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Report from 
the Chair

Liz Jones 
Chair, BCCSW Board of Directors

I have reported periodically 
in this column about the first 
strategic plan the College 
created (2012 – 2014), and 
our achievement of the goals 
in those several years. Now 

I would like to tell you about our second strategic 
plan, developed at a meeting on February 22nd, 2014, 
and looking forward 2 – 3 years.  All members of the 
Board attended, as well as the Director, Legislation & 
MCFD Legal Services from the Legislation, Litigation 
& Appeals Branch and the professional staff of the 
College. Once again we worked with a graphic 
recorder to visualize and summarize our work. As 
many of you know, strategic planning is a process to 
look to the future by solidifying in the present mission, 
vision, values of the organization, exploration of 
strengths and opportunities, and the identification of 
‘where to go’ moving forward.
 
Our mission, or purpose, is embedded in the Social 
Workers’ Act as “duties and objects”, and it is to 
“serve and protect the public’, and to “…discharge … 
responsibilities under this Act in the public interest.”  
Because it is in legislation, this mission is non 
negotiable and sets out clearly where our focus has to 
be at all times. 

We recommitted to our vision of “mandatory 
regulation for all social workers” which has been 
the overarching vision since the inception of the BC 
Association of Social Workers in 1956, the creation of 
the Board of Registration for Social Work in 1969, and 
the BC College of Social Workers in 2009.
 
Following a dialogue about our guiding values of 
fairness, inclusivity, integrity, excellence, leadership 
and service, we completed an environmental scan, 
analyzing the strengths and weaknesses of the 
College and external opportunities and threats. This 
work led us to identifying four strategic directions for 
the next several years:
 
 Stakeholder education and relationships
 Enhancing social work practice
 Ensuring public safety
 Strengthening college capacity
 
Within each of these larger areas, we are developing 
board and operational plans for implementation. Over 
the next several College Conversations, the College 
will report on how those plans are proceeding.
 
The Strategic Plan can be found on page 9 of this 
newsletter and is posted on the College’s website. 
Please have a look;  we would welcome your 
thoughts.
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Registrar’s
Report

John Mayr 
Registrar

It’s always interesting to 
me how events colour our 
perspective of things. On 
the international stage, we 
have: Ebola; the ongoing 
escalation of violence in 

Syria and Iraq; and continuing conflict in the Ukraine, 
Middle East and elsewhere. Nationally: the tragic loss 
of two members of the Canadian military; an armed 
attack on the Parliament of Canada; and increasing 
poverty rates especially among women and children. 
Regionally: the thrust and parry of proponents and 
opponents of LNG; disabled ships containing tons 
of crude floating dangerously close to Haida Gwaii; 
the displacement of ‘homeless’ campers from their 
Downtown Eastside park home; and, the natter 
of municipal politicians who talk platitudes with 
apparently little substance. Closer to home, what 
are often referred to as ‘activities of daily living’: 
growing kids; aging parents; and, increasing costs.  
And here at the College, we have: completed the 
first year of the continuing professional development 
program; concluded the election of members for 
the Board; finalized limits and conditions for social 
workers acting as qualified health care providers; 
and, continue raising awareness of the College 
and Registered Social Workers through the public 
awareness campaign. 

A number of years ago, I bought a book that was 
highly recommended. Author A.C. Grayling, in 
Towards the Light: The Story of the Struggles for 
Liberty and Rights that Made the Modern West, 
provides a perspective on not only the struggle for 
democracy, but also the threat under which all our 
forefathers and mothers fought so hard. Despite the 
hyper-connected, consumer-focused, capitalistic, 
demanding world in which we live, we seldom take 
the time to appreciate what we have. 

Living in a democracy is one of those privileges to 
appreciate. Voter participation in the 2011 federal 
election was approximately 61%. Provincially we 
managed 58% in 2013. Municipally, the highest 
turnout was 83% (Bowen Island), the lowest 13% 
(Langford) with BC’s largest metro area (Vancouver) 
showing a voter participation rate of 34.6%. In 2013, 
approximately one third of registrants voted in the 
election of Board members. Early indications are 
that voter participation for 2014 will be about 25%. 
I think it safe to say that the College election and 
professional regulation isn’t going to capture the 
hearts and minds of registrants. I say this because 
generally the work that the College does is out of sight 
and behind the scene. 
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The legislature, through the Social Workers Act, has 
dictated the duty and objects of the College. In BC, 
all health regulatory bodies have the same duty. In 
carrying out the objects, the College’s duty is to serve 
and protect the public and act in the public interest. 
It is within this context that the College must be 
transparent, objective, impartial and fair while setting 
standards for registration, standards of practice and 
ethical conduct, and among other things, establishing 
and maintaining a continuing competence program to 
promote high practice standards among registrants.

