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Chapter 9 
The Social Care Institute for Excellence, United Kingdom 

Bill Kilgallon, Chief Executive, Social Care Institute for Excellence 
United Kingdom 

 

In this chapter, we describe the Social Care Institute for Excellence, which is one of the 
foundations of the 2000 UK strategy to improve social care. The Institute works on the 
development of a knowledge base in social care, to provide the underlying knowledge on 
which other social organisations could build.  

Background 

Social care supports people who need help with the day-to-day business of living. 
Social care serves older people, people with learning disabilities, people with mental ill 
health, people with problems of substance abuse and people with physical and sensory 
disabilities. It supports families and children. In some cases people have no choice as to 
whether or not social care gets involved in their lives, such as when there are concerns 
about the safety and well-being of children. 

Adults are supported in the community through home care, sitting services, meals, 
day services and social work. Some receive support in residential care homes and nursing 
homes. Children and families are supported at home through a wide range of child 
protection, social work, early years and other services. Sometimes fostering, residential 
care, or adoption may be necessary for children. At its best social care can transform 
people’s lives, enabling them to live the lives they choose, in the way they want to. Social 
care plays an important role in wider policy areas including social inclusion and 
citizenship. Liam Byrne, the Care Services Minister in 2005 said “Across the breadth of 
the domestic policy agenda – in health, education, criminal justice and welfare to work… 
social care is mission central.”1 

Unlike education social care is not a universal service. Access depends on an 
assessment of need. People using social care services for adults are subject to means 
testing and may be required to pay for all or part of the costs of the service they require.   

The education workforce consists largely of professionally qualified teachers with 
some ancillary staff. The social care workforce on the other hand is not professionally 
qualified. Of the over one million people working in social care in the United Kingdom 

                                                      
1 Liam Byrne MP, Speech to Care and Health conference, 4 October 2005. 
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only about 80 000 are qualified social workers. The others will have access to training at 
National Vocational Qualifications (NVQ) level 2 in most settings. 

The United Kingdom government in the year 2000 set out a comprehensive and 
coherent strategy to improve social care. It developed a new structure at national level 
built on four foundations.   

The first was the regulation and inspection of all social care services. All social care 
services were required by law to register with a new national inspection service – which 
was designed to inspect all services whether provided by statutory sector, private sector 
or voluntary sector – non-profit organisations. National minimum standards were 
established for services against which they were to be inspected. The Inspection service 
has been modified since it was established and is due to change again. The Inspectorate is 
funded by government and by charges to those inspected and is semi-independent of 
government.   

The second structure was to establish regulation and registration of staff. New bodies 
were established to undertake this role. Until then there was no requirement for social 
workers to be registered in the way that, for example, doctors, nurses and teachers are. All 
social workers are now registered and of course may be struck off for misconduct. The 
intention now is to move on from the 80 000 or so social workers in the United Kingdom 
to the rest of the 1.3 million workers in social care. 

The third foundation was the development of an organisation to undertake workforce 
planning and development, what are now Sector Skills Councils. 

The fourth foundation stone set up an organisation to develop a knowledge base for 
social care, which would provide the underpinning knowledge on which the other 
organisations could build. This fourth is the task for the Social Care Institute for 
Excellence, known as SCIE, set up in September 2001. 

Stakeholders in social care 

SCIE has a complicated network of stakeholders with whom it must work. Social care 
in the United Kingdom is devolved to the different countries – England, Wales, Northern 
Ireland and Scotland. SCIE has agreements with the different administrations. There are 
service level agreements in England, Wales and Northern Ireland and a different 
arrangement in Scotland. 

Social care is commissioned by statutory authorities. In England, Wales and Scotland 
local government has responsibility for commissioning social care services. In Northern 
Ireland the National Health Service has that responsibility. 

At one time statutory bodies were the main providers of social care but now the 
majority of social care is provided by organisations in the private and voluntary sector, 
with some statutory sector provision remaining.   

Our stakeholders therefore include policy makers at government level in the different 
jurisdictions, and at local level. They include those who commission services (there are 
150 local authorities in England, 22 in Wales and 5 boards in Northern Ireland) and those 
who provide services (there are some 25 000 service providers registered ranging from 
small local voluntary agencies to huge voluntary agencies working across the United 
Kingdom with thousands of staff; in the private sector ranging from a small residential 
home run by its owner to large private companies with multi million pound turnover). 
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SCIE’s stakeholders also include people who use social care services and their carers. 
There are around 1.5 million people who use social care services each day and there are 
around 5 million people who provide informal care to family members and friends. Of 
these, 1 million provide more than 50 hours of care a week. Social care staff are also key 
stakeholders for SCIE. 

There is the research and teaching community in social care, and finally the 
regulators, who are country based, not UK wide. There are different structures both for 
regulation of services and regulation of staff in the different countries. 

