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Abstract
The Irish State is creating regulatory frameworks for social professionals.  A regulatory framework for social workers was established in 2011; a framework for social care workers is expected before 2017. The issue of competent social professional practice is a key element addressed within these frameworks. At the same time, the Irish State has already issued a policy framework setting out requirements for training competent social care workers.  By analysing how competence is constructed within frameworks regulating social workers and training social care workers, this paper examines how the Irish State is likely to frame competence for social care work practice. Specifically, by considering regulatory and training frameworks as policy narratives, the paper suggests Irish State policies may offer divergent positions on the social status of social care workers and on the moral dimensions of the social care work role. In particular, this paper suggests that different institutions of the Irish State formatting policy concerning social professional competence employ different conceptualisations of the socio-philosophical term ‘freedom’. Consequently, this difference leads to different organs of the State mapping out quite different frameworks for what constitutes competence in social professional practice.  
Statul irlandez crează cadre normative pentru profesioniștii în domeniul social. Un cadru de reglementare pentru lucrătorii sociali a fost stabilit în anul 2011; un cadru pentru asistenții sociali este așteptat înainte de anul 2017. Tema profesionistului competent în domeniul social constituie un element cheie care își găsește răspuns în aceste cadre normative. În același timp, statul irlandez a emis deja un cadru de politici cuprinzând cerințele de formare a competențelor pentru asistenții sociali. Analizând cum este construită competența în conținutul cadrelor de reglementare a profesiilor sociale și a formării aferente, articolul prezintă modul în care statul irlandez definește competența pentru practicarea profesiilor sociale. Specific, considerând reglementările profesiei și cerințele de formare profesională ca discursuri de politici, articolul sugerează că politicile statului irlandez se pot situa pe poziții divergente privind statusul social al asistenților sociali și dimensiunile morale implicate de acest rol profesional. În mod particular, articolul sugerează că diferitele instituții ale statului ce structurează politici privind competențele profesiunilor sociale angajează diferite conceptualizări ale termenului socio-filosofic de ”libertate”. În consecință, această diferență implică faptul că diferite organisme ale statului vor proiecta diferit cadre pentru ceea ce constituie competența în practicarea profesiunilor sociale. 


Introduction
Two Irish state agencies are significantly moulding our understanding of what constitutes competent social care work practice. CORU – Ireland’s first multi-profession health and social care regulator – announced in spring 2014 the creation of a regulatory framework for practising social care workers. If CORU creates a framework similar to the one put in place for social workers (CORU, 2011), a Code of Professional Conduct and Ethics for Social Care Workers is likely to emerge, with the issue of competent practice constituting an important element. Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI), an education and training awards organisation, is another Irish stage agency determining how competence in social care work practice is framed:  awards standards for social care work were published in 2010 (Higher Education and Training Awards Council (HETAC), 2010) establishing general standards of competence which must be achieved prior to qualifying as a social care worker. As competence is a constitutive element of any social practice (Shove et al., 2012, p. 14) and as a regulatory framework for social care workers is still to be finalised, it is therefore a suitable time to consider the State’s approach to competence in social care work, not least because competence is a contested term. 
The substantive aim of this paper is to examine how the Irish State may frame competence for social care work practice, by analysing how competence is conceived within the regulatory framework for social workers and the training framework for social care workers. As social care work is a profession which can empower and liberate service users (Lalor and Share, 2013, p.13), one of the paper’s theoretical aims is to examine the State’s framing of competence concerning the kind of freedom promoted, in terms of social care worker role parameters and the impact of social care worker actions on service users. The other theoretical aim examines how the Irish State frames the social status and role of social professionals in relation to competence. By social status I mean a socially defined aspect of an actor influencing the nature of her or her social relationships including their rights and duties towards others (Eriksen, 2001, p.49). A role is defined ‘as the dynamic aspect of this status, that is, a person’s actual behaviour within the limitations set by the status definition’ (Eriksen, 2001, p.50).  In this regard recent policy debates (Taylor and Bogo, 2013) concerning the meaning of competence are relevant; specifically, competence  within social professional practice may have more restrictive or expansive dimensions, echoing to some degree Berlin’s (1969) distinction between positive and negative freedoms.  