With our first CPD program year behind us, I think 
it safe to say that the program has been a success. 
We have heard from many who have given positive 
feedback about the structure, process and outcomes 
achieved through the program. 

Not all feedback we received was positive. In recent 
months, College staff responded to over 1,400 
plus emails and 1,000 phone calls. A minority of 
those callers were indignant that the College would 
implement such a program. Others, having not read 
any of the information, called to let us know that they 
could teach the courses we were requiring. Problem 
being that the College is not requiring courses. Some 
of our favorites were complaints about logging in, with 
most related to security questions. It seems that in an 
effort to increase protection a number of registrants 
fabricate answers to the security questions without 
any method for remembering the answers provided. 

That’s not to say that there were not challenges. A 
number of health authorities had outdated computer 
systems which did not meet minimum security 
requirements and therefore would not allow users 
to enter information. We had numerous demands 
to fix our software so that it would work with those 
antiquated systems. If we did that, the system would 
not function with systems installed within the last five 
years. 

The implementation of the program did result in 
a number of registrants deciding to cancel their 
registration because they didn’t feel that they need 
registration for their particular job. I find this puzzling 
given the definition of social work in the Act:

“Social work” means the assessment, diagnosis, 
treatment and evaluation of individual, interpersonal 
and societal issues through the use of social work 
knowledge, skills, interventions and strategies, 
to assist individuals, couples, families, groups, 
organizations and communities to achieve optimum 
psychological and social functioning.

In the alternative, let’s look at the new global definition 
of Social Work from the IFSW:

“Social work is a practice-based profession and an 
academic discipline that promotes social change and 
development, social cohesion, and the empowerment 
and liberation of people. Principles of social justice, 
human rights, collective responsibility and respect for 
diversities are central to social work. Underpinned by 
theories of social work, social sciences, humanities 
and indigenous knowledge, social work engages 
people and structures to address life challenges and 
enhance wellbeing.”
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Given those definitions, how can anyone with a social 
work education, applying principles and theory of 
social work deny that they are not only practising 
social work, but are a social worker? 

There is one other inter-related initiative I would like to 
touch on in this report and that is the implementation 
of the licensure exam as a requirement of registration. 
Existing registrants who are registered with the 
College will not have to write the exam. Should 
circumstances change for those individuals cancelling 
registration because of CPD and they suddenly 
require registration for employment, they will be 
required to successfully complete the licensure 
examination. 

Sometimes callers ask what the value is in belonging 
to the College. The primary answer is that their 
clients and the public can rely on the assurance that 
their social worker is a qualified, competent, and 
professional social worker and a registered social 
worker that values and upholds the standards of 
practice and ethics of the profession. Additionally, 
registrants benefit from the work that the College does 
in the public interest. Examples include: the public 
awareness campaign; managing registration after the 
removal of an exemption; membership in the Health 
Profession Regulators of BC organization which 
includes all professions regulated under the Health 
Professions Act; ensuring employers and agencies 
understand the difference between regulated and
non-regulated providers; representing BC Social 
Work; and the list goes on. Having qualified, 
competent social workers delivering social work 
services is in the public interest. 
. 
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The
Importance 

of Licensure 
Exams

Commencing September 1, 2015, all applicants not 
yet registered with the College will be required to 
pass a professional licensure exam as part of the 
registration process.

Professional licensure enhances the protection of the 
public by seeking to establish minimum standards 
of competence and through that process register 
those who are qualified through education, work 
experience, and licensure examination. Therefore, 
licensure provides an assurance to the public and 
other professions, that a social worker who is 
registered with the College attains a minimum level 
of knowledge, skills and experience necessary to 
perform the practice of social work in a safe, effective 
and ethical manner. 