SCIE’s remit 

Our role is to establish a knowledge base in social care, identifying and reviewing the 
material that constitutes that knowledge base. A parallel organisation was established two 
years earlier in the health service, the National Institute for Clinical Excellence (NICE), 
to produce guidance in health care. This was used to endorse the need for SCIE to 
commission its research externally rather than to develop a fully fledged research 
capacity in its own right. It would also ensure the full independence of SCIE’s review 
function. 

SCIE is also required to establish what works in social care. This involves reviewing 
practice and establishing from the knowledge base including available research, which 
interventions are effective. It is then our role to produce guidance for policy and practice 
which we must then make available as widely as possible to the social care field and 
support people and organisations in implementing that guidance. Our work is published in 
traditional form but increasingly is web based. All our publications are free including our 
website which does not require a password. The aim is to improve the quality of services 
and for that improvement to be knowledge based.   

In establishing SCIE the then minister John Hutton referred to it as “the motor in the 
engine”. It was designed from its outset to be the key source of evidence based policy for 
other agencies to employ in their work, a touchstone and reference point in a social care 
arena lacking authoritative bodies of knowledge.  

In the beginning, the government considered three options. The first was to have 
SCIE as a part of a government department. The second option was to have it as a non-
departmental public body – a sort of semi-detached organisation like the Inspection 
services, and the third was to establish an independent body. It chose the latter and so 
created a non-governmental organisation in England, a charity with independent trustees, 
fully government funded by means of service level agreements. It also importantly gave it 
a UK wide remit. 

Establishing a knowledge base 

One of the key challenges for SCIE is to establish the sources from which it draws 
knowledge. 

SCIE is required to work with all its stakeholders and to do so in a policy context 
which is emphasising the person who uses social care services as a citizen; in a context 
where services are encouraged to promote, develop and enhance independence. At an 
early stage SCIE commissioned and published a report on “the types and quality of 
knowledge in social care” (Pawson et al., 2003). In particular it explained SCIE’s 
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determination that different kinds of evidence, from a range of sources are recognised, 
valued and built on. 

This meant that SCIE had to consider what types of knowledge we could draw on and 
how to distinguish good quality knowledge from that which should not be relied on in 
policy-making and practice. Clearly we draw heavily on the work of researchers and 
academics involved in social work and social policy; there is a strong body of knowledge 
in this country and a number of high quality centres of research and teaching. However, 
we will later see that there is a need for greater involvement in social care research. 

The inspection services are now building up a very substantial body of knowledge 
about the provision of social care services and have invested in the capacity to pull this 
information together and use the knowledge much more effectively. The Commission for 
Social Care Inspection (2005) for England has published a very detailed picture of the 
state of social care.  

SCIE is particularly keen that the knowledge that is held by people who use services 
is included. Increasingly service user groups are demanding involvement in research 
production and in the United Kingdom the disability movement has led the critique of 
research that fails to address the need for change in the circumstances of disabled people 
and fails to involve disabled users. This call for a new kind of relationship between 
researchers and service users extends beyond the disability field. For example, Shaping 
Our Lives is a user led organisation working on user defined outcomes of different kinds 
of community care and the Toronto group is an alliance of researchers and service users 
established to encourage and support user involvement in research.   

Social care has not been effective at capturing practitioner knowledge, nor at 
effectively involving practitioners in developing the knowledge base. We do not have the 
tradition of medicine where practitioners are encouraged to be involved in research and 
teaching and where joint appointments between hospital and university are commonplace. 
The practitioner/researcher in social care is not at all common. Practitioner knowledge 
tends to be personal and context specific and therefore difficult to surface and aggregate. 

Achieving change 

One of the key challenges for SCIE has been to establish itself as a credible source, an 
authoritative source of guidance. Our independent status is an asset in that respect but 
may be perceived as a weakness as we have no coercive power. We cannot require any 
organisation or any practitioner to follow our guidance. We are therefore only able to 
influence, persuade and support. We must work in partnership so that our work does not 
remain on the bookshelf or untouched on the web. Partnerships with, for example, the 
regulators who can use our guidance to inform the standards they will inspect against. 

We have had to balance the conflicting demands of stakeholders wanting our work 
now and having robust quality assurance systems – so that our work has respect from the 
academic and research community and yet is current and answering today’s problems 
rather than yesterday’s. 

We work in a political environment – our sponsor departments quite reasonably 
expect us to work on areas in which there is a strong political and policy interest. 
Currently in children’s services a key issue is that of looked after children – in adult 
services it is the drive to integrating health and social care. Political timescales are often 
very short and ministers who often have a very short time in post want quick answers – 
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often to questions which are far more complex and do not lend themselves to quick 
solutions.  

