, so provides the best context for both pieces of research.

London Big Lona London Big SE Big Liste SE Big
London (DfE Listen = onD(;: Conversation SE(DIE ° Plg. SEEM SE Census Conversation
Census 2022) Response ensu;éza Response Census 2022) 'ESp;S_fg (DFE 2025) Response
2023 ) 2025 =
Number of SWsin

vorklorce 7,093 589 (8.3%) 7,488| 880 (11.7%) 5,601 A46 (8%) 5,940 340 (5.7%)
|Agency Staff 24.0% 7.0% 17.8% 5.0% 17.9% 6.0% 13.4% 1.8%
Gender (Female) 83.1% 79.0% 84.3% 74.7% 88.0% 86.0% 88.0% 82.4%
Gender (Male) 17.0% 19.0% 15.7% 17.2% 12.0% 13.0% 12.0% B8.5%

.. 53.4% (gen 18.6% (gen
Ethnicity (BGM) pop 39.9%) 43.0% 58.0% 49.5% pop 12.29%) 11.0% 23.1% 12.6%

44.7% (gen 80.9% (gen
Ethnicity (White) pop 53.8%) 57.0% 39.8% 43.3% pop 86.3%) 89.0% 76.2% 80.3%
Managers 23.7% 32.8% 25.4% 33.8% 24.4% 28.7% 22.7% 36.2%
Social Workers 76.2% 68.0% 74.8% 48.5% 75.6% 71.0% 77.4% 39.4%

Overall responses

Region
Respondents: 1,220 (2025), 1,035 (2023)

2025 #2023

The overall London response to the survey was stronger with almost 12%

of all child and family social workers employed in the capital taking part.

London

The South East response was down slightly, but still included contributions

from almost 6% of all child and family social workers employed in the

region.

Agency social workers

South East

L

3

Employment Status

Respondents: 1,230 (2025), 1,035 (2023)

®2025 92023

The group who were least likely to take part in both regions were agency

social workers. In London only 5% of responses came from agency staff,
when they make up almost 18% of the workforce. In the South East only
1.8% came from agency workers when they make up just over 13% of the

workforce.

Agency
Apprentice/Student
| 0%

Mot working

Other

ot specifieay W%

Local Authority

B =
6%

[ 2%

69%
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https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/datasets/censusbasedstatisticsuk2021

Gender

The workforce in both regions is mostly female (84.3% in
London and 88% in South East) and responses to the survey
from both regions were broadly in line with the make up of the
workforce with 75% of London responses and 83% of South
East responses being from those who identify as female.

Ethnicity

What gender do you identify as?
Respondents: 1,218 {2025), 1,035 (2023)

e,

®2025

2023

Female

| RE

Male 16%
2%

o
(Mot specified) 13

Prefer not to say I .E::

Mon Binary | '2;

Other | ©

In both regions Black and Global Majority (BGM) staff make up more of the workforce than the general
population (60.2% in London and 23.8% in the South East) and responses to the Big Conversation
were well represented in both regions (57% of responses in London and 13% of responses in the

South East).

Notably, BGM representation increased in the
2025 response overall (particularly in London),
important given the differential

which is

Which ethnicity do you identify as?

Respondents: 1,220 (2025), 1,035 (2023)

Black and glebal majority

experience of BGM staff highlighted in the Big

Listen 2023.

Length of time in service

The Big Conversation shows a stronger presence of
more experienced workers with a rise from 509 to
657 of those qualified more than 11 years and a rise
from 136 to 175 of those qualified between 1 to 5

years.

In both regions managers were over-represented. In
London 34% of responses came from managers
(when they make up 26% of the workforce) and in the
South East 36% came from managers (when they
represent 23% of the overall workforce).

5%
(Mot specified) -

How many years qualified
Respondents: 1,080 (2025), 863 (2023)

Not yet qualified | 2=
| 2=
Under 1 year 4%
B i
1 to 5 years 16%
19%
6 to 10 years - i
19%
I

@ 2025 ®2023

11+ years sgag
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Overall sentiments

In 2025 there is an overall sentiment of improvement. Whilst
incremental, this can be seen across the majority of key
statements. This incremental improvement also applies to the
large majority when cross-referenced by role type/level, gender
and ethnicity.

Both regions report small but broad improvements in
comparison to the 2023 research, which focus groups
corroborate. The SE gains are notable for work-life balance and
workload, while London shows stronger gains in ICT and
expenses perceptions. However, psychological safety has edged
down in both regions.