Licensure exams are quite different to academic 
examinations which aim to assess an individual’s 
level of understanding and knowledge of a particular 
subject area. Licensure exams on the other hand 
assess competency based on an individual’s level of 
knowledge, skills and ability to undertake professional 
practice.

Professional licensure is only a starting point 
for professional growth and development, and 
participation in continuing professional development 
throughout a registered social worker’s career, 
indicates a true dedication to integrity and 
professionalism.



Annual
General
Meeting

The Annual General Meeting, held April 4, 2014 
at UBC, was video broadcast to various locations 
across the province including: Victoria, Prince George, 
Vernon, Prince Rupert, Fort Nelson, Kamloops, and 
Nanaimo.
 
Some of the highlights of the meeting were: a 
presentation about the Continuing Professional 
Development (CPD) Program by the College’s 
Directors of Professional Practice; a live 
demonstration of the online CPD Planner; and a 
presentation by the Registrar about the College’s 
Public Awareness Campaign. 

The College would like to take this opportunity to 
thank registrants who hosted the AGM and those who 
attended. 

Next year’s AGM is scheduled to be held on
April 24, 2015.

A huge thank you to all who voted.

Election
Results

The election for members of the Board has been 
completed and verified by an independent election 
scrutineer. The members of the Board extend their 
sincere appreciation to all candidates.  This year, 
the College attempted to provide statistical and 
demographic information to assist registrants in 
determining which candidate would receive votes. In 
the coming weeks we will be conducting a survey to 
collect information about voter preference.

The following candidates were determined to be 
elected by virtue of votes received, as a percentage of 
all votes:

Jones, Deborah  21.0 %
Wolchok, Emma  19.7 %
Stokes, Jackie   17.5 %
Magnuson, Curtis  16.4 %

Candidates not elected: 
Berry, Ed   15.6 %
Ballard, Chad     9.8 %

Total electoral participation rate was 23.25%, with the 
total percentage of ballots cast at 19%.
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Inquiry
Committee

The Social Workers Act (2008) directs the College to 
receive and investigate complaints against registered 
social workers and former registrants. The goal of 
the College’s investigation process is to be fair to all 
involved and to measure the conduct or competence 
of a registrant against minimum levels of practice for 
public protection. The College ensures that registrants 
practice within the Standards of Practice.
 
To date this year, the College has received 17 
complaints. Of those, three have been dismissed 
by the Registrar as the matters in the complaints 
were outside the jurisdiction of the College. Of the 
remaining matters, two have resulted in the committee 
reaching agreement with the registrant to take 
remedial action. In three, the conduct was found to 
be satisfactory and no further action was taken. The 
remainder continue to be investigated.  Of the 11 
complaints received in 2013, four complaints have 
been brought forward to the current year and continue 
to be investigated.

Delays in the investigation process often result 
because of challenges in accessing social work 
records from large organizations. Privacy laws place 

strict requirements for the protection of private 
information of their clients, and rightly so. However, 
section 21 of the Social Workers Act provides for the 
College to ‘investigate, inquire into, inspect, observe 
or examine’ the premises, records, materials and 
practice of registrants, all within the mandate of public 
protection. We often seek and rely on the records of 
registrants in the investigation process, as a tool to 
assess the registrants practice.

Just as the social work profession spans a wide 
spectrum of fields of practice, the types of complaints 
the College receives are equally diverse. For 
instance, a complaint may be related to a perceived 
miscommunication regarding the boundaries of the 
professional relationship, or the establishment of 
expectations within the professional relationship. 
A complaint may indicate a failure to work within 
legislative mandates such as an investigation 
of alleged adult abuse and neglect under Adult 
Guardianship Legislation or non-compliance with the 
College’s bylaws. The College conducts an objective 
and transparent investigation to ensure fair process 
for all those involved.
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Strategic
Planning

1. Collaboration
 Maintain & sustain
 collaborative initiatives:
	 	 •	CCSWR
	 	 •	BCASW
	 	 •	ASWB
	 	 •	Aboriginal	Community	

Communication
1.1 Public Awareness  
	 	 Continue	to	plan	and
	 	 implement	PA	plan.	
	 	 •	Develop	&	maintain	media
   relations
	 	 •	Increase	knowledge	&
	 	 	 visibility	of	College	&
	 	 	 regulation	of	social	work
	 	 •	Promote	&	expand
	 	 	 registration