Absolutely critical to achieving credibility has been genuine involvement of 
stakeholders in all aspects of our work – so our Board of Trustees reflects the wide spread 
of our stakeholders from people who use social care services, to managers and academics. 
In all our projects we involve stakeholders in the advisory and reference groups which 
oversee the projects; we have a consultative group of 45 stakeholders drawn from across 
social care which comments on our plans and work programme; we have a network of 
Practice Partners – organisations which commit themselves to working with SCIE for two 
years to help develop our work including road testing our products before we launch 
them. 

Examples of brokerage 

The first example is our work on foster care that is, looking after children who can no 
longer live with their birth family. Foster care places the children with another family – it 
is now the placement of choice rather than residential care. First we commissioned a 
review of the research available which we published under the title “Fostering Success” 
(Wilson et al., 2004). This is a scoping review providing a summary of the main trends in 
research rather than a comprehensive account of all the research that would be available 
in a systematic review. Its purpose is to alert those involved in fostering to the main 
messages of research.   

We then commissioned a review of fostering practice which was published under the 
title “Innovative, tried and tested” (Sellick and Howell, 2003) because we looked for what 
works, whether it was new or well established. We also undertook specific pieces of work 
on two areas – the adoption of looked after children (Rushton, 2003) – because of a 
particular policy drive to increase the number of children now fostered who gain the extra 
security and stability offered by adoption – and then work on resilience – a key factor in 
children and young people’s success in the face of adversity giving practitioners advice 
on how to build up resilience (Bostock, 2004).   

All of this work was then brought together to produce a practice guide for fostering 
(Social Care Institute for Excellence, 2004). A guide which brings together the 
knowledge we have from research, the experience of service delivery, the policy and the 
legislation supporting that policy, into a guide which enables people working in fostering 
to ensure that their practice is based on the most up to date knowledge – it is a web based 
resource to allow for updating and development and to enable users to access it at 
different levels. 

The guide is now referred to by the agencies responsible for inspecting foster services 
– so that foster care providers have a clear guide for practice against which they can be 
assessed. So knowledge is collected, synthesised, made available and accessible in order 
to improve the service offered to children and young people. 

The second example is central to all SCIE’s work. It’s a truism, but you can’t have 
evidence-based policy and practice without the evidence. 

Our work (Marsh and Fisher, 2005) shows very clearly that the evidence-base in 
social care is under-developed and in need of urgent strengthening. In comparison with a 
health spend of 5.3% of total budget, social care spends about 0.3%. In terms of the 
amount spent per workforce member this translates to £25 per head in social care, 
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compared with £3 400 in health. If we look at more directly comparable professionals, 
social care spends £60 per social worker, compared with £1 466 per general practitioner. 

Our work on this is an example of SCIE focusing attention on a problem, in a way 
that would have been difficult for central government to do or for the research sector to 
achieve. It may be rather obvious to point out that the research sector would have 
problems of perceived self-interest in calling for research investment. What may be less 
obvious is that central government would have (and does have) problems about being 
associated with a call to increase investment in social care research, particularly as it does 
not control much of the social care budget. Investment in research is a shared 
responsibility between central and local government, employers, provider agencies, 
higher education and so on. No-one can clearly exercise leadership in this field so it is 
convenient and timely for SCIE to do so. 

Having placed the issue on the agenda, SCIE has now negotiated authority to 
undertake a consultation about ways of strengthening research and it is hoped will be able 
to take forward the issues arising from that consultation. 

Conclusion 

SCIE is still fairly young. Established in 2001, we have worked throughout with a 
reforming Labour administration. In one sense, the honeymoon is not yet over. 

We have found, however, a strong resonance between our values and those of welfare 
reform, particularly where we implement a practical form of involvement that delivers the 
kind of personalised solutions that both government and people who use services are 
seeking. We might call it democratising welfare. 

In pursuing these values, we have found that our power or influence is multiplied. 
The democratisation of welfare is often portrayed as professionals giving up power in 
favour of those who use services, as though power is a finite resource. In fact, we have 
found that sharing power creates power, adding to each other’s case for change and for 
investment. In this sense, brokerage is a creative process, liberating energy and resources, 
rather than the rather bland definition of the “go-between”. 

However, there are significant challenges. SCIE’s funding is almost entirely from 
central government (albeit spread over three governments). This makes us vulnerable to 
political winds. Although this paper endeavours to show we are solving problems for 
central government and therefore have a useful role, it is unlikely that this will see us 
through serious adversity. It is therefore vital that we extend our funding sources. 

Linked to this, we also need urgently to demonstrate our impact in achieving change. 
The change we achieve is usually through collaboration and power-sharing, and as such it 
is often owned by the people we work with, rather than specifically recognised as 
stemming from SCIE. The active ingredient is a little difficult to detect and demonstrate. 

As a first step, we have commissioned an external evaluation of the visibility and 
utility of our resources, and this reports in March 2007. This will be a vital part of 
maintaining our position in the agencies charged with improving in social care.  
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