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Objectives

�To highlight the challenges associated with 
transnational social workers
�in the light not only of a context-specific training and 

practice but also within a fast changing national and 
regional policies

�The analysis particularly engages with the 
interplay of a fast-moving social work policy 
context and the role of inter-European social 
workers
�using England as a case study of destination
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Background
� Social workers as part of a globally mobile professional group

� pursuing employment opportunities that combine professional and 
lifestyle projects.

� Increasingly fluid concept of transnationalism 
� However, the ‘right to mobility’ remains selective and subjected to 

hierarchical constraints at the individual and country levels 
� Subject to macro structures and individual’s characteristics and 

motivations

� Social work as a profession
� especially context-sensitive; skills and practice are embedded in 

cultural, linguistic and nation-specific legislative competency
� it is argued that social work is not yet a global ‘common project’ 
� significant differences at the level of training, qualifications and 

practice within Europe and beyond 
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Data and Methods
� Primary survey data collected from European stakeholders across 

Europe (n=97) 
� Data obtained through focus group discussions (n=80) with key 

European stakeholders that took place in 2016
� To examine the situation in England, registration data on non-UK 

qualified social workers between 2003-2017 are analysed to 
investigate patterns and trends of social workers’ mobility to 
England

� A policy review of major English social work reforms during the same 
period

� Complemented by country-focused desk research, focusing on 
national policy documents and information provided by national 
professional associations, ministries and researchers
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Number of participants who completed the online survey by country and 
job role. 
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Findings: Trends in the English social 
work education and regulation policies
� A dynamic process of social work education reforms in England, and across 

Europe
� Some of the earlier reforms include the transition of social work qualifications 

from a two-year diploma into a three-year degree in 2003 
� Since 2010, a number of ‘fast-track’ social work (SW) training programmes have 

been introduced 
� Some are specific to certain specialism e.g. mental health

� In 2015, (DfE) introduced the ‘assessed and supported year in employment’ 
(ASYE), incentive of (£2000) for each employer of a newly qualified social worker 
(in children or adults’ settings)

� International SWs (especially from within Europe) remained an important source 
of recruitment
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Selected policy and practice developments in the English 
Social Work system (2009 and 2017). 
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Findings: The UK immigration policies and 
implications on transnational social workers 
mobility 
� A dynamic process of immigration policy reforms in the UK 
� A number of major immigration policy changes during the same 

period includes: 
� the expansion of the European Union since 2004; 
� the introduction of the UK ‘points-based’3 system in 2008 for non-EU 

migrants;
� the cap on non-EU migrants introduced in 2010 and 
� Bulgaria and Romania joining the EU in 2007 but with rights to work and 

benefits restricted until 2014. 
� Brexit
� Immigration policy white paper 2018
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Number of overseas-qualified social workers registered by the 
GSCC and HCPC to work in England from 2003 to 2017. 

6/6/19EASSW Confernce, Madrid, Spain                       @DrSheree Hussein                            s.a.hussein@kent.ac.uk

9



Findings: Transnational social workers’ 
mobility across Europe 
� Many Western European countries resort to recruiting Inter-

European SWs to address shortages 
� There are clear diversity in SW qualifications’ content and routes 

across Europe
� In some countries, such as Sweden, they opted to facilitate the 

recruitment of existing migrants with relevant qualifications into SW 
� As an example of East–West European migration flows, Slovakia 

provided an interesting example 
� many Slovakian trained SWs were recruited to work in lower skilled jobs 

in Western Europe due to competitive wages in comparison to that in 
Slovakia. 
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Overview of recognition of foreign qualifications of social work 
professions in selected European countries 
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Findings: challenges associated with 
inter-European SWs mobility
� Lack of national guidelines on the recruitment of either EU or non-EU SWs
� lack of mutual recognition of SW qualifications in the EU 

� making working in another member state difficult with cumbersome recognition 
processes 

� Very few participants work with organisations in other countries when recruiting 
from abroad 

� Major challenges in recruiting EU TSWs 
� language proficiency (15 out of 21) 

� ability to understand users and carers’ needs (10 out of 21)

� For non-EU migrants, challenges related to 
� retrieving references from previous employers (16 out of 20) 

� language proficiency (16 out of 21). 
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Summary of Findings
� Inter-European social workers’ mobility is becoming increasingly important 

to most European countries, particularly in Western Europe. 
� Survey and focus group data analysis confirm that, like England, many 

Western European countries’ resort to recruiting Inter-European SWs to 
address shortages. 

� Yet, there are many of the challenges associated with such mobility for 
both the receiving and sending countries. 

� Lack of mutual recognition of SW qualifications in the EU making working in 
another member state difficult with cumbersome recognition processes. 

� For foreign nationals to be able to join the SW profession in Europe, their 
qualification needs to be officially recognised as being of equivalent value 
to corresponding national qualifications.

� Some countries appeared to have more efficient systems of qualification 
recognition than others. 
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Discussion
� SW presents a profession that is not easily internationally transferable 

� albeit continued efforts by academics, educators and regulatory bodies for a 
comprehensive international social work identity. 

� The complex interplay faced by TSWs, and their host countries 
� Globalisations and free-labour mobility zones act as pull factors to an 

increased TSWs movement 
� The variability of SW identity that is rooted within the local and national 

context remains a barrier to homogeneity and transferability of practice 
� Even in free-mobility zones

� Language barriers are particularly challenging, where SW practice is 
embedded in the use of language and cultural clues 

� inter-European mobility poses an interesting example of easier mobility at 
the macro level but challenging skills’ transferability processes at the micro 
level 
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Conclusion

� The share of transnational social workers, increasingly from within 
Europe, is significant to most Western European social services 
workforce including that in England. 

� The complexity in constructing social work training that is 
transferable to national and international contexts continues to be 
challenging. 

� Inter-European social work qualifications’ recognition and 
transferability of skills in practice remains a challenge in many 
countries. 

� These are in part related to the variability in the languages used 
across the continent and the history and development of social 
work training that is usually impeded in the national and local 
contexts.
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