Responses include;
* London only: improvements are strongest in ICT (+0.13), workload (+0.10), expenses (+0.21),
making a difference (+0.08), supervision (+0.06). Psychological safety dipped slightly (-0.03).
e South East only: improvements in work-life balance (+0.16), workload (+0.16), ICT (+0.08), expenses
(+0.24). Psychological safety declined a bit more (-0.10).

It is important to acknowledge that shifts in psychological safety also sit against a backdrop of
heightened political, social and economic unrest nationally, compounded by the uncertainty of
significant reforms across the sector.

Larger scores indicate more positive responses (score of 3 = neutral)

Respondents were asked to rank how much they agreed with each statement from a choice of five cptions, which we have Average score in Average score in  Change
scored from 1 (strong disagreement) to 5 (strong agreement) EEIZS 2023

Good quality supervision is very important to do my job well =¢.54 i 451 0.02 4
Career progression is important to me 422 | 414 0.09 P
1 am able to make a difference for children and families | work with I 4.09 0,08 4
My authority ensures | get good supervision . i 368 0.04
At the authority | work social work staff are valued 371 § 366 0.05 4
How well do information technolegy communications (ICT) and other systems suppert you in your work? 341 | 328 013 4
My job/placement supporis a healthy worklife balange 324 | 315 0,09 4
My workload is manageable 320 | 3.07 013 P
Do you feel safe in your job? (Clarified as "psychological safety’ in 2025 survey) 3.04 ]' 310 -0.06 "P
My expenses are sufficient to cover true costs (e.g. travel) 298 | 274 0.24 4
My pay (or bursany/loan) fairly reflects the job | do = 2.78 1 274 0.05 ‘f
All sentiment questions 3.55 347 0.08

Average scores by ethnicity
s Larger scores indicate more positive responses (score 3 = neutral)
Ethnicity Grouping ;;:riage score in ;;;;ge scorein - Change Gender Average scare in Average score in - Change
- ‘2'025 2023

i ] —
i &
ack and global majority 5 i . g [J.Dﬁ'f'
!

(Not specified) . i 359 -008 Female 353 | -
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Making a difference

The 2023 Big Listen research highlighted strong pride in career choices and a sense of making a
difference but high workloads, cost-of-living pressures, and BGM inequities contributed to agency-drift
catalysed by experiences of racial discrimination and financial necessity.

The 2025 data shows incremental improvements in
workload, work-life balance, ICT, and expenses
perceptions. Pay fairness remains below neutral
and feelings of psychological safety have reduced
slightly.

Equity gaps have narrowed a little but persist.

* London: “workload manageable” and “work-life balance” show modest improvements vs 2023;
hybrid working is the norm (40% work two days at home, 24% three days).

e South East: similar hybrid pattern (34% two days, 27% three days). Gains in workload/work-life
balance are slightly larger than London, yet psychological safety declines more.

Making a difference @ 5trongly agree @ Agree @ Neither agree nor disagree @ Disagree ®5trongly disagree
Respondents
am able to make a difference for children and families | work with 31% 53% 10% | 1,187
At the authority | work social work staff are valuaed 19% 0% 19% . 1,184
Workload
Respondents
My workload is manageable [ 44% 205 m 1,179
My job/placement supports a healthy worklife balance 10% 40% 22% m 1,179
Pay and progression Respondents
L . 1,189
My pay [or bursany/loan) fairly reflects the job | do el 31% 17% m
My expenses are sufficient to cover true costs (e.g. travel) e 33% 27% m 1,1%6
Career progression is important to me 44% 39% 13% | 1195
Supervision
Respondents
My authority ensures | get good supervision 21% 16% . 1,19
o
How well do information techmology communications (ICT) and other systems support you in your work?
1,200 respondents
@ Extremely halpful
W Very helpful
12% 36% T = @ Somewhat halpful
Not so helpful
@ Not at all helpful
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Focus groups corroborate these gains but stress their
fragility during peak periods and the need for protected
learning time for newly qualified social workers. Managers
note growing complexity and, at times, uneven caseload
governance for senior roles. Some Local Authorities
referenced building structured inductions, reflective
practice, and ensuring clear progression pathways which
was contributing to improved confidence among NQs

Supervision and feeling valued

Supervision quality and feeling valued were referenced
repeatedly in all focus groups, with reports of
peer-recognition practices such as affirmation weeks,
peer-to-peer praise encouraged as a ‘norm’ supporting
increased levels of morale. Groups also cited the impact of
high expectations of leadership on newly qualified social
workers and facing external professional challenge.