1.2 Registrant awareness
	 	 •	Increase	communications
	 	 	 with	registrants
	 	 •	Increase	articles	in	College		
	 	 	 Conversation 
1.3 Students and Schools of
      Social Work
	 	 •	Encourage	understanding
	 	 	 of	Regulation
	 	 •	Contact	each	school	yearly
	 	 •	Encourage	registration
	 	 	 Media	Relations
	 	 •	Proactively	engage	media

1.4 Regulatory Research 
	 	 •	Conduct	research	on
	 	 	 emerging	&	urgent	issues 

2. Enhance Social Work Practice
2.1 Undertake activities to define  
social work practice.
	 •	 Develop	policy	on	knowledge,
	 	 skill,	and	ability	
	 •	 Work	to	enhance	social	work
	 	 practice
	 •	 Complete	consultation	&
	 	 revision	of	standards	of
	 	 practice

2.2 Advance Competencies      
CCSWR
	 •	 Promote	activities	related	to
	 	 the	competency	profile
	 •	 Participate	in	&	direct	phase
  2 activities

2.3 Quality Assurance
	 •	 Continue	implementation	of
	 	 CPD	program
	 •	 Develop	policies	for	special
	 	 consideration

2.4 Preparing Students for 
Registration 
	 •	 Develop	&	present	information
	 	 to	schools	of	social	work
	 •	 Conduct	other	outreach	to
	 	 increase	awareness

2.5 Strengthen Professional 
Identity
	 •	 Engage	in	regulatory
	 	 focused	dialogue
	 •	 Increase	knowledge	&
	 	 visibility	of	College	&
	 	 regulation	of	social	work
	 •	 Undertake	activities	that
	 	 build	respect	for	the
	 	 profession

3. Public safety
3.1
	 •	 Develop	&	propose	priority
	 	 list	for	removal	of
	 	 exemptions
	 •	 Meet	with	Government	to
	 	 discuss	plan

3.2  Professional conduct
	 •	 Increase	awareness	of	
	 	 standards	of	practice
	 •	 Increase	awareness	of
	 	 competent	practice

3.3 Improve ability to regulate 
misconduct 
	 •	 Create,	review	&	revise
	 	 policies	for	emerging
	 	 practice	areas

3.4 Standards of Practice
	 •	 Complete	consultation	&
	 	 revision	of	standards	of
	 	 practice
	 •	 Plan	and	implement	new
	 	 standards	of	practice
	 •	 Engage	stakeholders	in
	 	 dialogue	regarding	Code	of
	 	 Ethics

4. Expand College Capacity
4.1 Strengthen internal capacity
	 •	Conduct	needs	assessment
	 	 for	additional	staff
	 •	Identify	activities	for	staff
	 	 development
	 •	Continue	cross	functional
	 	 staff	model

4.2 Internal Governance Policies
	 •	Develop	&	implement	Board
	 	 member	assessment
	 •	Develop	plan	for	Board
	 	 member	succession
	 •	Develop	process	and
	 	 criteria	for	identification	of
	 	 new	Board	members
	 •	Develop	social	media
	 	 platform/forum	for	election
	 	 communications

4.3 Board member professional 
development
	 •	Ensure	orientation	of	new
	 	 members	within	6	months
	 •	Ensure	every	new	member
	 	 attends	ASWB	new	Board
	 	 member	training
	 •	Communicate	educational
	 	 opportunities	to	Board
	 	 members
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About The
Public Awareness

Campaign
The College is involved in an ongoing public awareness campaign to promote our work in protecting the public. Ads 
and articles have been in newspapers, transit, TV as closed caption spots, and now on social media. We’ve included 
some of the ads within this newsletter. We hope you like them and would value your opinion. 

Digital Ads
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Digital Ads
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Print Ads

SOCIAL WORKERS
ENRICH OUR

COMMUNITIES
Social workers support clients in complex life transitions. They provide 
services in our communities, not-for-profit and government agencies, 
hospitals, schools, prisons and through private practice. They connect their 
clients to services and resources in the community. Those registered with 
the BC College of Social Workers are the only ones who can use the title 
Registered Social Worker.

