
 
 
 

Torbay Council: recruitment success as children’s services turns 

its fortunes around  

Children’s services at Torbay Council have managed to turn a challenging situation 

into a driver for change over the past few years. Back in 2010 the service was put 

into special measures, and by 2012 it had a vacancy rate of 44 per cent. Morale was 

low and retention of social workers was a major challenge, but a renewed focus on 

service improvement has turned the situation around.  

Early in 2014 children’s services were taken out of special measures and judged to 

be adequate. The vacancy rate is now around 14 per cent thanks to a strong focus 

on improvement, recruitment and retention. Nick Hollins, Principal Business Manager 

in Children’s Services, says they have gone through a real culture shift. Elected 

members and the rest of the organisation are fully committed to the new ambition to 

become an ‘outstanding’ service.  

Hollins says that the key to the turnaround has been a “quality workforce” – finding 

the right people who want to work for Torbay Council and stay there. A wide range of 

initiatives have been put in place to attract good social workers at all levels. One 

important step was to get out to recruitment fairs around the country and put Torbay 

on the map. Holidaymakers who enjoy Devon’s glorious coastline know where to find 

it, but plenty of social workers elsewhere in the country did not.  

A professional video was created for the council’s website with testimonials from 

existing staff talking about why they enjoy working here. A ‘key skills’ package was 

created for all social work grades offering an enhanced retention rate, which ties 

social workers into the local authority for a period of one year, and the relocation 

package was also improved. New staff who arrive from elsewhere get extra support 

while they settle in from a trained member of staff who acts as a ‘host’, checking in 

with them and providing information about the local area.  

Torbay is part of a regional group of authorities that work closely with Plymouth and 

Bournemouth universities, looking together at issues around higher education. There 

are strong links with Plymouth University in terms of attracting newly qualified social 

workers. Torbay has a good assessed and supported year in employment 

programme (ASYE) which includes 10 per cent of work time allocated to training and 

development activity, weekly to fortnightly supervision of at least 90 minutes for the 

first six months, a personal development plan, a protected caseload that reflects their 

level of professional development, regular peer support meetings and a five-day 

specialist induction programme.  

The council recruits social workers on a monthly basis, rather than in cohorts, to 

ensure that people don’t have to wait to apply or start work. All social workers are 



 
 
 

provided with a smartphone, a laptop and a permanent desk in Torbay’s newly 

refurbished office building, and they see it as a great benefit to have their own desk 

rather than ‘hot-desking’. Other valued benefits are subsidised parking and an 

essential car user allowance for those frontline social workers who are eligible.  

Torbay has been inspired by work at Hertfordshire County Council around creating a 

memorandum of cooperation with other local authorities, as featured in an earlier 

LGA case study*. As in other regions, competition for social workers is intense here 

(there are many local authorities within a small geographical area) but the idea of 

working together is taking hold thanks to Torbay’s lead. It has brought other South 

West regional councils together to discuss recruitment and retention and is aiming to 

create a memorandum similar to Hertfordshire’s to include a cap on agency rates, 

which have been spiralling upwards, and an ambition to level out pay rates across 

the region. Hollins says: “A few months ago we wouldn’t even tell other authorities 

what we were paying. It has bought all of that out into the open.”  

Career development opportunities are provided as staff progress up the ladder. A 

new system is being put in place enabling social workers to apply for the 

experienced social worker grade after two years. Linked to that are competency 

frameworks which are incorporated into the career grade structure. There is also a 

talent programme to develop future managers. Experienced staff wanting to try out a 

management role on a secondment basis are fully supported for a year through 

mentors and training and have the security of knowing they can choose to return to 

their previous role. 

Staff satisfaction is monitored through regular ‘health checks’ which provide the 

opportunity for feedback. Regular meetings keep staff informed and a close eye is 

kept on retention rates, which are now good. Hollins says: “In the past we took our 

eye off retention rates but we now work carefully to monitor them. Each year we look 

at whether it is time to end the extra retention payment, but we are aware that we 

can’t withdraw that too quickly.”  

For more information contact Nick Hollins, Principal Business Manager, 

Children’s Services: nick.hollins@torbay.gov.uk or Cilla Wilson, Business 

Change Lead, Business Services: cilla.wilson@torbay.gov.uk  

* The Hertfordshire case study appears in the LGA publication ‘Helping social 

workers, improving social work’ which can be found in the ‘workforce’ section at 

www.lga.gov.uk. 
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