Inclusive practice

Workforce diversity was highlighted by focus groups as not always translating into inclusive practice.
Examples of discriminatory encounters and differences in how people from various cultural
backgrounds interpret and assess risk can add stress and contribute to retention implications.

Focus groups highlighted that risk assessment isn't culturally neutral, which needs careful
management through training, supervision and inclusive practice.

Caseloads

Caseloads were referenced as the critical retention driver
protected with examples of protected caseloads and
escalation routes being positively received for newly
qualified social workers, but managers referenced that
equivalent protections do not always exist for managers
who carry supervisory responsibilities alongside operational
burdens.

Working arrangements

Hybrid working patterns are broadly stable comparative to
2023, with the majority of respondents working 2 - 3 days
from home. ICT helpfulness is increasingly reported as
“very” or “extremely helpful” (48%).
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Pay and renumeration

More respondents said renumeration leaves them “just
about” comfortable (38%) or “not really” (27%). Those
reporting meeting “very comfortable” remains very low (2%).
Desired salary bands cluster around £50-69k for many roles
with agency workers who would consider switching LA
employment more often citing £60-79k as acceptable. The
need for improved maternity leave pay was also repeatedly
referenced.

* London respondents’ desired salaries gather around
£50-69k (with more choosing £70-79k than in the SE),
and a higher share report longer travel times (22% more
than an hour one-way). Overall renumeration comfort
levels highlight 36% saying “just about”, 28% “not really”
and 11% “not at all.”

* South East respondents’ desired bands are similar but
lean more to £50-59k and £60-69k, with shorter
commutes (38% less than 30 minutes; 44% between 30 -
60 minutes) and renumeration comfort levels highlight
43% saying “just about” and 25% “not really”. Perception
that expenses have improved is present in both regions.

Proximity to work

The Big Conversation highlights most social workers are
employed relatively close to where they live (68% within an
hour commute, 63% in London and 82% in the South East).
When asked hypothetically how far they would be prepared
to travel for a new job 76% identified an hour as the
maximum time for a commute (71% in London and 86% in
the South East).

* In London the top assignment factors remain location, role, career development and the team.
* In the South East the main drivers mirror London but with slightly more emphasis on the team
and flexibility.

[ How long does it take you to travel to work on a typical 1 [ When looking for a new job how much time are you
day? (one way home to your office base)? prepared to travel on a typical day (one way home to
1,177 respondents 1,153 respanses your office base)?

1,176 respondents 1,236 responses

15%
3%

61%

23%

zss the 30 More than  More than  Betweenan  More than ess the 30 More than  More than  Between an  More than
minutes 30 minutes  an hour, less an hour and  two hours minutes 30 minutes  an hour, less an hour and  two hours
less tham an tham an hour half and two less tham an tham an hour half and two
hour and a half hours howur and a half hours
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Career development

More respondents said that career development remains
important to them with 25% placing this as one of the top
three reasons they chose to work with their current
authority, and 33% citing lack of career progression as one
of the top five reasons that could lead to them leaving.
Career development overall was less important to agency
social workers and managers comparatively with 16%
highlighting it as a main reason for moving into agency

work.

* In London career development was slightly more important to respondents with 28% placing this

in the top three reasons.

* In the South East the importance of career development was lower down the list of reasons
respondents chose to work with their current authority, but a larger proportion (37%) highlighted
lack of opportunity to progress as one of the top five reasons that would leave to them leaving.

What were the three main reasons you chose to work for
your current authority?
541 respondents 2,462 responses

Location
Role/specific job
Carear development
==l

Personal reazons

Job security

19%
Py 16%
Manager/supenvisor - 15%
Reputation - 14%

Practice Model (Family Safeguarding. Signs_.. - 12%

Flexible working hours

Future carser opportunities 10%
Zenior leadership 9%
Training/CPD offer %
Commitment to equality, diversity and incl... 6%

Cazeload guarantze 3%

Mon pay bensfits 1%

Senior |Ea|:lEr5hI|} Commitment to equality, diversity and inclusion

Reputation _Iob SECUﬂt‘_\f

Rolefspeuflqob
Fay Locat O Manager/supervisor

Career development Trining/CeD offer
Personal reasons S g
Flexible working hours =™
Practice Model {Fami Iy safeguarding, Signs of Safety etc)

