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Introduction 

 

Social Work Scotland is the professional body for social work leaders, working closely with 

our partners to shape policy and practice, and improve the quality and experience of social 

services. We welcome this opportunity to provide a response to the Scottish Social 

Services Council Standards for Social Work Education pre- and post-qualifying consultation 

2025.  

 

This response draws on engagement with practitioners, educators, policy leads, and sector 

representatives, including insights from a workshop hosted by Social Work Scotland on 18 

August 2025. Across all contributions, there was a strong, shared commitment to ensuring 

the revised standards reflect the profession’s core values and the realities of practice. 

 

We believe the standards must be grounded in human rights, relationship-based practice, 

and the ethical involvement of people with lived experience. These are not optional extras, 

they are central to how social work is understood and delivered in Scotland. The standards 

should reflect the relational nature of the profession, recognising people as experts in their 

own lives and as active partners in practice and learning. 

 

Throughout the consultation, members emphasised the need to foreground core social 

work values more clearly. Ethical principles are currently placed at the end of the SiSWE, 

which risks downplaying their foundational role. Members strongly advocated for these 

principles to be repositioned at the start of the document as a standalone section. This 

would signal their centrality to social work education and provide a clear ethical lens 

through which the rest of the standards can be interpreted. While these principles should 

also be embedded throughout the framework, introducing them upfront would support 

shared understanding and reinforce the profession’s commitment to human rights, relational 

integrity, and ethical practice. 
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Concerns were also raised about language and tone. In places, the standards risk 

reinforcing a transactional view of practice. Members called for more relational, strengths-

based language and examples that reflect the complexity of real-world social work. They 

also highlighted the ethical tensions that arise in contexts involving control and protection, 

where individual and collective rights must be carefully balanced. The standards should 

support practitioners to navigate these dilemmas with clarity and confidence. 

 

In integrated settings, social workers must maintain a strong sense of professional identity. 

Members stressed the importance of supporting students and newly qualified workers to 

understand and articulate the unique contribution of social work, grounded in social justice, 

ethical partnership, and relational practice. 

 

Some proposed changes to Part 1 of the SiSWE were seen as overly strategic, rather than 

practical. Members emphasised the need for the standards to remain usable as tools for 

learning, supervision, and assessment. They must be achievable within current systems 

and reflect the shared responsibility of organisations, not just individuals, for wellbeing, 

digital competence, and ethical practice. This includes recognising the structural supports 

needed to enable these responsibilities. 

 

To be effective, the standards must translate values into practical, measurable guidance. 

Embedding ethical principles and human rights throughout the framework and ensuring co-

production with people with lived experience is meaningful and safeguarded will be 

essential. However, members acknowledged the challenges of embedding co-production in 

practice, particularly where structural constraints exist. Organisational cultures must actively 

support and value this way of working, with clear accountability for enabling it. 

 

In relation to the proposed post-qualifying standards, members welcomed the ambition to 

articulate a clearer framework for ongoing learning and development. However, there were 

concerns about the definitions and categories proposed, particularly the concept of 

“advanced social worker,” which was seen by many as conflating expertise with managerial 

status. Members highlighted the need to recognise and value advanced practice in non-

managerial roles, including specialisms in education, policy, and in direct practice. There 

was also a call to revisit the categorisation of roles to better reflect the diversity of the 

workforce and the range of contributions made by social workers across different settings. 

Importantly, members questioned the purpose and function of these categories. If they are 

to guide professional learning and development, they must be clearly linked to the wider 

framework for social work education and career progression. If they are to inform 

remuneration or recognition, they must be developed in partnership with employers and 

aligned with national workforce strategies. Without clarity on their intended use, there is a 

risk that the categories will create confusion rather than cohesion. 

 

Clarity of purpose is essential. If the categories are intended to guide professional 

development, they must be clearly linked to the wider framework for social work education. 

If they are to inform remuneration or recognition, they must be developed in partnership 
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with employers and aligned with national workforce strategies. Without clarity on their 

intended use, there is a risk that the categories will create confusion rather than cohesion. 