To address both the study’s substantive and theoretical aims, a narrative analysis  was undertaken of CORU’s (2011) Code of Professional Conduct and Ethics for Social Care Workers and HETAC’s (2010) Awards Standards – Social Care Work. Esin (2011, p.92) notes that narrative analysis encompasses a range of approaches. The analysis undertaken for this study considered three narrative aspects of these policy documents: the positioning of social professionals; the moral agency of social professionals; the employment of master narratives in relation to competence. Bamberg (1997, p.337) demonstrates various ‘positioning’ strategies in narrative inquiry, one of which concerns examining the ongoing relationship permutations between characters in a story (e.g. leader or follower; active or passive agent; protagonist or minor character). Specifically, what is of interest in this study is how do Irish policy documents situate social professionals and competence in relation to other stakeholders, in particular service users. Narrative analysis also provides an opportunity to understand how stories locate individuals as moral social beings. In this regard, Sarbin (1986) suggests that stories offer a guiding principle for human action in that narrative structures influence our understanding of the social world and our making of moral decisions. Of interest in this study is what moral identities do Irish policy documents propose for competently acting Irish social professionals. Finally, if the positioning and moral identities of social professionals can be located in policy documents, it is also likely these constructions can be located within broader master-narratives (Gray, 2001). Such master-narratives may not be explicitly acknowledged or even recognised by policy developers, but at the same time may denote the socially available narratives employed by them to represent their understanding of ideas such as development or freedom in society. Of interest in this study are the master narratives employed by policy makers which set out the type of freedom advanced by competently performing social professionals in Ireland. 
In summary, three research questions are considered in this paper:  
How do Irish policy frameworks position the social status of the social professional? 
How do policy frameworks frame social professionals as moral agents?
What master narratives do these policies employ in relation to social professional competence and freedom?
In the next section I review some current issues concerning competence and the social professions, before introducing the Irish State’s policy on competence in social professional work as set out in training and regulatory frameworks. I then examine the narrative analysis vis-à-vis positioning. Thereafter, I present the answers to these three research questions before discussing the findings. 

Competence and Social Professions
As there has been little analysis to date concerning how the Irish State constitutes competence within Irish social care work, I examine how the concept has been considered in social work in UK, Canada and USA. Competence is a complex concept; its meaning and impact on social work training and practice continues to evolve. O’Hagan (1996, p.5) suggests definitions ‘range from the unhelpful… to the slightly more helpful’, but at its centre lies a notion that competence ‘involves the ability to do something successfully or efficiently’ (Oxford English Dictionary Online, 2014).  O’Hagan (2007, p.14) advances that theories related to behaviourism and functional analysis influenced the framing of competence-based education and training (CBET) in modern US and UK social work programmes. For example, the Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards (EPAS) govern the competency-based approach to social work education in the USA; competences are viewed as education outcomes, specified in particular behaviours which can signify variations in performance levels (Taylor and Bogo, 2013, p.6).  Holloway et al. (2009, p.4) note the intention of EPAS is to ensure ‘the public is clearly informed about what social workers can be expected to know how to do’.  Illeris (2014, p.114) suggests that competence’s current manifestation stems from a 1970s North American approach to human resource management. He proposes that competence has replaced qualifications, to ‘highlight the human factor of the workplace’ (Illeris 2014, p.114). This view of management draws heavily on functional analysis, an approach - sympathetic to behaviourism - which concerns itself with specifying the purposes and tasks of organisations and occupations. The presence of functional analysis can, for example, be witnessed in the creation of UK’s National Occupational Standards in social work. In this regard, Taylor & Bogo (2013, p.6) suggest the focus in UK social work education ‘has been on the process of selecting competencies and related specific behavioural or practice indicators and developing effective methods of assessment’. Such a perspective can be seen as an attempt to classify what social workers do and to quantify the impact of their actions, a process very much in-synch with new managerialism and work-measurement frameworks. Or in the words of O'Hagan (1996, p.13), ‘output, the quality of output, and, the measurement of output, are primary goals in managerial technical rationality’.
