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Introduction
Drawing on data collected as part of a national study of social work and continuing professional development (CPD) in Ireland which was carried out by the author between 2005 and 2007 (Kirwan, 2010), this article pinpoints issues related to CPD that are working well in the Irish context but also throws a spotlight on issues which serve to discourage and prevent social workers from engaging in CPD activities. In light of the inhibitors experienced by social workers in accessing CPD, this article also flags in a critical way, some of the assumptions that are often unquestioningly attached to its promotion as a yardstick of quality assurance. The possibility that differences may exist between individual CPD needs versus corporate or agency-led CPD needs is raised here as an issue which the profession will need to consider in the context of  the introduction of professional registration. The article concludes by posing questions for the social work profession in Ireland about its future engagement in CPD and what outcomes can be used to measure its usefulness and effectiveness as a means of raising practice standards. 

Background

Social work in Ireland is currently experiencing a significant period of transition. Since being passed into law in 2005, the Health and Social Care Professionals Act has steadily progressed the transformation of social work from its previous status as a non-regulated area of activity into a statutorily registered profession. This process of transformation will impact in the coming years on every social work site of practice and will be a process with which most if not all social workers will engage, one way or another. As part of the regulation of social work, the 2005 Act provides for new systems of monitoring of social work education, of ensuring professional competence and the suitability to practise of individual social workers as well as procedures for dealing with fitness to practise issues which may arise in relation to individual registrants (Health and Social Care Professionals Act, 2005). 
The benefits of registration accruing to the profession as a consequence of statutory registration have been articulated to include protection of the social work title, the promotion of high practice standards and raised public confidence in the profession (CORU, 2011). CPD is generally regarded as a central plank in the mechanisms by which high standards and quality of social work service delivery are ensured and the calibre of individual professionals is maintained (Walsh & Woodward, 1989: 56) and this view of CPD affords it a central position in systems of professional regulation. The support for this view of CPD as a quality assurance tool is reflected in the efforts of the Irish Association of Social Workers (IASW) to encourage its members to regularly engage in CPD activities (IASW, 2011). In jurisdictions further down the road of statutory registration, such as Northern Ireland, CPD has become not only an accepted part of the regulatory environment, but systems of post-qualifying accreditation have become an embedded feature of career development pathways for qualified social workers. It is possible and quite probable that the Republic of Ireland will follow a similar trajectory over time. 
It is timely therefore to review what is known about the factors that support and those that inhibit engagement by social workers employed across Ireland in CPD and to contemplate the extent to which the realities of real-life practice can facilitate the aspirations and rhetoric regarding engagement in CPD by social workers.
Research Evidence
In a research study that was conducted between 2005 and 2007 (Kirwan, 2010) and prior to the establishment of CORU and the introduction of social work registration, data was collected from social workers across Ireland in relation to their engagement in CPD activities. The study aimed to capture and record the extent and nature of CPD activity engaged in by social workers on a voluntary basis in a pre-registration, non-regulated environment. 

In addition, the research aimed to identify barriers and enablers that supported or obstructed the participation of social workers in professional development activities in the Irish context. 
The study was carried out through a partnership arrangement between the School of Social Work and Social Policy, Trinity College Dublin and the National Social Work Qualifications Board (NSWQB). It was conducted over a period of approximately 18 months between 2005 and 2007 and targeted a stratified, randomised sample of participants drawn from the total national population of social work post-holders. Over 500 social workers, based across the full range of social work employment sites, participated in the study either by completing postal questionnaires or by taking part in focus group interviews which were conducted with social workers drawn from both urban and rural locations.

 Prior to this study, little was known about the levels of engagement by social work post-holders in CPD in Ireland and it existed as a mainly undocumented and, in some respects, an invisible activity. In anticipation of the introduction of a registration system in which CPD participation would most likely become a mandatory registration requirement for social workers, this study set out to discover what forms of professional development social workers were engaging with and how they experienced that participation.  
The research design involved a mixed-methods approach to data collection, incorporating into the research plan both focus group interviews with social workers as well as a postal questionnaire which was distributed to a randomised and stratified sample of social work post-holders across the 26 counties. By using these methods of data collection, this study succeeded in eliciting the views and self-reported behaviour of a national sample of Irish-based social workers who were in designated social work posts regarding their involvement in CPD activities. 
The study encountered a set of limitations arising from resource and time constraints as well as issues related to the research design. Despite these constraints, the study produced baseline data on social work participation in CPD. It also identified factors that support or inhibit the involvement of social workers in post-qualification education and professional development activities in the Irish context. A central strength of the research design was the support and collaboration provided to the researcher by the National Social Work Qualifications Board. That organisation already had a strong track record in conducting national surveys of social workers and the assistance and advice offered by the NSWQB staff proved invaluable in terms of targeting and capturing a random sample of participants from the total population of social work post-holders across the country.
The data from the study indicates that social workers in Ireland are generally positively motivated to engage in post-qualification education and knowledge acquisition despite the existence of certain barriers and challenges to that participation. The findings are of particular interest because they are based on the self-reported views of professional social workers within an Irish context and as such offer a street-level view of what is actually happening vis-a-vis CPD in the real world of practice.  