Regulating in the public interest
bccollegeofsocialworkers.ca

SOCIAL WORKERS
ENRICH OUR

COMMUNITIES
Social workers support clients in complex life transitions. They provide 
services in our communities, not-for-profit and government agencies, 
hospitals, schools, prisons and through private practice. They connect 
their clients to services and resources in the community.

People needing a social worker’s services are experiencing significant 
stress and count on the professionalism of the person they are letting 
into their life. But, not all people providing social work services are 
Registered Social Workers.

Those registered with the BC College of Social Workers are the only 
ones who can use the title Registered Social Worker or RSW. They are 
held to a Code of Ethics under the law in BC. You can expect Registered 
Social Workers to provide excellent services and if you have any concerns, 
you can contact the College.

Regulating in the public interest
bccollegeofsocialworkers.ca
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What is a
“Community

of Practice”?
Knowledge is dynamic and ever evolving. It requires 
participation in life and the world around us. It is 
through this participation and interaction with our 
environment and the people within that environment, 
that we develop and share the capacity to create, 
refine, communicate and use knowledge. In our work 
life, engaging with our immediate environment tends 
to lead us to people of similar interests. A group of 
people with similar interest can be seen as being 
members of a community. However, a Community of 
Practice is more than a group of people who share 
a common domain of interest; it is defined by what 
knowledge the members have acquired and shared 
in relation to the common interest through their 
engagement, interaction and practice.  Communities 
of practice develop around things that matter to 
people. The purpose holds value to its members. 
This common concern or passion may bring people 
together, but it is the desire to want to do it better that 
keeps them together. As Wenger (2006) so eloquently 
stated, communities of practice “enable practitioners 
to take collective responsibility for managing 
learning.” Doesn’t this sound like an opportune way of 
further developing as a professional?

Wenger, E. C. (2006) Communities of Practice: A brief introduction. 
Retrieved 9th June 2014 from http://wenger-trayner.com/
theory/#http://wenger-trayner.com/theory/

Changes 
from

DSM-IV-TR
to DSM-5

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-5) was published in 
May 2013 and supersedes the DSM-IV-TR.

DSM is the American Psychiatric Association’s 
(APA) classification and diagnostic tool and serves 
as a universal authority for psychiatric diagnosis 
and treatment recommendations in North America. 
Along with excitement over the release of the new 
DSM-5, there has been some controversy with some 
leading professionals in the mental health community 
questioning its ongoing validity as a diagnostic tool.

You can read about the main changes from DSM-IV-TR 
to DSM-5, by accessing the document below:

http://www.dsm5.org/Documents/changes%20
from%20dsm-iv-tr%20to%20dsm-5.pdf

A note from ASWB for those planning on taking their 
clinical exam as part of their RCSW application:

No content related to DSM-5 will appear on the 
exams until July 2015.

The current ASWB examinations reflect the content 
contained in the DSM-IV-TR. Current ASWB study 
guides and practice exams are up to date for 
candidates planning to take the exam before the new 
DSM content is put on the exams in July
2015. New study materials reflecting the DSM-5
are in development, and they will be available in
early 2015.



What Can
Count as 

Professional
Development?

Makhan Shergill RSW

The design of the CPD 
program is based on self-
directed, reflective learning 
so that individuals can 
tailor their own professional 
development around their 
individual learning needs. 

We regularly have questions from registrants about 
‘what can count as CPD?’ and callers are somewhat 
surprised, if not relieved, when we explain that, in 
order to meet the full requirements of the program, 
they are not required to undertake formal continuing 
education courses, unless they wish to do so. When 
designing the program, the College was keenly aware 
of the financial burden that a formal, course-based 
approach to CPD would have placed on individuals. 
We have aimed to design a program that is accessible 
to registrants across the province, acknowledging that 
those in remote and rural areas do not have the same 
opportunity or access to formal continuing education 
courses or indeed, professional networks, as their 
colleagues in most urban areas. 

The answer to the question: ‘what can count as 
CPD?’ is to be found in the Standards for CPD, 
namely the following:
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 Standard 3: Actively seek and participate in a range of
 continuing professional development activities that
 maintain and advance professional skills and knowledge
 within current or future scopes of practice.

 Standard 4: Seek to ensure that continuing
 professional development activities promote
 positive outcomes for recipients.