A number of tensions nevertheless remain concerning the meaning of competence, its use and assessment. There is disagreement over the area of analysis for competence: should the focus be on job-related and/or person-related areas of competence (Woodruffe, 1991)?  There is disagreement over judgements concerning competence: is it a ‘binary concept’ in the sense that a practitioner’s actions are/are not competent (Eraut, 1994, p.118) or should it be seen as a developmental phenomenon, ranging from basic ableness to excellence in performing roles and tasks (Cheetham & Chivers, 2005, p.54), which corresponds with a view that practitioners become more experienced over time? These two perspectives are evident within competence frameworks for social workers in England.  On the one hand, the Standards of Proficiency, developed by the social work regulator, Health & Care Professions Council (HCPC), outline ‘what a social worker in England should know, understand and be able to do when they complete their social work training’ (Health & Care Professions Council (England) website, 2014). On the other hand, the College of Social Work in England created the Professional Capabilities Framework (PCF), which delineates the capabilities needed by social workers at different levels of their careers. There is also disagreement concerning the best way to assess competence. Knight and Page (2007) suggest two alternatives. On the one hand, assessors could design complex assessment models such as the Canadian Objective Structured Clinical Examination model which can assess meta-competences (e.g. higher-order thinking and reflective capacity) and procedural competences (e.g. skills needed to carry out basic tasks). On the other hand, assessors may be more interested in ‘wicked competencies’ which are context-driven, difficult to define, with different assessors placing value on different kinds of knowledge and skills. Finally, there is disagreement on the constitutive elements of competence. On the one hand, the Canadian Objective Structured Examination model identifies skills needed to perform procedural competences or tasks. On the other hand, the Irish State regulator of education and training programmes delineates between knowledge, skill and competence in its guidance framework for training social professionals. In this paper, I primarily focus on the issue of understanding and analysing the Irish State’s conceptualisation of competence. 
Competence in Social Care Work - Irish Policy Context
The Irish State has created two policy frameworks to direct our understanding of competent social professional practice. A framework for training competent social care workers is outlined in Awards Standards for Social Care Work (2010). The Irish State has still to produce a regulatory policy framework for practising social care workers that addresses the issue of competence. For the purposes of this paper I therefore consider the State’s framing of competence for practising social workers, which is outlined in Code of Professional Conduct and Ethics for Social Workers (2011).
Competence and the Education and Training of Social Care Workers
The Qualifications (Education & Training) Act 1999 led to the creation of National Qualifications Authority of Ireland (NQAI) and the Irish Higher Education and Training Awards Council (HETAC). These bodies devised award-making policies and criteria for education and training programmes, and identified general standards of knowledge, skill and competence for students to acquire before receiving an award. HETAC developed generic and discipline-specific award descriptors for programmes as diverse as science, art and design, nursing and midwifery, and architecture. Award-level indicators and award-type descriptors (NQAI, 2003) informed how standards were devised. HETAC published Awards Standards for Social Care Work (AWARDS) in 2010, and these identified general standards of competence, skill and knowledge that students must acquire before receiving a social care work degree.  Achieving minimum intended learning outcomes on social care work degree programmes signifies that students have realised these general standards. No specific guidance, however, was provided by HETAC on the assessment of standards or learning outcomes in social care work education. Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI) replaced HETAC in 2012.  QQI makes awards based on HETAC standards, while it develops its own award standards and processes.
