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Children's social work case complexity 
has increased due to Covid, councils 
tell DfE 
Regular survey of Covid's impact finds more councils describing a rise in case 
complexity due to pandemic pressures, though councils split on whether they 
anticipate increases in referrals 
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A growing number of local authorities have reported an increase in the complexity of children's 

social work cases due to pandemic pressures, a Department for Education (DfE) survey has 

found. 

The report on wave 22 of the department's vulnerable children and young people survey found 

councils reporting issues including increased mental health problems among parents and children, 

parental substance misuse, neglect and emotional abuse, non-accidental injury, more newborns 

presenting in care proceedings, self-harming in young people, acute family crisis situations and 

escalation of risk in existing cases. 

The survey, which has tracked local authorities' pandemic response since the end of April 2020, 

found that increasing numbers of councils reported greater case complexity between September 

2020 and March 2021, to which the latest wave of the research refers. Some said this had been 

evidenced in the fact that there had been an increase in conversion rates from contact with 

families to referrals to social care, and from referrals to assessments. 

In addition to the more recent increases in case complexity, the survey has found a "clear and 

consistent theme" of rising numbers of domestic abuse cases throughout the pandemic. 

Councils split on anticipated referrals 

Since the start of the pandemic, referrals volumes have lagged behind previous years' levels, a 

trend that continued into the second week of March 2021, when they were 11% lower than the 

annual average for the equivalent week in 2017-20. Across all 22 waves, referrals are also 11% 

down on the previous three years. This has raised concerns about a sharp rise in referrals due to 

"hidden harms" caused by the pandemic or left unexposed by successive lockdowns and school 

closures. 

The report found a split in whether local authorities anticipated a rise in referrals following the 

reopening of schools in March, the truth of which will be revealed in subsequent waves of the 

survey. 

Councils not anticipating a rise in referrals said that more children had been in school, and that 

schools had been in touch with all children during the latest lockdown, compared with previous 

ones. 

Authorities that were anticipating an uptick in referrals upon the reopening of schools said that 

they were increasing their staff capacity and were working with partners and schools to ensure 

resources were available to support families. 

Some local authorities said that any anticipated rise in referrals and demand would not happen 

immediately. One council reported: "Referrals from schools have not increased since the return to 

school — this follows a similar pattern to the last return in autumn and we are anticipating that as 

things settle we will see a rise." 

Social worker absences drop 
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The proportion of councils reporting more than 10% of their social workers were absent from work 

due to Covid also dropped in the latest wave of the DfE data, to just 1% of local authorities, from 

22-24 March 2021. 

This is a decrease from 3% in wave 21 of the data (8-10 March), 6% in wave 17 of the data (11-13 

January) and down from the peak of 13% in waves one and two in May 2020, when the first wave 

of the pandemic hit. 

Related articles 

• Number of councils reporting high social worker absences due to Covid rises sharply 

• 12 lessons for children's social work from practising under Covid 
• Worsening mental health, domestic abuse and poverty as support falls: social 

workers count cost of Covid 

The British Association of Social Workers (BASW) and the Association of Directors of Children's 

Services (ADCS) both responded to the survey results by calling for greater investment in 

children's services. 

A BASW spokesperson said: "Since the beginning of the coronavirus outbreak, social workers 

have gone above and beyond to meet the needs of the most vulnerable at a time of skyrocketing 

demand and increasingly complex cases, with members reporting working around the clock to 

meet the shortfall of available staff in their teams. However, a lack of funding, resources and 

staffing has meant that inevitably, children and families have not been able to receive the support 

they deserve. 

'Risk of further harm to at-risk generation' 

"At a time where children have the odds stacked against them, after a year of being deprived of 

access to education, social-emotional stimulation, and increased household vulnerability to 

poverty, poor mental health and substance misuse, the government must pull out all the stops 

when it comes to investing in social care, or risk further harming an already at-risk generation." 

ADCS president Charlotte Ramsden said: "Although Covid-19 appears to pose a lower risk of 

infection to children and young people, they have been affected by the secondary impacts of the 

pandemic such as loss of learning, the impact of successive lockdowns on their mental and 

emotional health and being unable to access services they may have previously relied on. For 

many, the pandemic will have exacerbated pre-existing challenges such as poverty, hunger, 

parental ill health and domestic abuse. 