What this means is that any professional learning 
activity that is linked to scope of practice and has 
intent to raise knowledge, skills or awareness, and 
therefore enhance practice outcomes for recipients 
of social work can be considered as professional 
development. This reflects the main purpose of 
the program, which is to support the enhancement 
of individual registrant’s practice, informed by 
current developments in the field. Supporting 
the enhancement of individual practice through 
professional development will in time, contribute 
to increased credibility and the public’s trust in the 
profession of social work as a whole in BC.

A registrant recently called the College to seek support 
from staff about CPD. While discussing what he had 
been doing, he suddenly exclaimed, ‘I get it now! This 
program is really making me stop and reflect on what I 
am doing and how I can do it better in the future’. This 
registrant, with his eureka moment, made our day. 



Looking
Forward:

Revising the
Standards

of Practice
Social work, as a profession, is continually adapting 
and re-shaping in response to major demographic 
and cultural changes occurring in Canadian 
society. Included amongst the changes affecting 
the future direction of social work are: an aging 
population; the increasing diversity of Canadian 
society; and, the requirements to prioritise the 
social needs of aboriginal peoples, both in social 
service delivery and social work education (Drover 
2006). The College positions itself proactively, so 
that it can act responsively and strategically in this 
changing professional landscape, on local, national, 
and international levels. As part of this strategic 
positioning, the College has reviewed its standards 
of practice and concluded that the current standards 
and Code of Ethics and Standards of Practice no 
longer adequately reflect the current and emerging 
scopes of practice within BC.

The College has undertaken to revise the standards 
based on international trends in regulatory best 
practices. It is anticipated that new standards will be 
underpinned by the ethos, principles, and values that 
inform the social work profession and practise in BC.

A framework has been created to guide the 
development of the new Standards of Practice. This 
guiding framework provides a moral compass to 
ensure that the profession’s obligations towards social 
justice and the core ethical principles and values of 
social work remain central to the development of any 
new standards.

As part of the College’s commitment to encourage 
and ensure engagement with its registrants, the 
guiding framework is available on the College website 
under a dedicated section which will continually be 
updated as work proceeds on developing the new 
standards.We aim to consult broadly on any new draft 
standards and welcome ongoing contributions and 
comments through direct contact with the College.

(Drover (2006) Encyclopedia of Canadian Social Work last edited 
December 2013)
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Professional
Disengagement
& Competency

Makhan Shergill RSW

Professor Austin Zubin, from 
the University of Toronto, has 
researched extensively on 
understanding competency 
within the health and social 
care fields. His work has 
identified the common 

characteristics of competent professionals and 
found strong correlations between competence and 
individuals who are professionally networked and also 
express general satisfaction both within their work 
and personal life.

Zubin has identified the experience of isolation, 
whether personal or professional, as contributing to 
what he terms ‘competency drift.’ Disengagement 
within the workplace often links to more general 
dissatisfaction and the core problem of competency is 
therefore not linked to technical skills alone but more 
with the individual professional themselves.
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At a recent seminar hosted by a regulatory body on 
the topic of competency, Zubin concluded that it is 
important to recognise and address personal and 
professional isolation before it acts as a trigger to 
poor practice that may influence complaints made 
against the individual. Engaging in conversations on 
disengagement and isolation are themselves a key to 
change, rather than a focus on how disengagement 
can be measured. All social work practitioners and 
their agencies need to engage in conversations about 
isolation and disengagement to limit ‘competency 
drift,’ particularly in the current era of significant 
challenge and change facing the profession of social 
work in BC.



‘Namwayut
We Are
All One

The College recognises the need for a much more 
significant connection with Aboriginal social workers 
in BC so that Aboriginal perspectives and knowledge 
are intrinsic within the development of the new 
Standards of Practice and all areas of the College’s 
future work. The College acknowledges primary 
responsibility for the current and historical lack of 
connection it has had with Aboriginal social workers 
and the broader Aboriginal communities in BC, and 
therefore strongly commits to supporting the current 
spirit of reconciliation within its sphere of influence. 
The College commits to increasing its understanding, 
and that of the BC social work community as a whole, 
about the histories and cultures of Aboriginal peoples; 
to recognise their achievement and resilience; and 
to commit to developing meaningful dialogue and 
relationships founded on respect.