Competence and Regulation in Irish Social Professional Work
CORU was created as a result of the Health and Social Care Professionals Act 2005. It consists of the Health and Social Care Professionals Council and a range of professional registration boards. CORU’s role ‘is to protect the public by promoting high standards of professional conduct, education, training and competence through statutory registration of health and social care professionals’ (CORU Website, 2014). CORU announced in 2014 the creation of a registration board for social care workers. The social care work registration board is likely to develop a Code of Professional Conduct and Ethics for Social Care Workers. The code is expected to lay down standards of ethics, conduct and performance expected of registered social care workers.  While no code yet exists for social care workers, a Code of Professional Conduct and Ethics for Social Workers (CODE) was created in 2011 by the Social Workers Registration Board at CORU.  The term ‘competence’ is chiefly mentioned in two different ways within this Code. First, it is listed as one of five social work values (i.e. ‘Competence is professional practice’) (CODE, 2011, p.4) informing the code. Second, the Code lists 23 social work duties, and competence is primarily linked with performing two professional practice duties: duty 22 where social workers act ‘within the limits of professional knowledge, skills and experience’ and duty 23 where social workers ‘keep professional knowledge and skills up to date’.  
Considering brevity, the following acronyms have been created for this paper: AWARDS (2010) signifies Awards Standards for Social Care Work; CODE (2011) signifies Code of Professional Conduct and Ethics for Social Workers.
Research Design and Methods 
Narrative inquiry was the methodological approach employed to consider the Irish State’s framing of competence for social care work. Willig (2012, p.153) suggests that all narrative research is based on the theoretical premise that telling stories is fundamental to human experience: by constructing narratives people make connections between experiences and come to understand these experiences in a way that becomes meaningful for them.  From this perspective can policy frameworks, such as CORU’s (2011) Code of Professional Conduct and Ethics for Social Care Workers and HETAC’s (2010) Awards Standards – Social Care Work, be considered as stories? Are they not just a set of principles and administrative procedures devised by bureaucrats? However, if the policy frameworks such as the ones under review can be understood as narratives, they permit us to focus ‘on the centrality of narratives in understanding policy issues, problems, and definitions’ (McBeth et al., 2007, p.18).  Arguably, social policies can be considered as narratives because they can share a similar structure. For example, O’Connor & Netting (2011, p.2) view social policy analysis as a process involving the determination and review of social problems and actions to resolve them; this perspective finds sympathy in Yorke’s (2013, p.x) thesis that every narrative shares a unifying structure in presenting three issues (i.e. problem arises; journey to overcome problem; resolution of problem).  At a more technical level, Stone (2002) has looked at the role played by devices such as characters, plots, metaphors, and rhetoric in policy narratives to ascertain the nature of social relationships between actors, including changes over time in the make-up of power coalitions. 
To address the paper’s three research questions I drew on Bamberg’s (1997, p.337) account of various ‘positioning’ strategies in narrative inquiry.  First, narrative inquiry can reveal a narrator’s position in relation to other characters within a story (e.g. leader or follower; active or passive agent; protagonist or minor character) and these positions can change over time. Given that a primary concern of this paper is to analyse how competence is constructed in Irish State policies for social care work, considering policies as narratives in relation to this positioning strategy allows for an examination of how policies position social care workers in terms of designating their rights, duties and actions towards others. Or put another way, my narrative examines how two policy documents are likely to shape the social space in which social care workers operate. Second, Bamberg (1997) suggests positioning can be examined in terms of how the narrator wants to position themselves to a direct or indirect audience. In this regard Bamberg’s (1997) perspective finds resonance with Riessman and Lee (2005, p.394) insofar as stories are communicative practices and can convey how individuals perform their identities and for how they want to be known. The focus of this type of narrative analysis centres on ‘who an utterance may be directed to, when, and why, that is, for what purposes?’ (Riessman, 2008, p.105). One way of considering how people want to be conveyed is in terms of the moral identity they wish to convey to others through narratives, as narrative structures offer a way to guide our understanding of the world and our moral decision-making (Sarbin, 1986). While AWARDS (2010) and CODE (2011) reveal respectively the moral identities of HETAC and CORU as education and practice regulators, of interest in this paper are the moral identities which these agencies wish to construct for social professionals. In other words, AWARDS (2010) and CODE (2011) can be seen as narratives which mould the moral identities of social professionals to act/not act in certain ways. Of interest is whether these policy frameworks create similar or different visions of social professionals as moral agents.  Bamberg (2010, p.10) suggests different narrative analytic approaches can be combined to paint these pictures. And these approaches can be revealed through a structural examination of stories (Mishler, 1986), a key aspect of which is to distinguish ways in which authors employ narrative devices to make stories convincing. Third, Bamberg (1997) suggests that positioning can be analysed in terms of how narrators employ public discourses to justify actions which are undertaken. While these public discourses can be viewed as social or cultural discourses, Somers (1994) distinguishes these types of discourse from even broader ‘meta-narratives’ such as those of progress, human rights or freedom which are generated by societies. In turn these meta- or master narratives (Gray, 2001) are drawn down by individuals in personal stories to account for their actions and serve their subject positions and moral identities. What is of interest in this paper are the types of master narratives employed by CORU and HETAC to construct the positions and moral identities of competent social professionals. 