 

This consultation is a valuable opportunity to reaffirm the values that define social work in 

Scotland. The revised standards must reflect not only what social work stands for, but how 

it is practiced, ethically, relationally, and in line with the legal and structural responsibilities 

of the role. 
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Consultation Questions: 

 

Part 1 - Reviewing the Standards in Social Work Education 

 

5. We want to reflect how people who access services want to be described within 

the standards. This involved the SSSC Codes of Practice refresh agreed on the term 

people. We are interested in your preference.  

 

Options: People, Individuals, Service users, People accessing services, People with 

lived experience 

 

People – viewed as the most respectful term. 

 

6. To what extent do you agree with the following statements? 

 

Options: Strongly disagree, Disagree, Neither agree not disagree, Agree, Strongly 

agree 

 

Where appropriate we should replace inter- relationship with intersectionality to 

better reflect our understanding of how social categories can interconnect with 

experiences of discrimination, privilege and oppression. 

 

Disagreed - Members discussed the proposal to replace “inter-relationship” with 

“intersectionality” in the standards. While recognising the academic value of the term, many 

felt that its practical application in social work can be complex and is not always well 

understood by students or practitioners. Intersectionality is a useful analytical concept, but 

without clear definitions and examples, there is a risk that its inclusion could lead to 

confusion or superficial use. Members expressed a preference for language that is 

accessible and supports meaningful engagement across the profession. Retaining more 

familiar terms, while offering opportunities to explore intersectionality in appropriate learning 

contexts, may help ensure the standards remain inclusive and usable in everyday practice. 

 

We should replace ‘monitor’ as appropriate with terms such as support/facilitate/ 

enable/intervene or reassess. 

 

Agree (with caveats) - Members felt that while terms like “support,” “facilitate,” and 

“enable” are more person-centred and strengths-based, the term “monitor” still holds an 

important place in practice, especially in safeguarding and justice contexts. Crucially, 

members emphasised that social workers must be supported to reflect critically on the 

power they hold, and that removing the term “monitor” could obscure the reality of 

professional responsibility and accountability. Replacing it entirely risks skirting the ethical 

complexity of certain interventions. Social Work Scotland advocates for flexibility in 

language, allowing “monitor” to be used appropriately and transparently, alongside more 

empowering alternatives where suitable. 
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7. Do you have any other suggestions about the language used in the SiSWE? 

 

Members strongly recommended that the language used in the SiSWE be reviewed to 

ensure it is accessible, inclusive, and consistent across all frameworks. There was concern 

that current terminology is often vague, overly complex, and transactional - creating barriers 

to understanding and engagement, particularly for students, newly qualified practitioners, 

and neurodiverse learners. 

 

Key suggestions included: 

 

• Avoid jargon and buzzwords unless clearly defined and supported by practical, real-

world examples. 

• Embed ethical and human rights principles throughout the standards using 

relationship-based, trauma-informed language. 

• Reflect the realities of practice, including systemic barriers, resource pressures, and 

moral distress, rather than idealised or abstract expectations. 

• Provide concrete, practice-based examples to support interpretation and 

accommodate diverse learning styles. 

• Encourage critical reflection on power dynamics, organisational culture, and 

professional identity in social work roles. 

• Ensure consistency of terminology across the SiSWE, NQSW standards, and post-

qualifying frameworks to support continuity in learning and development. 

• Consider a visual redesign of the standards to improve clarity, usability, and 

accessibility. 

•  

Additionally, members raised concerns about the inclusion of group work within the 

standards. This was seen as outdated and misaligned with current practice contexts, where 

opportunities to demonstrate competence in group work are increasingly limited. Students 

often struggle to meet this requirement, leading to unnecessary anxiety and confusion 

during assessment. There was a strong call to modernise the language and expectations to 

reflect the diversity of contemporary social work interventions and avoid prescribing 

approaches that may no longer be feasible or relevant in many settings. 