The study found strong interest among social workers for CPD, reflected in almost three quarters of the sample indicating a personal history of CPD participation.  For some respondents, the level of engagement in CPD was once-off, occasional or sporadic. For others, it was a repeated and regular feature of their professional activities. This level of engagement corresponds to roughly 3 out of every 4 respondents in 2007 indicating that they had at some stage in their professional career engaged in CPD. This is a lower participation rate than that reported by Halton, Powell and Scanlon (2011) in a recent article which indicated that almost all participants in their study had engaged in some form of CPD (95% reported attending conferences, seminars and presentations). However, this more recent study surveyed members of the Irish Association of Social Workers (IASW) as its target population. Given the degree to which the IASW has promoted and facilitated CPD within its organisation, Halton et al’s (2011) study provides a positive endorsement of the impact of those efforts on the IASW membership. However, it reveals little about what is happening among social workers who for a variety of reasons have chosen not to become IASW members. Therefore, in comparing the findings from the two studies, it is not clear if there has been a significant increase in levels of participation in CPD among social workers in the intervening years between 2007 and 2011 or whether the disparity between the lower rate of CPD found in the 2007 (Kirwan, 2010) study and the higher rate reported by Halton et al (2011) is due to differences in the target research population. It is a reasonable hypothesis that social workers who are motivated to join the IASW may go on then to be more aware of and use more regularly its various services including the CPD opportunities that it organises and therefore a research population drawn from IASW members will have an increased likelihood of CPD participation when compared to the total population of social work post-holders. Also, because the 2007 study targeted social work post-holders, that is, social workers employed in social work designated posts, it is possible that this excluded from its remit people who hold a social work qualification, who are IASW members but who are not in social work designated posts. Therefore, the populations surveyed in the two 2007 and 2011 studies have many points of overlap but are distinct in these two key respects and consequently, direct comparisons cannot be made between the respective findings of the two studies with any degree of statistical confidence. 
Benefits of CPD
The reasons why social workers engage in CPD, as revealed in the 2007 study, found that some participants tend to focus on specific areas of CPD mainly related to their current post while others commented on the value of maintaining a broad knowledge base which they kept up to date through various forms of CPD. Some respondents noted that for them the benefits of CPD engagement included the opportunities it offered to keep apace with developments in practice skills and knowledge  and to broaden their abilities in aspects of their work such as management and supervision. 
The forms of CPD that participants reported finding useful included the more traditionally recognised activities such as accredited and non-accredited training, seminars and conferences, in-service training, reading relevant publications, supervision and mentoring. However, participants also reported learning from and developing through peer collaboration and feedback, supervision external to their workplace and service-user feedback. 

The motivations lying behind the participants’ decisions to engage in CPD were generally in line with the classification adopted by Ennis & Baldwin (2000: 3) to categorise types of work-based learning. In 2007, participants reported that CPD involved ‘learning for work’, ‘learning at work’ and ‘learning through work’, the latter to include supervision and joint-working with colleagues. The 2007 study added a fourth factor to this list of motivations which was ‘learning for career’ as the analysis revealed that some participants used CPD not just to learn what they needed in order to carry out their current job but also in order to acquire what they needed (knowledge, skills or accreditation ) to advance their career aspirations. 
CPD Barriers and Enablers 