"As the survey findings note, local authorities are now seeing greater complexity of need being 

presented by children and families. Added to this, we know that early help and preventative 

services across the country are experiencing an increase in demand. 
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"Now more than ever we need to work with children and families who are at risk of poor outcomes 

at the earliest possible stage, but only with adequate long-term national investment can we 

continue to provide this vital support." 

5 Responses to Children's social work case complexity has increased due 
to Covid, councils tell DfE 

Anony moUS May 6, 2021 at 7:52 pm # 

It's not just the lived situations of children and young people which have become increasingly complex, it's also 
the workload of Social Workers themselves. My authority had held several 'audits' throughout the pandemic 
which had led to an increase in work for us — child and family assessments for every single looked after child 
(with an 8 week time limit set before management discussions around why they aren't completed — despite the 
continuing need for LAC planning documents!), permanence reviews and pushes to progress children to 
permanence, education audits and a push to get children away from being NEET (in the current climate of all 
times!) and much more. On top of this we have had to remain in fortnightly contact with all of our children and 
carers throughout and ensure that this is recorded within 48 hours for DfE reporting. It feels as though 
management have more time on their hands and assume that social workers must also have had this increase 
but as described above it's simply not true, if anything the complexity of the children and families I am working 
with has only increased — leading to longer days and more difficulty in progressing plans. 

Anon May 8, 2021 at 10:49 pm # 

That sounds like good management to be honest. Our aspirations for children shouldn't stop due to covid. 
Preventing NEET should be an all time aspiration. Assessments must be done in 8 weeks — there's a 
statutory 45 days so sounds like they've given you the max timescale — we have to do ours in 10 days. 
What you're describing is the basics and if you weren't doing those, good on your management. If you 
don't understand the importance, then that's problematic for you, but sounds like they won't make it 
problematic for children. Just my thoughts anyway. 

Helena May 19, 2021 at 6:57 am # 

You clearly missed the point. The person expressed his/her workload increased without an increase 
of resources, which created additional stress and pressure on Social Workers. 

Carol May 13, 2021 at 6:22 pm # 

It may be due to lack of resources and timescales but, from my own experience, I have found there are Social 
Workers who don't deal with 'complexity', everything is so 'black or white' and life is never that straightforward 
especially for victims of domestic abuse. There just doesn't seem to be the time or need to understand or want to 
support long term and that must be down to top management. 

I know you have to assess and have reviews in order to support but at times it just seems that's all what Social 
Care is about today without actually really helping people. 
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So if this was the situation already how are Social Services going to cope with the complexities of problems 
arising from this pandemic? 

Helena May 19, 2021 at 7:04 am # 

Due to a lack of resources, high caseloads and pressures, we tend to put a sticky tape over problems which 
loosens as time goes by. The family are then re-referred back into the service with same or similarly problems. 
Will we ever break the cycle!!!? 

Hampshire 
County Council 

Children's Social Worker 

https://www.communitycare.co.uk/2021 /05/06/chiIdrens-social-work-case-complexity-increased-due-covid-councils-teIAfe/ 5/12 

INQ000268029_0005 



07/09/2023, 17:17 Children's social work case complexity has increased due to Covid, councils tell DfE - Community Care 

I Featu red lobs 

Senior Practitioner 
Hereford, Herefordshire 

HC9 - £36,298 - £40,478 
Community Wellbeing 

plus £3,000 welcome ub Social care 

payment 

Working in Adult Social Care you will make a real 
difference to people's lives every day. 

Social Worker —Children in Care 
Hereford, Herefordshire 

HCO8 £37,020 -£41,298 fr
(including Market,( g £5000 

j Young People 
Forces Supplement) per 
annum 

We are looking for Children in Care Social Workers 
with passion and drive to help us improve our 
service and continue to make us the best we can be. 

Senior Social Worker (Older Adults) 
Fareham, Hampshire 

£36,167 - 40,464 per 'i1 Hampshire 
annum (plus a market 0Q' CountypCouncil 
supplement of £3,000 per 
annum) 

We're a high-performing County Council with a 
vision in Adults' Health and Care to help people live 
long, healthy and happy lives, with the maximum... 

Day Opportunities Support Worker (Adults' 
Health and Care) 

Farnborough Community 
Link, Farnborough '4 Hampshire 

£21,190 -£22,215 pro 0 County Council 
rata, per annum 

Our aim is to enhance the lives of adults with 
physical or learning disabilities through meaningful 
and engaging day-time activities. If you share ... 

