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Executive Summary 
 
This project aimed to understand how we could develop social care workforce capacity.  Social 
Workers undertook a short placement with a research team within a mental health trust working on 
NIHR CRN open research projects related to social care.   
 
The main findings from the project were:   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To increase capacity within the social care workforce a clear entry point needs to be identified that 
allows staff to fully concentrate on learning how to undertake research whilst not having the 
distractions of a heavy caseload. Introduction to the broad concepts of research should be 
introduced early in a Social Workers career to bring about a cultural shift.   
 
Social Workers were receptive to learning about research once approached and the management 
stated:  
 

“[We were] delighted to see that we are extending the Trusts research  
remit into the area of Social Work and Social Care.”  

 
 - Head of Social Work, Devon Partnership NHS Trust 

 
 
 
 
 
 

1. The Social Workers involved in this pilot were equipped with the skills to support 

research delivery and are a workforce that should be encouraged to be involved in 

research delivery bringing a high level of expertise that can add value. 

 

2. Social workers valued and enjoyed the research experience and their skills were 

appreciated by the research team.  They found research interesting and were quick to 

learn. 

 

3. Social workers do not have a lot of exposure to research in practice. They found that 

language used within research was sometimes difficult to understand and very clinically 

focussed. 

 

4. The pathway into research is not clear to social workers.  

 

5. Longer term funding opportunities for this workforce are required to build on the 

opportunities and to ensure engagement 

 

6. Greater promotion of the role of this workforce in research and the impact of specific 

projects may help with longer term engagement work. 
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Introduction  
 
The NIHR Clinical Research Network (CRN) extended support into health and social care research 
taking place in non-NHS settings. This change was introduced from 1st January 2018, meaning that 
the CRN can support research conducted outside of NHS settings such as in care homes, hospices, 
schools and other community settings.  
 
This pilot project was funded by the NIHR CRN and the Department of Health and Social Care to 
increase and develop the capacity and understanding of research in social care and among Social 
Workers. This particular work package was intended to specifically concentrate on what is needed to 
develop the social care workforce to both work as researchers and within the research field.   
 
The project ran for 6 months from September 2019 to March 2020. Secondments were offered to 
Social Workers in Devon Partnership NHS Trust (DPT) via an advertisement placed in the staff news 
bulletin of DPTs intranet.  
 
The aim of the project was to evaluate the experiences of social care staff working in a research 
setting and draw themes and lessons from the participants and their managers to share with the 
wider social care workforce. As part of the evaluation of this project the Social Workers who could 
and couldn’t take part in the project have been interviewed and filmed. Interviews with managers of 
the participating social care workers have also taken place.  All interviews were thematically 
analysed and themes have been drawn from these interviews to inform the main findings of the 
project. 
 
 
Background and Overview 
 
Devon Partnership NHS Trust (DPT) 
DPT provides mental health and learning disability services to around 890,000 people living in Devon 
(excluding Plymouth). They provide integrated health and social care services for adults, older 
people, people with alcohol and substance misuse issues, people with a learning disability and 
people who need forensic or secure mental health services. Their services focus on personal 
recovery, wellbeing and independence.  
 
The Trust supports around 18,000 people at any one time and makes contact with around 900 
people a day. The trust was last inspected by the Care Quality Commission in June/July 2019 and its 
overall rating was 'Good'. The Social Workers within community mental health teams provide advice, 
information and support for assessment of need for social care services, creation of support plans 
and personal budgets for service users and advice on purchasing care. They also work with private 
and voluntary sector providers to monitor the quality of services provided and to develop services. 
 
The Project 
Secondments were offered to Social Workers in DPT, with backfill funding offered to teams to 
release Social Workers to take part in the project. Social Workers were teamed up with an 
experienced Research Practitioner and worked to help deliver current research studies that had a 
focus on social care. 
 