 

Clarity and structure 

 

8. Do you think the ethical principles which underpin the SiSWE should be made 

more prominent in the updated version?  

 

Strongly Agree 

 

9. If yes, how could this be achieved? 
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Members strongly agreed that the ethical principles should be given greater prominence in 

the updated SiSWE. Currently positioned at the end of the document, they were described 

as feeling “shoehorned in” and disconnected from practice. To better reflect their 

foundational importance, members recommended that the principles be placed at the 

beginning of the standards and woven throughout each section, with clear links to practice 

examples. A visual redesign - such as a wraparound or circular model - was suggested to 

illustrate how ethical principles underpin all aspects of social work education. Members also 

emphasised the need to frame these principles in ways that highlight human rights, 

relational practice, and strengths-based approaches, rather than relying on transactional or 

procedural language. This shift would support meaningful engagement with ethical practice 

and better reflect the core values of the profession. 

 

10. Do you think that the standards ensure that people are recognised as experts by 

experience within a social work role? 

 

No  

 

11. If no, what can be improved? 

 

Members felt that while the standards acknowledge lived experience to some extent, they 

do not go far enough in recognising people as experts by experience. Social work is built on 

relationships, and members emphasised that people should be seen not only as recipients 

of support but as active contributors to practice and learning. There was a call for stronger, 

more explicit language that reflects the value of lived experience, alongside practical 

examples to illustrate meaningful co-production and avoid tokenism. Ethical safeguards 

were also highlighted as essential to ensure that involvement is not exploitative. The current 

language was seen as making people appear passive, rather than empowered partners in 

their own care and support. Additionally, members noted that many social workers still 

struggle to understand concepts like co-production and outcomes, suggesting a need for 

clearer guidance and training to embed these principles in everyday practice. 

 

Members also reflected on the complexity of recognising lived experience as expertise. 

While lived experience brings invaluable insight and perspective, the development of 

expertise is shaped by a range of factors - including opportunities for reflection, the level of 

personal insight, and the context in which experience is shared. It is important that the 

standards acknowledge this nuance, supporting respectful and inclusive engagement while 

maintaining clarity about the different forms of knowledge that inform social work practice. 

 

In light of these reflections, members strongly recommend that Standard 6 be broadened 

and repositioned more prominently within the framework to emphasise its importance. 

Elevating this standard would signal a clearer commitment to valuing lived experience as a 

form of expertise and help embed co-production as a core principle of social work practice, 

rather than a peripheral consideration. 
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12. Do you think that the standards are clear? For example, is there a shared 

understanding that ‘across the lifespan’ includes from pre-birth and into 

bereavement? 

 

No  

 

13. If no, what can be improved? 

 

Members highlighted that the language used in the SiSWE is often vague, overly complex, 

and difficult to interpret, particularly for students, newly qualified workers, and neurodiverse 

learners. Terms like “across the lifespan” lack consistent understanding and can undermine 

confidence. Social Work Scotland advocates for clearer definitions, more direct language, 

and the inclusion of practice-based examples to support interpretation. There was also 

strong support for a visual redesign to improve usability and accommodate diverse learning 

styles. The standards must reflect current practice realities and avoid language that feels 

abstract, transactional, or disconnected from the values of relationship-based and rights-

focused social work. 

 

14. Do you think that the standards specific are enough? For example, is there a 

shared understanding of words such as sufficient and meaningful? 

 

No 

 

15. If no, what can be improved? 

 

Members noted that the standards often rely on vague terms like “sufficient” and 

“meaningful,” which lack shared definitions and can lead to confusion, particularly when 

assessing competence or progress. This ambiguity risks inconsistent interpretation across 

education and practice. To address this, members recommended clearer definitions, 

practice-based examples, and language that is realistic, relational, and inclusive.  