Findings
How Do Irish Policy Frameworks Position The Social Status And Role Of The Social Professional? 
The range of knowledge which social professionals need to have at their disposal is a key attribute defining the nature of their social status and role.  AWARDS (2010) and CODE (2011) agree that certain kinds of knowledge underpin competent social professional practice, but disagree on the constituents of this knowledge. Given this variability, it is not surprising that both frameworks propose different types of actions which competent social professionals can perform.  The AWARDS’ (2010) approach to training competent social care workers was guided by NQAI (2003), which set out four domains of competence. NQAI (2003, p.22) defined competence as ‘the process of governing the application of knowledge to a set of tasks and is typically acquired by practice and reflection’, with its unique feature being the effective execution of knowledge and skill in human situations. NQAI (2003) acknowledged that competent practitioners draw on different kinds of knowledge, including procedural, declarative and self-knowledge (e.g. awareness of attitudes, emotions and values; self-efficacy). While procedural and declarative knowledge can be learnt, it is recognised that competent performance also depends on ‘innate characteristics’ of practitioners, an aspect of performance which may not necessarily be taught.  CODE (2011), in contrast, marks competent social workers as agents with a more limited range of knowledge at their disposal. The CODE (2011) sees declarative and procedural knowledge informing social work competence. Social workers, for example, need to understand procedures dealing with referrals. The CODE (2011) does not refer to practitioner self-knowledge or knowledge acquired through reflective practice, thus suggesting a limited narrative of professional learning and practice. 
Not surprisingly, as the AWARDS (2010) and CODE (2011) envisage competent practitioners with different kinds of knowledge defining their capacity to act, both frameworks offer different accounts in terms of the range of actions which competent practitioners can undertake. The AWARDS (2010, p.5) proposes that social care workers may have to act ‘effectively and autonomously in complex, ill-defined and unpredictable situations or contexts requires higher levels of learning’. In contrast, the CODE (2011, p.10) suggests a more conservative approach in that social workers ‘should only practise in fields in which you [they] have education, training and experiences’. Therefore, it is reasonable to argue that the AWARDS (2010) position the role of the social professional in a more dynamic, autonomous and creative way than the CODE (2011) envisages. Arguably, the AWARDS (2010) create a more tolerant story of social professional work. 
How Do Policy Frameworks Frame Social Professionals As Moral Agents 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]As CORU’s remit is ‘to protect the public’, it is not surprising that this goal influences CORU’s perspective on practitioner competence and on how practitioners should behave. Riessman (2005, p.5) suggests if narratives are understood as communicative practices, they can be analysed to ascertain how their narrators want to be known. Arguably what CORU is trying to picture through the CODE (2011) is its own moral identity as a regulatory agency and the moral identity of competent social workers at practice.  Bamberg (2010, p.10) suggests different narrative analytic approaches can be used to do this work, and in constituting the moral identities of competent social workers through the CODE (2011), CORU utilises structural and performance narrative features.