Money was available for three Social Workers to take part in the pilot. The Social Workers worked 
for one or two days a week alongside staff in the research delivery team in Torbay (an area of high 
deprivation) and North Devon (a rural community setting). 
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The Social Workers supported research projects that are already open to recruitment which had a 
social care element.  The range of studies already opened at DPT allowed the CRN and DPT to 
support the Social Workers to gain exposure to a range of different types of observational and 
interventional studies and the overall research experience.   The staff all received a training package 
on research which the CRN had already developed with DPT for their Research Champion’s role. 
 
 
Aims and objectives  
 
The evaluation included a review of the experiences of the staff involved - the Social Workers who 
were given the research opportunity and those who have supported them, including research staff 
and the Social Worker’s Managers. The interviews, themes and lessons learnt provide the main 
findings of the project.   
 
In addition the pilot aimed to: 
 

1. Write up case studies on each of the Social Workers which would then be used for 
showcasing career pathways to local authorities and other social work/care staff. 

2. Use the case studies as part of the ‘Your Path in Research’ campaign to encourage other 
areas to engage with the social work workforce to support social care research in the future. 

3. Identify if exposure to research delivery helped in identifying any researchers that may want 
to pursue a route to pre-doctoral and doctoral fellowships. 

4. Create a package of training for future social work staff.  This may be utilising the training 
that already exists for all staff but the pilot may also identify additional training needs for 
future development.  The learning will be shared with the national Workforce team to 
ensure that we identify any specific training needs that will support this workforce for the 
future.   

5. Demonstrate quantitative outcomes on the numbers of patients/participants directly 
recruited to studies by the social work staff. 

 
The exposure to research in practice aimed to allow the Social Workers to understand the research 
pathway and research delivery, support them with acquiring research skills that would help them to 
develop a research career and allow the CRN to engage with a workforce that previously had little 
experience working alongside.  The pilot aimed to ensure that they were informed about funding 
opportunities and links to academic institutions so that, where appropriate, they can also be 
supported to apply for NIHR pre-doctoral/doctoral fellowships.  
   
The wider research context was also explained so that the Social Workers had a broad 
understanding of the various institutes that DPT works closely with such as PenARC, the Research 
Design Service and local Higher Educational Institutes. 
 
 
Findings 
 
DPT attempted to identify 3 Social Workers to take part in the pilot project. Following the 
advertisement of the pilot a total of nine Social Workers expressed an interest in taking part. Their 
initial questions involved understanding more about the overall project, the funding to support the 
project and the time commitment. Of the nine Social Workers to make initial contact, five social 
proceeded to talk to their line managers but unfortunately only two were able to secure agreement 
to be released to take part.  
 

https://www.nihr.ac.uk/news/how-we-can-help-you-find-your-path-in-research/22417
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The Social Workers that took part worked for one or two days a week alongside staff in the research 
delivery team in Torbay and North Devon. They worked on studies that were already open to 
recruitment: 

 ODDESSI - Developing an ‘open dialogue’ -   collaborative approach to the care and 
management of people who present in mental health crises. 

 Scene (WP5) - Improving social contacts for people with psychosis. 

 Dementia PACT (DPACT) - A dementia study working in the community and primary care 
setting to set up and analyse support for dementia patients and their families.   

 Great IP - Maintaining independence in Alzheimer's and related dementias through Goal-
oriented cognitive REhAbiliTation: Implementation into Practice.   

 
All of these studies had a social care element which was hoped would make the experience richer 
and more meaningful for the participants.     
 
 
Data Collection 
 
A professional filming company was sourced to interview and collate a film. They have interviewed 
both Social Workers who took part and intend to interview the Head of Social Work profession for 
DPT following covid-19 pandemic restrictions being lifted and clinical availability.  
 
They will produce a short film and social media clips that can be used to promote social care 
research. Unfortunately due to the pandemic we have been unable to complete the filming. We 
have also obtained feedback on the secondment from research delivery staff who supervised them 
during their secondment. As soon as it is socially practical to do so the filming for this project will be 
completed. 
 