 

16. Do you have any suggestions to improve the clarity and structure of the SiSWE? 

 

Members agreed that the current structure of the SiSWE is overly linear and difficult to 

navigate, limiting its clarity and accessibility. They recommended repositioning ethical 

principles to reflect their foundational role, using visual formats to show how values 

underpin practice, and including practice-based examples to aid interpretation. It was also 

explored that the structure and headings of the standards may constrain their ability to 

reflect broader, cross-cutting themes, and that a review of the headings could help make 

space for more inclusive and values-based content. 

 

Representation and inclusivity 
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17. Do the standards sufficiently reflect the complexities of working in an 

organisational structure that upholds anti-racist practice? 

 

No 

 

18. Please use the space below to expand on your answer. 

 

Members agreed that the standards do not sufficiently reflect the complexities of working 

within organisational structures that aim to uphold anti-racist practice. While the aspiration 

is welcome, the current framing places disproportionate responsibility on individuals, 

without acknowledging the systemic barriers and organisational cultures that shape 

practice. The profession requires standards that support critical reflection on power 

dynamics, discriminatory structures, and the moral distress that arises when policy 

commitments are not matched by operational realities. The standards must promote 

professional courage and recognise that ethical, anti-oppressive practice is a shared 

responsibility between practitioners, employers, and education providers. 

 

19. Do the standards sufficiently reflect the complexities of working in an 

organisational structure that upholds the six principles of trauma-informed practice? 

 

No 

 

20. Please use the space below to expand on your answer. 

 

Members agreed that the standards lack clarity and depth in reflecting trauma-informed 

principles. While these approaches are increasingly embedded in service delivery, the 

standards risk individualising responsibility, placing the burden on students and 

practitioners to manage the emotional impact of practice without acknowledging the 

organisational conditions that contribute to burnout and moral distress. Trauma-informed 

practice must extend beyond supported people to include those delivering and learning 

within the system. Embedding these principles requires more than language; it demands 

structural alignment, ethical safeguards, and supportive environments that promote 

emotional safety, professional courage, and critical reflection. 

 

Members also noted that trauma-informed practice continues to be an area of active 

discussion within the profession. While the principles are widely adopted and valued, it is 

important that students and practitioners are supported to engage critically with emerging 

evidence and perspectives. Embedding trauma-informed approaches within the standards 

should be accompanied by opportunities for reflection and dialogue, recognising that 

understanding and application may evolve over time. This will help ensure that practice 

remains ethically grounded and responsive to the complexities of real-world contexts. 

 

Representation and inclusivity 
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21. Do you think that the standards sufficiently reflect the role of social work as part 

of a response to ecological challenges that can impact directly on our communities? 

 

No 

 

22. If no, what could be improved? 

 

Members acknowledged the increasing relevance of ecological issues such as climate 

change, flooding, and pandemics, and the ways these can impact communities and social 

work practice. However, they also noted the importance of ensuring that any additions to 

the standards are purposeful and supported by clear guidance. There was concern that 

introducing new thematic areas without sufficient clarity could place additional pressure on 

practitioners already navigating complex and demanding environments. While the principles 

of green social work are recognised as valuable, members suggested that their inclusion 

should be clearly defined and meaningfully connected to existing frameworks. Terms like 

“ecological awareness” were seen as potentially ambiguous, with “environmental context” 

offered as a more accessible alternative. Rather than prescribing specific competencies, 

members advocated for a broader emphasis on social justice, community resilience, and 

systemic understanding, grounded in the realities of practice. Given the already full 

curriculum, particularly for postgraduate students, any new content must be carefully 

considered to avoid diluting core learning. 

 

Adaption to modern practices 

 

23.Should there be a stronger focus on digital technology within the standards? 

 

Yes – but with flexibility and context 

 

24. If yes, what type of things should be reflected? 

 

Members supported a stronger focus on digital technology within the standards, recognising 

its growing role in social work. However, they cautioned against over-specifying tools or 

platforms, which could quickly date the framework. Instead, they advocated for a flexible, 

values-led approach that supports ethical decision-making and critical reflection in digital 

contexts. Digital practice should be grounded in human rights, privacy, and choice, and 

framed as an enabler of relationship-based work, not a replacement for it. Clear definitions 

and adaptable guidance are needed to ensure relevance across diverse organisational 

settings and evolving technologies. 