The 2007 study revealed factors that supported or facilitated participants to engage in CPD activities and these included assistance from their employers with educational fees, study leave, assistance towards travel and subsistence costs, support from colleagues vis-à-vis workload management and encouragement from their supervisors. 
However, a set of variables was also identified relating to factors that impede social work participation in CPD. In this regard, the findings from the 2007 study correspond quite closely to the challenges to CPD identified more recently by Halton et al (2011) such as the cost burden, trying to balance the time demands of work and study as well as travel time and accessibility of CPD.
The factors inhibiting their engagement in CPD which social workers shared as part of the 2007 study highlight tensions at a number of key levels. Firstly, within agencies, social workers reported sometimes being marginalised within their organisational structure in terms of CPD resources, such as finding themselves located on the periphery of the employing agency training plan or excluded from the core training budget and its allocation. As a result, some participants recorded that they were paying for their own CPD and/or engaging in it in their own time by taking time off during the weekdays or seeking CPD which took place at evenings and weekends. 
Other impeding factors highlighted by participants included issues related to workload management and finding it difficult to take time off work because of responsibilities related to their assigned workload. The participants who identified workload as an obstacle to CPD engagement highlighted the fact that many social workers have heavy caseloads that are not reallocated if they try to devote time to CPD. Some participants reported that their caseload presented the major stumbling block to engaging in CPD as the work demands would pile up while the worker was away from the office and also that they continued to carry responsibility for any work left undone while they were away. This latter issue was particularly emphasised by social work managers who felt they could not delegate all their responsibility to others while they were away from their desk. 
Travel time and distance were also highlighted by participants as inhibiting factors that could prevent or deter uptake of CPD opportunities. Inefficient methods of expenses reimbursement by employing agencies were highlighted by some participants and a small number reported not being able to access any financial support from their employers for CPD activities. 
From the focus group discussions in particular, it emerged that some social workers feel they lack information or awareness about what types of CPD social workers should undertake. It was clear from these discussions that there was wide variation across sites and fields of practice regarding employer commitment to CPD. While most participants could identify some level of support within their workplace that supported their engagement in CPD there was evidence that this was not a universal experience. In some workplaces, it was reported, no structured audit of social worker training needs was ever conducted, no clear allocation of a CPD budget was available and little encouragement was offered to those who wished to engage in CPD as part of their work. 

The 2007 study also captured evidence that a cohort of social workers exist in Ireland who find it difficult as a consequence of some barriers to access any CPD. While those who reported never engaging or rarely engaging in CPD included some social workers who rejected the idea that CPD was a necessary element of quality assurance in their work, many who did not regularly engage in CPD did so regrettably and wished for better support from their team, their employers and CPD providers to enable them to do so. In particular, social workers located at long distances from urban centres expressed a problem with being able to access the types of CPD that they viewed as relevant to their work. Lengthy travel time and distance are factors which cannot be ignored when individual social workers are planning to engage in CPD and they are factors which cannot be easily overcome. In addition to distance and travel time as impeding factors, some respondents reported engaging in certain CPD because they could easily access it but not because it was necessarily the form of CPD that they needed. 
The introduction of mandatory CPD may flush out some of the policies and procedures that make it difficult for social workers to travel distances to access CPD and to balance workload versus CPD engagement. However, it will not necessarily follow that the CPD, which social workers feel they need, will materialise and suddenly become available to them. Overcoming the obstacles of study time availability, travel expenses and so forth does not completely overcome the issue of unsatisfactory availability of relevant CPD activities. It is possible that as CPD becomes an embedded norm related to professional registration that the issue of what forms of CPD are available will move more centre stage. For example, a small number of participants in the 2007 research study complained about applying for very limited numbers of places on particular courses and experiencing repeated rejections from education providers. The issue of supply and demand is not one which individual social workers or local employing agencies can successfully overcome on their own and will require a much broader and more national dialogue between different stakeholder categories if adequate CPD provision is to be made available to all. Furthermore, in the current economic climate, it is likely that the imbalance between supply and demand will not be helped but actually exacerbated by any introduction of mandatory CPD because it is likely then that a larger group of social workers will be fishing in the same CPD pool. 
Post-qualifying CPD Framework
The somewhat ad hoc nature of CPD provision in Ireland reflects a lack of integrated planning regarding the provision of post-qualifying education for social workers.  Ireland is not unique in this regard and other jurisdictions have been criticised in the literature for failure to achieve integrated post-qualifying education planning for social workers (see for example, Kelly & Jackson, 2011). Dialogue between the range of CPD providers, social workers and social work employing organisations could be used to help develop a strategic national plan which would lay the foundation for a clearly defined post-qualifying framework of social work education in Ireland. In the absence of this national level of discussion and planning, the CPD environment for social workers as it presently operates is best characterised as fragmented, unplanned and haphazard.  