 
Data Analysis 
 
Interviews were thematically analysed by both authors and main themes from the interviews have 
been collated. The themes are as follows: 

 
Practicalities of working in research 
The first theme identified was the ‘practicalities’ of working within research.  An initial barrier was 
getting time to be released to support the secondment opportunity.   With large caseloads and 
difficulties with back fill Managers initially found this difficult.  They were very supportive of the 
principal but needed to maintain a service. 
 
 A barrier identified both by the Social Workers and the supervisors included the difficulty in 
managing caseloads despite funding being available to backfill the Social Worker posts. This was 
both due to lack of staff available to cover the Social Workers role consistently and not having a 
unilateral focus to concentrate on learning a very new task whilst not being distracted and worried 
about their ongoing caseloads.  Generally, teams lack the flexibility to cover each other’s workload 
because of the amount of new work and current vacancies. Working a couple of days a week within 
research was not felt to be enough and a longer and more immersive research experience would be 
beneficial. From the research teams point of view finding the time to support and train someone 
completely new to research was challenging but the benefits were seen to outweigh the difficulties 
and challenges.   
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Route into research 
The next theme of the findings was the ‘route into research’, social care as opposed to the NHS, 
lacks a history of strong research grounding, resources and experience to facilitate research delivery. 
It was felt that there is no clear and defined route for practicing Social Workers to become clinical 
academics or deliver research.  The research pathway is unclear for Social Workers and the 
secondment did not make this pathway clearer - more work needs to be done in this area that is 
beyond the scope of this pilot.  All those interviewed talked about the short term nature of the 
funding and the ability to sustain their involvement. A 6 month pilot whilst beneficial in exposing 
staff to the possibility of being involved was not sufficient time to create a research career pathway. 
There are clear ways in which this group of staff could support delivery of research within the 
organisation but that is dependent on CRN funding. Supporting staff to create a funding application 
would require further protected time. 

 
Culture and language of research  
Personalised care plans, fitted around individual needs were generally accepted by the Social 
Workers involved as good practice and there is not a history of devising care pathways around 
evidence-based outcomes as in the NHS. It was felt that there was not enough focus on this in social 
work training. Language used in research was felt to be a barrier and the focus on following protocol 
strictly is very different to usual clinical work where experience and skill play a large part in deciding 
the approach to take. Tight protocol adherence was a very new experience for the Social Workers.   
 
Benefits of Social Worker within the research team  
The research staff felt that the Social Workers had unique skills such as risk assessment that were 
appreciated by the team. Additionally, they had a better understanding of clinical services and 
personal knowledge of key staff members. Social Workers enjoyed and valued the experience of 
learning about research and learning this new skill.  They were keen and enthusiastic learners and 
appreciated this opportunity. They were quickly able to work independently. Additionally they have 
excellent interpersonal and communication skills and an ability to build up a rapport quickly.  
 
Training and Support 
The Social Workers were given training on study-specific activities including screening, approaching, 
recruiting and consenting individuals. They also shadowed baseline and follow up visits. They were 
given support to read and understand all study documents and recording processes, including using 
databases to record screening and follow up appointments.  They were able to follow the same 
process of induction as any other new member of staff. 
 
They also attended, prior to the secondment, Research Champion sessions which were aimed at 
raising the profile and promoting research in the organisation. These included a session on 
understanding protocols and practicing eligibility, talks from local academics and clinical staff on 
study outcomes as well as how to develop your own research questions. They attended a session on 
rating questionnaires used in research and challenging barriers to research involvement in their 
teams. As part of the secondment each was allocated an experienced research practitioner to act as 
supervisor and mentor.  
 
The wider research team structure was explained to the Social Workers including NIHR structure, 
Research Design Services, PenARC and how to link up with local academics.   
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Recruitment Data during the Project 
 

Name of Study  Number of recruits during period of secondment 

Oddessi  20 

DPACT 22 

Symbad  4 (2 carers and 2 persons with dementia) 

Exploring Unusual Feelings 13 

 
The Social Workers supported recruitment to the above studies during their placements, supporting 
recruitment and independently recruiting over time.   
 
