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Purpose

This project was commissioned by the California Assembly through the California State University Faculty Research Fellows Program to:

1. Review the literature describing the need for increased numbers of social workers;

2. Review California statutes requiring social workers to provide state-supported services;

3. Develop a clear operational definition of “social worker;”

4. Develop a systematic description of the statewide demand for social workers; and 

5. Describe the education and/or training level required of social workers to fill identified needs.

Methodology

Numerical estimates of need for social workers in California were developed using data collected from county social service agencies, which included:

1. The total number of social worker positions in the agency;

2. The distribution of these positions across programs, e.g. child welfare, aging, mental health, disabilities;

3. The educational requirements for these positions;

4. The number of current positions filled by waivers of the education requirements;

5. The number of current vacant positions;

6. Increases or decreases in the number of these positions expected in the next few years; and

7. The jurisdiction’s operational definition of “social worker.”

Limitation include the short time frame for the research and the collection of data during the holiday period of November 2001 to January 2002; as well as the absence of data on the need for social workers in the private and/or non-profit sectors.

Findings

1. The literature points to social work as one of the faster growing sectors of employment, and documents the increasing need for social workers in general.

2. There are a few California statutes requiring social workers to provide state-supported services, most notably in child welfare services; there are also some regulations concerning the training that staff must have to perform certain duties.

3. There is wide variation among counties on the definition of what constitutes a “social worker” position, but the critical skill is the ability to assess a situation to determine whether there is a need for services and, if so, which ones.

4. Numerical estimates of need were calculated based on data from two-thirds of the counties, covering 85% of the population of California.  Currently there are an estimated 12,221 social worker positions at the county level in all 58counties in California.  The current vacancy rate is estimated at 9.5% (which is very close to national figures), which translates to a current need for 1,171.5 new social workers (although needs vary widely between urban and rural counties).  If turnover rates are taken into account, this becomes an annual rather than a one-time need. If, in addition, Assembly Bill 364 passes, most counties would double the number of child welfare workers within five years.  This would increase the need for new social workers from a low of 9,248.5 (with zero turnover) to a high of 22,196.4 (with 20% per year turnover) over the next five years.  If all types of social workers are considered, the need for new social workers over the next five years could climb as high as 25,279.2 (with 20% turnover), even if no new positions are created other than the ones in conformance with AB 364.

5. The education and training requirements for social worker positions vary widely.

a. At the entry level (10% of all jobs), even though they carry the job title of “social worker,” these positions do not require college-level coursework in social work.  Educational requirements can be filled by training programs.

b. At the advanced entry level (one-third of all jobs), most positions do not require a college degree in social work.  Educational needs can be filled by coursework at a community college or unaccredited social work program.

c. At the lead social worker level (half of all jobs), undergraduate courses in social work are generally required. Any increase in the number of these positions will require an increase in the number of persons enrolled in accredited BA programs of social work in California each year.

d. At the supervisory level (15% of all jobs), a masters degree in social work is usually required.  Any increase in the number of these positions will require an increase in the number of persons enrolled in accredited MSW programs in California each year. 

Conclusions

The level of demand for social workers will continue to escalate across the program areas of child welfare, disabilities, mental health, and school social work, as the population grows, diversified, and ages. The shortage is of concern because necessary services may go unprovided, or may be provided by staff with lesser qualifications, or may be assigned to qualified staff already carrying full caseloads (exacerbating turnover).  California’s schools of social work, which currently graduate a combined total of 1,500 Bas and MSWs per year, will be unable to meet the annual demand for new social workers from the public sector alone, not to mention the private and not-for-profit sectors.

Recommendations

Positions that do not require formal coursework in social work should not have a “social work” job title.  Candidates for jobs requiring a social worker can be increased by expanded opportunities for social work education, including distance education; accelerated BSW-MSW degrees; internships; tuition assistance; and certificates or associate degrees to help entry level staff advance in the field.  Recruitment and retention of social workers can be enhanced by creating a more positive public image for social workers; and improving working conditions, including smaller caseloads, flexible work schedules, and increased support staff.  Compensation and benefits should be commensurate with the demands of the job.  Policymakers will need to provide the increased levels of support necessary to comprehensively and effectively address the long-standing problem of the shortage of social workers in California.