Structural examinations of narratives can take different forms (Mishler, 1986), but a key aspect is to distinguish ways in which authors employ narrative devices to make stories convincing.  CODE (2011) employs particular syntactical stylistic devices to tell the reader how social workers should act. By exercising language as a series of prescriptive commands, Sections 22 and 23 of the CODE (2011) spell out the elements of competent social work practice, covering areas such as inter-professional relationships, service users’ rights, social workers’ knowledge limits and supervision arrangements. In both sections, social workers read language in the form of directives with repetitious sentence clause structures: ‘You must act…’; ‘You should only practise...’; ‘You must meet…’ and ‘You must seek…’ These syntactical devices taken together evoke the power of the regulatory agency to dictate how competent social workers should behave. By not following the prescriptions outlined in Sections 22 and 23 of CODE (2011), social workers will not perform as competent practitioners, running the risk that they could harm service users and so act in immoral ways. CODE (2011) creates a moral framework for social workers to adopt through issuing a series of commands. 
HETAC, in contrast, pitches a different moral compass for competent social care work. The AWARDS (2010) are less concerned with the relationship between social professional practice and harming service users. Instead the focus is on creating competent social care workers continuing to develop in their moral identities as practitioners.  This vision is achieved in the AWARDS (2010) through forging a sophisticated competence framework. Specifically, competence is broken down into four sub-strands within the AWARDS (2010): context; role; learning to learn and insight. Each sub-strand contains both generic (i.e. common across all disciplines) and discipline -specific elements. Competence is first outlined in the ‘context’ sub-strand, where it is acknowledged that competence cannot be separated from practice contexts. The more complex and less routinized the practice environment, the greater the need for social care worker to engage with ‘higher levels of learning’ (AWARDS, 2010, p.5).  Becoming professionally competent in the ‘role’ sub-strand addresses the importance of social spaces and involves the learner joining and participating in groups. This requires the learner to apply social skills, understand group tasks and play multiple roles. The ‘learning to learn’ sub-strand highlights the importance of developing critical thinking strategies, with the learner coming to understand the limits of their own knowledge and the value of learning processes. The final sub-strand ‘insight’ recognises the importance of workers reflecting on internal and external experiences to develop new insights to aid them in the performing their work role. The AWARDS (2010) offer an in-depth mapping of what constitutes competent social care work practice across a number of domains and across a number of education and training levels. While the sub-strands are open to interpretation, the AWARDS (2010) position the social care worker as a more autonomous and less procedure-driven professional than the CODE (2011) allows. The intricacies which individuals need to come to terms with within the sub-strands suggest the AWARDS (2010) picture a social professional determining and more in control of his moral identity than the vision on offer in the CODE (2011). 
What Master Narratives Do These Policies Employ In Relation To Social Professional Competence And Freedom?
A meta-narrative concerning the upkeep of freedom is present in AWARDS (2010) and CODE (2011), but subtle differences emerge regarding whose freedom is emphasised and the type of freedom promoted. CORU’s goal, as outlined in CODE (2011, p.3), is ‘to protect the public by fostering high standards of professional conduct and professional education, training and competence among registered social workers’. The framing of competence within the CODE (2011) appears aligned with a meta-narrative of safeguarding the general public’s negative freedom in the sense of protecting people from the harmful actions of others or the State (Berlin, 1969).  The constituents of competent social work practice, as outlined in Sections 22 and 23 of the CODE (2011), prescribe competent practice actions which need to be performed by social workers to safeguard these negative freedoms. So while the CODE (2011) directs a social worker’s social status, role and moral identity, it does so with the general public primarily in mind, namely protecting the general public from social work malpractice. 
The AWARDS (2010), by contrast, offer a different representation of freedom, the substance of which can be located within the four sub-strands addressing competence: context; role; learning to learn and insight.  What we find there is a more nuanced representation of freedom. Instead of viewing service users in a decontextualized  abstract or a nebulous other in need of protection, the ‘context’ sub-strand acknowledges that competence cannot be separated from practice contexts, in that the more complex and less routinized the practice environment, the greater the need for social care worker to engage with higher levels of learning. The AWARDS (2010) vision of competent practice is one where the practitioner effectively and creatively demonstrates and deploys knowledge and skills through interactions with others. This work sometimes occurs in unpredictable situations, with practitioners having opportunities to develop as a result of interacting. The focus in the AWARDS (2010) is very much on producing competent social care workers, yet there is an implicit sense that social professionals as a result of acting competently will benefit society and service users. The AWARDS (2010) therefore appear aligned with a meta-narrative primarily promoting the positive freedom (Berlin, 1969) or capabilities (Taylor, 2012) of practitioners to flourish within their social practices. These actions in turn promote the positive freedom or capabilities of individuals or groups to flourish within society. 