 
Main Findings 

 
1. The staff reported learning about research was interesting and valuable.  There was great 

enthusiasm to be involved with 9 social workers showing initial interest. 
 

2. Social care staff were interested in the opportunity to learn more about research but some were 
unable to take part due to lack of backfill and staff capacity. There is also a need to ensure that 
backfill was adequate so Social Workers did not get worried/distracted by case load.  This is 
difficult when research opportunities are not considered part of normal practice.  There may be 
need to do engagement work with Managers to support secondment and research opportunities 
once research activity with the specific social care context increases.   

  

3. These secondments have helped raise the profile of the research team among social workers 
and forged longer term links that can be established to support research feasibility and delivery 
for specific studies. 
 

4. The training given was the same as the training given to all the research staff within DPT and 
equipped the Social Workers with the skills needed to support the research studies.   Specific 
evaluation of the training materials was not undertaken, but this is something that could be 
reviewed nationally once this workforce becomes more involved and there are more 
opportunities for social care related studies. 

 
5. The social workers adapted well to the research environment and were useful members of the 

research team taking on the tasks across the research pathway.   The pilot was only for 6 months 
and so the ability of the social workers to be involved and immersed in the specific studies to 
study closure was not possible.  They would however be a useful workforce to be involved in 
research delivery for community and mental health providers bringing specific expertise from a 
social care context to the studies. 

  

6. All research staff involved valued the mental health clinical skills that the social workers brought 
to the team. These skills were especially useful in a mental health setting and could be utilised to 
further train the team to consent patients with capacity issues.   

  

7. The social workers enjoyed the extra time and different focus that delivering research gave 
them.  The break from their usual workload was positive.  Embedding opportunities in research 
as part of longer term strategy for social work staff could be explored to address ‘burnout’ in a 
very busy profession.   
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8. The social workers found the language used in research inaccessible and difficult to understand 
and thought it could act as a barrier to other social workers. The language is very “health” 
focused.  There may be a need to involve more social workers in the study design phase to utilise 
their expertise for certain studies delivered in a social care context. 

  

9. It was felt by the social workers that there was a lack of understanding of the value of research 
amongst social workers and generally a lack of experience. There is not the equivalent culture 
and history of evidence based practice as in healthcare.  There may be ways in which exposure 
to research delivery can be embedded in training and linked in more with the other parts of the 
NIHR such as the ARC. 

  

10. It was not felt there was a clear path for social workers to get involved in research. How to 
maintain involvement in research after this secondment was unclear to the Social Workers. The 
longer term funding of their time was mentioned and although a useful pump priming initiative 
there is a need for a strategy of longer term funding to be identified. The enthusiasm for being 
involved was excellent but the sustainability of their continued involvement is difficult unless 
additional resources are provided. 

  

11. The Social Workers struggled to manage their caseload and their research activity. They said that 
they would need fully protected time to work within research with no case load to properly 
pursue a research career. Embedding research within day to day practice therefore needs to be 
explored in more depth. 

  

12. The research delivery team valued the links that have been created as a result of this project and 
a longer and extended pilot would benefit our understanding of capacity building within social 
care.  

  

13. The pilot aimed to explore if any of the Social Workers could progress to an NIHR academy 
pathway but this was not possible in the short time scale involved. One Social Worker in 
particular is keen to develop their academic pathway and she was in the early stages of pursuing 
this before COVID-19. There are well established links with the ARC and academic colleagues to 
support this pathway for other professionals and this could be replicated with Social Workers if 
additional funding was available.  

 

Recommendations for future pilot schemes 
 
This pilot is based on only 2 social workers, one provider and one Manager.  A wider and longer pilot 
may provide more generalizable results.  If a pilot of this nature was to be repeated, feedback from 
the Social Workers and their managers would be to:  
 

 Increase the notice period about the pilot/scheme to allow the teams to plan to cover the 
secondment.  
 

 Increase the hours for the secondment and ideally make it a full time role to allow the 
experience to be more immersive. This was especially seen as important during the initial 
intensive learning period.  

 