We seek to together look at how respectful dialogue 
may be initiated in a spirit of reconciliation and 
forward movement. 

Walk for
Reconciliation
BCCSW participated in the Walk for Reconciliation 
on September 22. The rain didn’t dampen the 
spirits of the over 50,000 participants who walked 
in solidarity for human rights and social justice. The 
day began with an inspiring speech from Dr. Bernice 
King, singing and traditional blessings. It was a day 
of remembering the many injustices First Nations 
and Aboriginal groups have faced and honour the 
resilience of so many, but it also carried a message of 
moving forward with positive change, empowerment 
and healing. The Walk for Reconciliation is one small 
step in making a commitment to a new way forward.
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Thinking 
of Riding into
the Sunset?

Tips for Closing a Private Practice

Chelsea Cooledge BSW, MSW
Director of Professional Practice

Each year a number of 
registrants contact the 
College to advise us that 
they are retiring, moving on 
to new challenges, or, for 
other reasons, are closing 
their social work practice. 
There are also others who 

don’t contact the College and simply disappear. In 
this article, we will provide information and things 
to consider when closing a private practice. For 
registrants wanting to retire or close their private 
practice business for any reason, there are a number 
of important factors to consider in making this 
transition. These factors include, among other things: 
How and when do I inform clients? What do I do with 
my files? Do I have to keep my liability insurance for a 
period of time?

Informing clients
It is good practice to provide as much notice as 
possible to your clients. Social work is a relationship-
based profession and significant time may be required 
to properly conclude the professional relationships 
with clients. Some clients may require significant 
support, including a referral to another professional, 
as appropriate.  Termination of the professional 
relationship is part of the therapeutic process; this 
may take several months. The time frame will vary 

from client to client depending on their needs and 
your clinical judgement. You should inform current 
clients face-to-face about your plans. Once you have 
decided on a final date to close your business, it may 
be a good idea to write to your clients informing them 
of the date and explaining how you will help them 
to transition. For some clients you may have to then 
follow up again with a face-to-face conversation. 
Certain clients will need continued care and there 
is an ethical imperative which requires a referral to 
appropriate professionals. It is important to remember 
that while social work is a regulated profession, others 
are not.  If you are referring a client to a person who 
is not in a regulated profession (counselling in BC is 
not regulated) it is important to share that information 
with your client. Transferring a client is different than 
transferring a record. The next section speaks to 
the transfer and maintenance of records. Use your 
professional judgement as to how patients should be 
informed that your practice is closing and how they 
can access their records in the future. A general notice 
in a local newspaper may best suit the situation. 
Consider whether it is advisable to inform former 
patients, given the risk of breaching confidentiality
or causing distress.
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Records
The Standards of Practice require you to retain your 
social work records for no less than seven years 
from the date of last entry. In the case of a minor, 
the records are to be kept for no less than seven 
years once the client has passed the age of majority. 
Social workers in private practice are responsible for 
complying with privacy legislation, in this case the 
Personal Information Protection Act. The National 
Association of Social Workers actually recommends 
that you retain your records indefinitely in the event 
of lawsuits about your practice or other legal matters. 
The law says that the client owns the information in 
the record, but the professional has a legal obligation 
to retain the record for the required time period.

Another option is for a social worker to arrange for 
a transfer of records to another registered social 
worker. Both social workers who cease practice and 
those who accept transfer of records from social 
workers closing their practice are required to comply 
with secure storage requirements according to the 
Standards of Practice and legislation. Regardless of 
where records are located, they must be reasonably 
accessible and safely and securely stored. A 
reasonable effort must be made to inform clients 
of the future location of their records. There should 
also be a clear and written understanding between 
the parties as to the retired social worker’s access to 
the records in the event of legal action, a complaint, 
or with respect to liability that may arise. Be clear 
as to whether the transfer of a record is a transfer 
of the client and consider issues related to consent. 
Remember that if a client is transferred to another 
registered professional (not a social worker), the 
patient must provide signed, informed consent for the 
transfer of their record. Also, it is important to know 

that even with the consent of the client a social work 
record must not be transferred to a person who is not 
a regulated professional. 

The Office of the Information & Privacy Commissioner 
for BC has many useful resources regarding 
information and privacy issues. 
 