Assistant Learning and Development Officer 
Elizabeth II Court, 
Winchester - Hybrid working  Hampshire 
(home and office based) 0 County Council 

£28,934 to £32,026 per 
annum 

We're looking for a trainer who has experience of 
delivering training and support in a variety of ways. 

Li. 

https://www.communitycare.co.uk/2021 /05/06/chiIdrens-social-work-case-complexity-increased-due-covid-councils-teIAfe/ 6/12 

INQ000268029_0006 



07/09/2023, 17:17 Children's social work case complexity has increased due to Covid, councils tell DfE - Community Care 

i 

'I value the teaching and 
1 learning I get and how I can 

give back to families' 

'We firmly believe that 
disabled people are the IN experts in their own lives' 

Webinar: transitioning from 
agency to a permanent social 
work role 

Podcast: supporting 
practitioners with secondary 
trauma 

1F j How one council secured a 
second consecutive 

' outstanding rating for 
children's services 

Including care leavers in 
decision making is improving 

Sa, outcomes for children in 
care 

Employer zone - showcasing 
a selection of the sector's top 
recruiters 

I Community Care

Good practice tips in 
safeguarding people with 

5 _ dementia 

Parental substance misuse: 
tips for completing 
assessments 

https://www.communitycare.co.uk/2021 /05/06/chiIdrens-social-work-case-complexity-increased-due-covid-councils-teIAfe/ 7/12 

INQ000268029_0007 



07/09/2023, 17:17 Children's social work case complexity has increased due to Covid, councils tell DfE - Community Care 

When social work becomes a 
family affair 

Mental health social workers 
vote to strike over 'chronic 
staffing issues' 

The text: a comic about 
social work pay 

S'L' POPT 

y . 

Guide to determining 
ordinary residence for 
aftercare under the Mental 
Health Act 

I You might h 

https://www.communitycare.co.uk/2021 /05/06/chiIdrens-social-work-case-complexity-increased-due-covid-councils-teIAfe/ 8/12 

INQ000268029_0008 



07/09/2023, 17:17 Children's social work case complexity has increased due to Covid, councils tell DfE - Community Care 

Find out how to develop your 
emotional resilience with our 
free downloadable guide 

Develop your social work 
career with Community 
Care's Careers and Training 
Guide 

I , 
'Dear Sajidjavid: please end 

inappropriate detention the 
of autistic people and those 
with learning disabilities' 

Ofsted calls for power to 
scrutinise children's home 
groups 

Seven in eight 
commissioners paying below 
'minimum rate for home 
care' 

https://www.communitycare.co.uk/2021 /05/06/chiIdrens-social-work-case-complexity-increased-due-covid-councils-teIAfe/ 9/12 

INQ000268029_0009 



07/09/2023, 17:17 Children's social work case complexity has increased due to Covid, councils tell DfE - Community Care 

More from Community Care 

Our products 
How we can help your organisation 

Find out more 

jobs 
The best social work and social care jobs 

Find a job 

https://www.communitycare.co.uk/2021 /05/06/chiIdrens-social-work-case-complexity-increased-due-covid-councils-teIAfe/ 10/12 

1NQ000268029_0010 



07/09/2023, 17:17 Children's social work case complexity has increased due to Covid, councils tell DfE - Community Care 

Learning 

CC Inform, the online resource for practitioners 

Find out more 

Live 

The biggest and best social care event 

Register now 

https://www.commu nitycare. co.0 k/2021 /05/06/ch iIdrens-social-work-case-complexity-increased-due-covid-counci Is-teIAfe/ 11/12 

1NQ000268029_0011 



07/09/2023, 17:17 Children's social work case complexity has increased due to Covid, councils tell DfE - Community Care 

Connect with us 

0  Facebook 

Twitter 

Linked In 

U Instagram 

Topics 

Adults 

Children 

Workforce 

Social work leadership 

More information 
About us 

Contact us 

Write for Community Care 

Accessibility 

Advertise with us 

Privacy 

Terms & conditions 

Cookies 

MA Education 

© MA Education 2023. St Jude's Church, Dulwich Road, Herne Hill, London SE24 OPB, a company registered in 
England and Wales no. 04002826. MA Education is part of the MarkAllen Group. All Rights Reserved 

https://www.communitycare.co.uk/2021 /05/06/chiIdrens-social-work-case-complexity-increased-due-covid-councils-teIAfe/ 12/12 

1NQ000268029_0012 