What are the three main reasons that could lead to you
deciding to leave your current authority?
834 respondents 2,713 responses

High caseload/workload

Better pay

Poor supsnvizion/managemesnt

Excessive hours

'

Lack of career progression

Personal circumstances 26%

Poor working conditions 26%

Requiremeant to work at officz 22%

Lack of flexbility (houwrs)

Location {reduce commute)

Carzer changs

-
[
&

Lack of job security

Return to study 2%

Location [reduce commutel | Pergonal circumstances
Excesswe hours — Lack of flexibility (hours)
pay Poor working conditions

High, caseload/workload

Poor supervision/management

Lack of career progression
Requirement to wiork at office

Future career Dpp{H'U.I nities L.._aa;rkegfr-ltl'éaniu"_"
Other responses.. Other responses...
-
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Whilst we heard many positive examples of innovation,
support and development that are positively impacting
progression, opportunities and retention, we also heard of
discrimination where Black and Global Majority colleagues
feel overlooked and permanent staff experienced long-
term agency workers being promoted to management
roles.

We also heard feedback that part-time working may create
a barrier to progress and promotions which was noted as
being particularly discriminatory towards women who

more commonly require flexible working arrangements
for caring responsibilities.

Opportunities for sabbaticals and secondments were
referenced as tools for retention, but were often not
always encouraged.

Agency working

One quite significant difference from our 2023 survey
2025 was local authority social workers interest in agency
work. In 2023 20% were planning to work for an agency
and a further 21% were open to the possibility (rates were
similar across both regions). In the 2025 survey this had
reduced to 15% planning to work for an agency and a
further drop to 13% open to the possibility of working for
an agency.

In 2023 the Big Listen highlighted that BGM staff are disproportionately in agency cohorts due to
experiences of racial discrimination and financial pressures. In 2025, agency preferences persist,
particularly in London, but at a lower rate than previously identified.

‘Do you plan to work for an agency in
the future?
* The London agency cohort in the 2025 research is 840 respondents
larger and highlights that if pay caps were introduced,
41% would prefer to work agency even if pay were the - _ .
same; 35% would move at a 30% premium cap.
* The South East agency cohort is a smaller response Yes 15%
in 2025; 45% say a 30% premium limit could encourage
LA moves. \aybe/pazsibly 10%
Mot surefuncertain 3%
. r
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Supervision and psychological safety

London shows upticks in the sentiment that “authorities
ensure good supervision” and “staff are valued” though
psychological safety is down slightly.

South East shows similar upticks but a larger drop in
psychological safety.

Artificial intelligence in practice

There were multiple reports of Al pilots and/or adoption of Al tools locally with examples primarily
referencing use of Magic Notes and Microsoft CoPilot. In 2025, 69% overall report that their employer
has deployed or piloted Al tools; more LAs mention active trials in London than in the South East.

* London: higher reporting of Al pilots/use (69% “Yes") . - — .
L . . Has your employer deployed (including pilots) the use
and more LAs mentlomng CoPllot/Mag|c Notes (MS of artificial intelligence in any aspects of your work
CoPilotin 18 LAs; Magic Notes in 10). with children and their families?

1,038 respondents

e South East: Al adoption is lower but present (Magic

Notes and CoPilot are mentioned in a smaller set of . 6%
LASs).
Focus groups highlighted that Al tools are perceived to " - -

save time on note-taking and drafting when used
responsibly but cautioned that increased use of Al should Don't know || 4%
augment not substitute and called for opt-in pilots with
clear metrics that do not reduce administrative capacity .
until benefits are evidenced long-term.

Social care reforms

Views on Multi-Agency Child Protection Teams from focus group discussions were mixed with a small
split between “very beneficial” and “neutral”. The takeaway message was that the success of the reforms
will depend more on implementation fidelity and resourcing than policy headlines.

There was also acknowledgement from some attendees that whilst Family Support Worker roles are
highly valued and skilled, some LAs carry a perception that affects recruitment and retention.
‘Rebranding’ and explicit pathways were referenced as key factors in success and candidate attraction.

Overall there is strong confidence that the changes LAs are making will ensure children and families get
help sooner (81%), but there is a more mixed view about whether users’ lived experience is central.