 

25. Do you think that the standards reflect the skills practitioners need to promote a 

wide range of approaches to communication and engagement? 

 

No 
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26. If no, what could be improved? 

 

Members agreed that while communication is central to social work, the standards do not 

fully reflect the diversity of approaches required in modern practice. There was a strong call 

to recognise digital and tech-enabled communication as part of contemporary engagement, 

while maintaining a focus on relationship-based practice. The standards should reflect 

cultural, linguistic, and neurodiversity, and support practitioners to adapt their 

communication styles accordingly. Members emphasised that communication is not just a 

skill, it is a core relational tool shaped by power dynamics, organisational context, and 

ethical considerations, and must be supported by inclusive, values-led standards and 

concrete examples. 

 

27. Do you think the standards reflect the knowledge practitioners need to support 

individuals' preferred ways to communicate and engage? 

 

Partially – but this needs strengthening 

 

28. If no, what could be improved? 

 

Members felt the standards don’t go far enough in helping practitioners understand how to 

support people’s preferred ways of communicating. Social workers need to be able to: 

• Adapt to different needs, including disability, neurodiversity, culture, and language. 

• Use digital tools appropriately, while keeping relationships at the centre. 

• Understand how power and systems can affect communication. 

• Learn from real-life examples to see what good communication looks like in practice. 

• The standards should be clearer and more practical to help social workers 

communicate in ways that work best for each person. 

 

29. Do you think that the standards sufficiently reflect the required knowledge and 

understanding of the impact of vicarious and secondary trauma on social work 

practitioners? 

 

No 

 

30. If no, what could be improved? 

 

Members felt the standards do not sufficiently reflect the impact of vicarious and secondary 

trauma on social workers, especially within systems shaped by poverty, inequality, and 

under-resourcing. The emotional toll of practice is often individualised, placing responsibility 

on practitioners to manage distress without acknowledging the structural causes. Trauma-

informed principles must not only apply to supported people, but also to students and 

practitioners, supported by organisational cultures that promote emotional safety, resilience, 
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and ethical reflection. Understanding trauma must be grounded in social context, not 

reduced to personal coping strategies. 

 

31. Do the standards emphasise the importance of self-care and the risks of 

compassion fatigue and burnout? 

 

No 

 

32. If no, what else should be considered? 

 

The profession recognises that while the standards acknowledge wellbeing, they do not go 

far enough in addressing the risks of burnout, compassion fatigue, and vicarious trauma. 

The current framing places too much emphasis on individual self-care, without accounting 

for the wider societal, cultural, and organisational pressures that contribute to practitioner 

stress. Social Work Scotland advocates for a shift away from individualised notions of 

resilience toward a collective understanding of wellbeing, one that reflects structural 

realities such as poverty, inequality, and under-resourced services. 

 

Social workers frequently experience moral distress when unable to meet people’s needs 

due to systemic constraints. The standards must promote shared responsibility for 

wellbeing, including supportive supervision, manageable caseloads, and trauma-informed 

organisational cultures. Without this broader framing, there is a risk of implying that burnout 

is a personal failing rather than a systemic issue. Wellbeing must be understood within the 

context of social justice and professional sustainability. 

 

Practical Application 

 

33. Do the standards fit with all the settings? 

 

The current standards do not fully reflect the breadth and complexity of social work practice, 

particularly within integrated services where practitioners must navigate multiple systems 

while maintaining their professional identity and values. Social Work Scotland believes the 

standards should better support roles across health, education, justice, and the third sector, 

where expectations and contexts vary significantly. Specialist roles in policy, regulation, and 

education are also underrepresented. To ensure relevance, the standards must adopt a 

more flexible and inclusive approach, with clearer language and examples that reflect the 

realities of practice across diverse organisational and community settings. 
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Part 2 – Developing post qualifying standards for social work 

 

34. Do the four categories above capture the variety of social worker roles including 

those not in direct practice such as education or regulation 

 

No 

 

35. If no, what could be improved? 

 

Members felt that the current categories within the post-qualifying standards do not fully 

reflect the breadth of roles across the profession. In particular, there is limited recognition of 

social workers working in education, policy, regulation, and other non-direct practice areas. 

