
CAREERS THROUGH MATHS: FAMILY SUPPORT WORKER

JOB DESCRIPTION

A  Family  Support  Worker  (FSW)  provides  practical,  emotional,  and  educational

support to families facing a wide range of challenges, including poverty, domestic

abuse, mental health difficulties, substance misuse, and parenting struggles. Working

primarily for local authorities, children's services, charities, and housing associations

across the UK, these professionals are the frontline of the government's 'Supporting

Families' programme (formerly 'Troubled Families'), which aims to turn around the

lives of  vulnerable families.  The role involves conducting detailed assessments of

family needs, creating tailored support plans, and coordinating with other agencies

such as schools, health visitors, and social workers. A typical day might involve home

visits across a borough like Birmingham or Newcastle, helping a parent navigate a

benefits  application,  or  running  a  parenting  skills  workshop  at  a  local  children's

centre.

Mathematics  is  central  to  this  role  in  ways  that  are  often  overlooked  but  are

fundamentally important for both the families being supported and the effectiveness

of the support service itself. Family Support Workers are responsible for managing

caseloads,  which  requires  meticulous  data  tracking  and  the  ability  to  measure

progress  against  specific  targets,  such  as  children's  school  attendance  rates  or

reductions in anti-social behaviour incidents. They must calculate household budgets

with clients to ensure families can afford essential utilities and food, often using tools

to work out entitlement to Universal Credit, housing benefit, and free school meals.

Furthermore, in an era of tight public sector budgets, FSWs must complete detailed

cost-benefit analyses for their interventions, demonstrating to funders—whether that

is a local council like Leeds City Council or a charity like Barnardo's—that their work

delivers measurable social value and long-term savings to the public purse.

The work environment is dynamic and varied. One hour might be spent at a desk

completing case notes on a secure database, while the next could be at a family's

home in a council estate in Glasgow, helping them fill out complex statutory forms.

The role requires resilience and adaptability, as no two days are the same. FSWs must

regularly prepare reports for case reviews and court proceedings, which requires the

ability to present data clearly and logically. They also contribute to the 'graded care

profile' assessments, which involve scoring families on multiple dimensions of care,

requiring precise, evidence-based numerical judgement. In a profession increasingly



driven by 'payment by results' contracts, the ability to collect, interpret, and present

quantitative  evidence  of  progress  is  not  just  a  useful  skill—it  is  a  fundamental

requirement for the sustainability of the services they provide.

HOW MATHEMATICS IS USED

-  Budgeting  and  Financial  Modelling: A  core  daily  task  involves  'money

management' sessions with families. This requires constructing detailed household

budget spreadsheets, calculating weekly and monthly income against outgoings, and

modelling the financial impact of different life choices. For example, an FSW might

help a single parent in Manchester calculate whether taking on a 20-hour per week

job at National Living Wage (£11.44 per hour from April 2024) leaves them better off

after factoring in the loss of Universal Credit taper (55p for every £1 earned) and

potential  loss  of  free  school  meals.  This  involves  solving  linear  equations  to

determine the 'break-even point' of employment versus benefits.

- Data Analysis and Performance Metrics: In the UK, local authorities are judged on

specific  outcomes  for  children  and  families.  FSWs  must  track  and  analyse  data

regarding  school  attendance  (measured  as  a  percentage  of  sessions  attended),

exclusions, and referrals to youth offending teams. They use statistical methods to

compare their caseload's performance against national averages published by the

Department for Education. For instance, if a child's attendance drops below 90%, the

FSW must analyse the pattern of absences—calculating frequencies and percentages

to identify whether absences cluster on specific days, indicating a potential pattern of

truancy or underlying issues like unpaid bus fares.

- Risk Assessment and Probability: Safeguarding is the highest priority. FSWs must

assess the probability and severity of risk to children using structured frameworks

like  the  'Signs  of  Safety'  approach.  This  involves  qualitatively  and  quantitatively

scoring the likelihood of harm based on evidence. They evaluate the frequency of

incidents  (e.g.,  number of  police call-outs  to  a  domestic  address per  month)  and

weigh 'complicating factors' to determine a risk rating. This is a practical application

of probability and logic, deciding whether the risk is low, medium, or high enough to

escalate to statutory child protection procedures under the Children Act 1989.

-  Statistical  and  Analytical  Methods: The  role  requires  interpreting  data  from

various statutory assessments. For example, when a health visitor identifies a child as

failing  to  meet  developmental  milestones,  the  FSW  will  track  growth  percentiles

(using standard deviation charts) to monitor progress. They also analyse data from

the 'Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire' (SDQ), scoring 25 items to generate a

'total  difficulties  score'  out  of  40.  This  quantitative  score  is  used  to  measure  the



effectiveness  of  a  12-week  parenting  intervention,  comparing  pre-  and  post-

intervention  scores  to  calculate  the  average  improvement  and  determine  if  the

support provided has been statistically and practically significant.

KEY SKILLS & TOOLS

Skill/Tool Application

Case Management

Software (e.g.,

Liquidlogic, Mosaic)

These are the primary UK local authority systems used to log

case notes and track outcomes. FSWs use these to run reports

that calculate the number of contacts with a family, the time

spent on a case, and to graph progress against 'Outcome

Stars'—a visual tool where families are scored from 1-10 on

dimensions like 'Living Situation' and 'Parenting Skills'. The

software often uses traffic-light systems based on numerical

thresholds to flag high-risk cases.