* In London there is stronger confidence that early help changes are being implemented (83% “Yes”).
* In the South East 76% report employers making changes for early help. Perceptions about lived
experience being central are similar (mostly “moderate” or “a lot").
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s "

1s your employer making changes that will ensure My employers progress making users’ lived experience
children and families get help sooner? central to design, delivery and evaluation of children's
1,002 respondents services

915 respondents

fes A great dea 10%

- - Alot
A moderate amount
Don't know 5%
A little
Other 4% Mone at al 6%
\_ il

Incremental sustainable progress

The Big Conversation presents a motivating picture where some progress has been made on the key
issues identified in our earlier research. The incremental progress evident from both our quantitative
and qualitative data and research highlights that the continuous efforts made by employers has led to
overall improvement that is sustainable.

It suggests local authorities and their leaders have made changes that the children’s social care
workforce are benefiting from. This aligns with other changes, such as the implementation of the
social care reforms, and changes to the CSC SW Agency Worker Rules, are starting to have an impact
with modest changes to local authorities’ ability to recruit and retain the children’s social care staff
they need.

Continue to nurture

Whilst encouraging against a backdrop of rising permanent social workers, reduced agency reliance
and lower turnover rates highlighted in the 2025 social worker workforce census, this new research
also acknowledges that these ‘green shoots' are fragile and need to continue to be nurtured,
particularly during this time of significant change across the sector. This includes consideration the
Early Career Framework changes and possible dilution of the role of Social Workers in some areas of
practice.

Change with care

The research also suggests that the workforce in both regions is positively disposed to the potential
benefits of change as a result of the social care reforms and technological developments, but realistic
that they will only have the impact needed if they are developed and implemented in ways that
support practice.
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This suggests local authorities and leaders need to take great care when making these changes to
ensure the progress continues to support a strong and stable workforce.

Retaining and replenishing experience

There are also some risk attached to this, in both regions almost a third of the workforce being over 50
(32.3% in London with highest individual authority peaks at 45.4% and in the South East with the
highest individual authority peaks at 38.2%). There is some precedent for older workers considering
leaving the children’s social care workforce rather than working through a time of challenging and
unabridged system reforms.

Takeaways to support locally
In the Big Listen we suggested a set of questions that local authority children’s social care leaders

should ask to help understand their workforce. Several years on we think these are still the right
themes to focus on.

Each authority needs to tailor this to the needs of their workforce by reviewing your staff's response to
the Big Conversation (or other local data) alongside a deep dive into the Children’s Social Workforce
Workforce Census.

Thank you to the many colleagues who participated in this research, both through the survey and focus
groups. The wealth and richness of contributions has sought to reinforce the workforce as our greatest asset
and enabler.

Rula Tripolitaki - Head of Delivery & Workforce - London Innovation & Improvement Alliance (LIIA)
Email - rula.tripolitaki@londoncouncils.gov.uk

Mark Evans - Workforce Programme Lead - South East Sector Led Improvement Programme (SESLIP)
Email - mark@markevansconsulting.co.uk

SESLIP

South East Sector Led
Improvement Programme

® ® Together for
London’s Children -
L"AW Q The Big
Conversation

LONDON INNOVATION AND IMPROVEMENT ALLIANCE

The voice of Child & Family Social Woerkers


https://www.liia.london/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/Appendix-FINAL.pdf
mailto:rula.tripolitaki@londoncouncils.gov.uk
mailto:rula.tripolitaki@londoncouncils.gov.uk
mailto:mark@markevansconsulting.co.uk

	April 2026
	THE BIG CONVERSATION The voice of child & family social workers
	London Innovation & Improvement Alliance (LIIA) South East Sector Led Improvement Programme (SESLIP)
	WORKFORCE RESEARCH

	Summary of contents
	Executive Summary
	Introduction
	Who took part
	What’s changed
	Conclusion

	Executive Summary
	Updating the picture
	Slow and steady recovery

	Fragility persists
	Practice and technology
	Reflections on social care reforms
	Career progress and investment
	Sustaining and protecting visible progress
	Who took part
	Representation
	Overall responses
	Agency social workers

	Gender
	Ethnicity
	Length of time in service
	Making a difference
	“My LA is an innovative, responsive and caring. I have developed important relationships with like-minded colleagues and managers that has influenced me to stay here. I feel proud of the Council's achievements and to be one of its employees.”
	Conclusion
	Incremental sustainable progress
	Continue to nurture
	Change with care

	Retaining and replenishing experience
	Takeaways to support locally