CPD Outcomes
The problems currently surrounding the provision and uptake of CPD in an Irish context in part arise from a lack of focus on clearly defined outcomes. There is an unquestioned assumption lying at the heart of much of the current efforts related to CPD provision and delivery that all CPD is good CPD and that regardless of what CPD social workers engage in it must be good for them. This is understandable given the level of demand among social workers employed across the country, and in rural areas in particular, for any CPD. 
However, moving forward in time, with the introduction of mandatory CPD cuffed to registration, the opportunity presents itself for closer consideration to be given to understanding and interpreting the purpose of CPD and how that purpose can be realised. 
It also follows that the CPD needs of individual social workers cannot be assumed to always match the overall training needs of their employing agencies. Corporate CPD is not an idea that has gained much research attention in the context of Irish social work. However, as early as 1991, in a report on continuing professional education for nurses in the UK, Larcombe and Maggs (1991) highlighted the influence there of corporate CPD. They showed how the needs of organisations regarding up-skilling of the workforce in order to achieve service delivery targets may not always match the self-assessed CPD needs of individual practitioners. 
Measuring CPD outcomes is closely linked to this issue. If improving the quality of the services received by service users is regarded as a key outcome of CPD success, then how can or should this be measured? Can it only be measured against the performance of individual workers or must the work of individuals be understood with reference to the context of the agency within which they work and if that agency is meeting its service delivery targets? 
Thinking about outcomes in this way suggests that individual social worker’s CPD plans and activities may not be an adequate means of ensuring that a team or an agency as a single unit embodies all the skills and knowledge it needs to deliver a good quality service. The potential for differences of emphasis, maybe even tension, between corporate CPD needs and individual CPD needs becomes quite clear when viewed from this angle. What mandatory CPD, focused singularly on individual workers, offers into this mix is somewhat unknown territory.
A more useful approach may be that suggested by Nolan, Owen, Curran & Venables (2000) in which they construct a multi-dimensional model of outcome measurement which facilitates the inclusion of both personal and organisational outcomes. They recognise that there can be a variety of possible individual and corporate benefits related to CPD and drawing on the work of a range of authors they suggest that outcome measures can include issues such as improved knowledge and skills as well as professional development, personal development, enhanced job satisfaction, better staff retention, better service delivery, improved communication skills and research-centred practice.  
A danger for social work in Ireland in this emerging regulatory context, where there has been a lack of debate and dialogue between stakeholders about what a post-qualifying CPD social work landscape should look like or how it should be evaluated, is that a corporate-led and corporate-influenced CPD system might take hold and come to dominate the social work CPD agenda.
As a cautionary note it is worth highlighting work by Humphreys (1994) who raised the concept of a ‘corporate model’ of CPD in relation to nursing in the UK and how employing agencies can move from being merely one of the contexts where CPD takes place to being the “driving force” behind it. The question therefore arises, not only who should provide CPD for social workers in Ireland as well as who should evaluate its effectiveness, but who should ‘drive’  its crucial features of curriculum content, availability and accreditation. 
Into the future, articulation from social work representatives of what social workers want in terms of CPD provision will be need to be clear and unambiguous in order to ensure that social workers have some input into shaping their own CPD system.
 Furthermore, entering into this misty landscape is the social work register (CORU) which carries with it CPD as a means to the end, the end being the assurance to the public that social work regulation means that it, the public, can expect high quality social work service delivery. Presumably, CORU too will have specific outcome measures but it is not clear as yet if they will neatly match the outcome measures that the social work profession would select or the measures that employing agencies would expect. 
Conclusions
So what can we say about the usefulness of CPD as a tool of quality assurance and good practice in social work in Ireland? It appears from the 2007 research data, confirmed by more recent findings by Halton et al (2011) that there is a strong level of support among individual social workers for CPD as one way of enhancing their knowledge and skills. Despite the uneven levels of support received by social workers across the country from their employing agencies in terms of assistance with CPD engagement, social workers like the Annie Lennox song are “doing it for themselves” and are finding ways of participating in CPD activities by getting out from under the constraints of heavy caseloads, sometimes low levels of financial support for CPD (if any) and problems with agency policies regarding study leave and travel allowances. 
The data collected in the course of the 2007 national study allows us to see more clearly the factors supporting uptake of CPD and those impeding participation in it in a pre-registration environment. Because the study was conducted well in advance of the introduction of social work registration, the baseline data it gathered may be of use in future studies that wish to explore the impact of the registration process on CPD activities within the social work profession.
The 2007 study also signals positive messages to the social work profession in Ireland. A strong interest in CPD was signalled across all the data sources and the focus groups, in particular, produced evidence of social workers who commit much of their own resources, including time and money, to up-skilling and professional development. 

Ennis and Brodie (1999: 10) believe that for CPD to succeed it needs to become: “part of the furniture”. Research on CPD and social work in an Irish context is in its infancy but what evidence is now available serves to place a spotlight on this issue. This illumination may help encourage dialogue between the various key stakeholders, social workers, social work educators, regulatory agencies, policy-makers, employers and not forgetting service-users, all of whom have a role to play in shaping the CPD landscape for the social workers of the future. 

It is clear that the introduction of mandatory CPD for professional social workers in Ireland will mark a significant departure in social work education in this country. The challenge that lies ahead is to ensure that social work CPD, as it will evolve here over time, actually does what it sets out to do in terms of raising practice standards to the quality levels to which we all aspire. 
. 
Consultation between key stakeholders would serve to put in train a process to address the various issues highlighted by this article in advance of the introduction of mandatory CPD. It is hoped that the knowledge gained from the 2007 national study may help inform any such consultation process. 
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