The framing of the “Advanced Social Worker” category was seen as potentially conflating 

advanced practice with managerial progression, which may not reflect the diverse ways in 

which practitioners develop expertise. Many social workers lead complex work and 

contribute significantly to the profession without holding formal management roles. To 

better support career development and professional identity, members suggested exploring 

clearer role definitions or the introduction of a “Specialist Social Worker” tier. There was 

also a view that the term “Advanced Practitioner” will only gain meaningful traction if it is 

supported by COSLA and embedded within national workforce strategies. Without this 

alignment, there is a risk that the terminology could create confusion or unintended tensions 

between practitioners and employers. A more inclusive framework would help ensure that 

advanced practice is recognised in all its forms. 

 

36.Are the definitions for each category clear? 

 

No 

 

37. If no, what could be improved? 

 

Social Work Scotland believes the current definitions within the post-qualifying standards 

lack clarity and fail to reflect the diversity of social work roles and career pathways. The 

framing reinforces a hierarchical model of progression, particularly by linking the “Advanced 

Social Worker” category to management, rather than recognising specialist expertise, 

leadership in practice, and roles in education, policy, and regulation. There is a clear gap in 

the framework for senior practitioners who hold advanced skills but do not wish to move into 

management. A review of the categories is needed to better reflect the breadth of 

professional development across sectors and clarify how these categories relate to pay 

structures, recognition, and learning frameworks. Greater transparency is also required 

around the intended purpose and practical application of these categories in supporting 

career progression and continuing professional learning. 
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38. Do you think that the format used for the NQSW standards is easy to follow and 

accessible? 

 

No 

 

39. If no, what could be improved? 

 

The profession has identified significant issues with the clarity and consistency of language 

in the NQSW standards, particularly when compared to the pre-qualifying SiSWE. This 

disconnect creates confusion for newly qualified social workers and those supporting them, 

including team leaders and practice educators. The shift in terminology between 

frameworks undermines continuity in learning and development, with some describing it as 

a “flip-flop” that disrupts progression. Social Work Scotland advocates for consistent, 

accessible language across the full education and career framework, with clearer definitions 

and alignment between standards, core learning elements, and mandatory activities. Clarity 

is essential not only for understanding expectations, but for supporting confidence, 

supervision, and professional identity during the transition into practice. 

 

40. Do you think the NQSW example can be strengthened to remind people that the 

standards are interconnected and need to be considered holistically 

 

Yes 

 

41. If yes, what could be improved? 

 

The current format does not adequately demonstrate the interconnectedness of standards. 

A more visual and integrated approach, such as mapping ethical principles across 

standards or using circular frameworks, could help reinforce holistic understanding. 

 

42. Does there need to be a more explicit focus on competencies, knowledge and 

skills in the standards? 

 

Yes, but with caution.  

 

43. If yes, what could be improved? 

 

While clarity around competencies is important, there is concern that overly prescriptive 

standards may not reflect the complexity and diversity of social work practice. 

Competencies should be framed in a way that supports critical thinking, adaptability, and 

relational practice, rather than rigid checklists. 

 

44. Is there anything else the short life working group should consider as they 

further develop the standards? 
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• Language Consistency: There is a strong consensus that language across the entire 

continuum, from education to advanced practice, must be consistent and accessible. 

• Recognition of Moral Distress: Standards should acknowledge the emotional and 

ethical challenges faced by practitioners, especially in under-resourced systems. 

• Relationship-Based Practice: There is a call for standards to foreground relational 

and human rights-based approaches, rather than transactional models. 

• Strategic Clarity: Members expressed confusion about how different frameworks 

(e.g. career resource, NQSW standards, post-qualifying standards) fit together. Clear 

communication and alignment are needed. 
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