Discussion
The findings suggest Irish State policies offer different stories concerning what constitutes competent social professional work practice. The CODE (2011) proposes that social workers need to be able to perform a limited number of functions to ensure the general public is protected from harm; taken together these functions, informed by declarative and procedural knowledge which needs to be learnt, constitute the elements of competent practice. In contrast, the AWARDS (2010) map out a sophisticated set of generic and discipline-specific competencies, expressed across a range of cognitive, social and pedagogical domains, which values knowledge as a catalyst aiding practitioners to become more competent.  The CODE (2011) and AWARDS (2010) ultimately adopt different stances on the value of knowledge in social professional practice, a difference finding resonance in other jurisdictions. Moriarty et al. (2011, p.1351), for example, found UK employers, universities and regulatory agencies distinguished ‘between those who view qualifying education [for the social professions] as a development process and those who view it as an end product’. 
The CODE (2011) and AWARDS (2010) propose different narratives for what constitutes the ‘moral’ social professional. While CORU’s position appears laudatory in that its primary emphasis is safeguarding service users from abusive social professional practices, it also, at the same time, through the CODE (2011) limits the role of social professionals to a set of functional tasks, a positioning which is open to criticism. For example, Munro (2011, p.137) argued that too much prescription for social workers not only diminishes professional responsibility, it also reduces job satisfaction. In contrast, the AWARDS (2010) recognise that social professionals work ‘in complex, ill-defined and unpredictable situations or contexts’ and acknowledge that discretion and autonomy form part of competent social care work practice. If this is the case, moral social professional practices are informed by individuals making autonomous and discrete decisions - not just by actors following social institutional rules and procedures. Drawing on Smith (2005), it therefore could be argued that the AWARDS (2010) prioritise competence arising from professional discretion, leading to increased individual expertise and professional confidence, whereas the CODE (2011) favours competence arising from procedural systems, undermining individual expertise and professional confidence. 
CORU and HETAC draw on different master-narratives of human freedom. The CODE (2011) aligns itself with a meta-narrative where the negative freedom of people is protected from social workers, most of whom work for statutory agencies. The AWARDS (2010) tell a life-affirming story about nature and benefits social care work in which the capacity of social care workers to develop and flourish in their practice to aid others is encouraged. The AWARDS (2010) bear witness to a meta-narrative involving a positive freedom – explicit for the social care worker, implicit for the service user.  The AWARDS (2010) focus more on facilitating the capabilities of social professionals to perform a range of tasks for and with service users.  The distinction at play here aligns with Eraut’s distinction between competence and capabilities. Eraut (1994, p.118) suggests competence can be seen as ‘a binary concept – one is or is not competent in a range of roles and tasks’. A close examination of CORU’s prescriptions on competences can be seen in this regard. On the other hand, Eraut (1994, p.118) also suggests that competence can be viewed in terms of a practitioner’s capability to develop and potentially act over time, a perspective more in line with AWARDS (2010). 
Conclusion
The CODE (2011) and AWARDS (2010) convey different stories of what constitutes a competent social professional. They draw on different master narratives of freedom to inform different representations of a competent social professional.  These representations emphasise different capacities to act, different responsibilities and roles, and different moral identities for social professionals. By creating the CODE (2011) and the AWARDs (2010), the Irish State has therefore devised inconsistent policy frameworks to direct competent social professional practice.  
The author would like to thank Professor Corinne Squire, University of East London, for reading an earlier draft of this paper.
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