Excel & Spreadsheet

Analysis

Essential for creating bespoke budget planners for families.

FSWs use Excel to build formulas (e.g., `=SUM(B2:B10)`) to total

household income and expenditure. They also use it to create

line charts and bar graphs to visually demonstrate to managers

the progress of caseloads against key performance indicators

(KPIs), such as a 10% reduction in anti-social behaviour

incidents within a specific postcode area.

Outcome Star™

This is a suite of tools widely used across UK charities and

councils. It is a key measurement tool where families self-assess

against a 10-point scale across different life areas. The FSW uses

the numerical data to calculate the 'distance travelled' (e.g.,

from a score of 3 to a score of 6) over a 6-month period. This

'distance travelled' metric is crucial for evidencing the social

impact of the service to funders like the National Lottery

Community Fund.

Eco-Mapping &

Genogram Software

While visual, these tools require logical and mathematical

structuring. FSWs create genograms (family trees) and ecomaps

(diagrams of a family's social connections) to analyse the

support network. They use symbols and lines to represent

relationships, and the analysis involves counting the number of



positive vs. negative connections to quantify a family's social

capital and identify gaps in support.

Secure

Communication &

Reporting Tools (e.g.,

Microsoft Teams,

Outlook)

FSWs must present complex numerical data in court reports and

child protection conferences. They use word processing and

presentation software to translate raw data into clear, concise

summaries. For example, they might create a table showing a

child's weight measurements over time to demonstrate neglect

or improvement, ensuring the data is accessible to legal

professionals and family members without statistical

backgrounds.

Assessment

Frameworks (e.g.,

Graded Care Profile

2)

This is a standardised UK tool used to assess neglect. It involves

scoring 4 domains (Physical, Safety, Love, Esteem) with sub-

sections, each scored from 1 (poor) to 5 (excellent). The FSW

calculates a total score and an average score for each domain.

The mathematical pattern of the scores (e.g., high scores for

Physical but low for Love) helps pinpoint specific areas of

neglect and guides the creation of a targeted support plan.

Online Benefits

Calculators (e.g.,

entitledto, Turn2us)

FSWs use these digital tools to calculate benefit entitlements.

They must input precise financial data (income, savings, rent)

and interpret the output. Critically, they must be able to

manually verify the calculations for Universal Credit,

understanding the taper rate and elements (e.g., standard

allowance, child element), to ensure the family is receiving the

correct amount and to challenge any errors from the

Department for Work and Pensions (DWP).

Typical Pathway: The most common entry route is  through a Level 3 Diploma in

Childcare and Education or a relevant degree in Social Work, Health and Social Care,

or Psychology. Most employers, such as local authorities and charities like Action for

Children, require GCSEs in English and Mathematics at grade 4 or above (previously

a C). Many FSWs begin as support workers or volunteers, gaining experience before

undertaking a Level 4 or 5 qualification in Supporting Families or a specific area like

Domestic  Abuse.  Progression  often  leads  to  senior  practitioner  roles,  case

management,  or  specialising  in  areas  like  early  help  or  youth  justice.  For  those

seeking chartered status,  a degree accredited by the Health and Care Professions

Council  (HCPC)  allows  progression  into  statutory  social  work.  Continuous

Professional  Development  (CPD) is  mandatory,  often involving training in  specific

therapeutic models like Solihull Approach or the Strengthening Families programme,

which require a solid understanding of data collection and evaluation.



Industry  Demand: The  demand  for  Family  Support  Workers  in  the  UK  remains

consistently  high,  driven  by  the  government's  continued  investment  in  early

intervention and the 'Supporting Families' programme, which is a key strategy for all

153  top-tier  local  authorities  in  England.  The  Office  for  National  Statistics  (ONS)

projects that employment in the wider social care sector will grow significantly over

the  next  decade  to  meet  the  needs  of  an  ageing  population  and  rising  social

inequality.  The COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent  cost-of-living crisis  have

exacerbated  pressures  on  families,  leading  to  increased  referrals  to  children's

services. Consequently, there is a strong demand for skilled workers who can not

only provide emotional support  but also navigate the complex financial  and data-

driven systems that underpin modern social care in the UK.

Real-World  Impact: Family  Support  Workers  are  unsung  heroes  who  deliver

tangible, measurable improvements to the lives of vulnerable children and families

across the UK. By using mathematical skills to help families escape debt, improve

school attendance, and reduce anti-social behaviour, they directly contribute to the

government's levelling-up agenda and reduce long-term strain on public services

like the NHS and the police. Their work in analysing data and evidencing outcomes

ensures that  vital  funding from central  government,  such as the Shared Outcomes

Fund, is spent effectively and delivers a measurable return on investment. Whether

it's helping a family in a deprived area of Liverpool avoid eviction or supporting a

young mother in rural Wales to access the correct benefits, their application of data

and  numerical  reasoning  ensures  that  support  is  targeted,  effective,  and  life-

changing.
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