Referrals
Establish and communicate to your professional 
network the deadline for accepting new referrals and 
clients. If you accept a new referral, the client must 
be informed, during your initial contact, of your date 
of closure and that efforts will be made to transition 
the client should they engage in a professional 
relationship. This way the client has the opportunity to 
engage in the services or choose to seek assistance 
elsewhere. Additionally, when informing your network 
or referral sources that you are closing your business 
and the date, you should provide them with alternate 
contacts. 
 
Insurance
It is important to review your policy with your 
professional liability insurance company to ensure that 
you are complying with and are familiar with the terms 
in that policy. It is worthwhile to seek legal advice or 
advice from an insurance agent as to whether you 
should maintain your insurance coverage, and if so for 
how long, after closure of your practice. Some policies 
have tail coverage built into the policy. Tail coverage 
means that the professional is covered for acts that 
happened when the policy was in effect. Otherwise, 
consider one of many professional liability policies 
which offer an option to extend coverage after you 
close your practice.
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Renewal of Registration
Even in retirement, a registrant may decide to 
maintain full registration in the event that you decide 
to return to practice, practice casually or periodically, 
or if you are simply transitioning to another area 
of practice. In this case, you would be required to 
complete the mandatory Continuing Professional 
Development (CPD) requirements. Alternatively, 
you could transfer to the non-practicing class of 
registration so long as you are not going to engage 
in or be practicing social work for that period of 
time.  This allows you to remain a registrant who 
can return to the full practicing category at a later 
date without having to reapply to the College. You 
do not need to comply with CPD while you are in 
the non-practicing class of registration, but there 
will be different CPD requirements upon your return 
to full practice, depending on how long you have 
been in the non-practicing class. The third option is 
to close your registration entirely, however, if in the 
future you wanted to return to practice, you would be 
required to complete a full application and meet all 
registration requirements in place at that time. As of 
September 1, 2015 all new applicants will be required 
to successfully complete a licensure examination to 
become registered. 

Other tips
	 •	Think	of	other	ways	you	can	notify	people	of	the
 closing of your practice such as changing your
 voicemail greeting, updating your business website, 
 or including a note in your email signature line.
 Always consider the timeliness of this style of
 notification and whether it could cause harm to
 clients if they haven’t been properly notified by you
 personally. 

	 •	Closing	your	private	practice,	as	with	any
 transitional period in your life, can come with a lot of
 anxieties, worries, and stressors. Remember to
 engage your self care strategies!

	 •	If	you	don’t	already	have	one,	you	may	want	to
 consult with a professional about a Will, Power of
 Attorney, Representation Agreement, Advance
 Directives or specific contract in case of incapacity
 or death. Consult a lawyer and seek information for
 including provisions to appoint a qualified person to

 be responsible for your practice records and clients
 in the event of unexpected death or incapacity.
 Remember that your records cannot be transferred
 to a non-regulated professional.

	 •	Inform	your	peer	colleagues,	supervisors	and	any
 supervisees of the closure of your practice. Refer
 your supervisees on to other supervisors as
 appropriate. You may choose to remain a mentor.

	 •	Inform	third	party	payers	with	whom	you	offer
 services, for example EAP organizations or
 Worksafe BC.

	 •	If	you	have	been	operating	your	private	practice
 as a professional corporation or have a business
 name, you will need to follow appropriate legal
 means to dissolve your corporation, inform
 shareholders, transfer ownership or make other
 arrangements. You should consult a lawyer and tax
 professionals. Your legal responsibilities as a
 professional social worker are not affected by
 incorporation.

	 •	Review	any	rental	or	lease	agreement	you	have
 entered into for use of office space. 

Final Thoughts
Closing your practice requires a well thought out 
strategy and often professional advice. A detailed plan 
will make your transition into retirement or another 
chapter in your life as smooth as possible and will 
significantly reduce any potential harm or risk to your 
clients. Plan ahead!
The information in this article is general in nature 
and is not intended to replace good independent 
legal and/or financial advice. Registrants are strongly 
encouraged to consult appropriate professionals 
when discontinuing to provide services.

Reference:
Griffin, M. (2010) Closing a Psychotherapy Practice: further 
considerations. 

The Therapist Retiring? Tips for Closing your Private Practice, 
NASW Center for Workforce Studies, February 2012
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