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Despite existing research on reasons for staff burnout and turnover, what is really known about the personal, environmental, and system factors that compel an individual to stay in child welfare work?  This summary distills the results of the University of Nebraska and others to formulate specific, research-based suggestions for improving staff retention.  

At a national level, there has been much attention to the issues of child protection staff burnout and turnover.  Much is already known about the number of staff who leave the child protection field each year, the costs to the system, and the reasons these individuals give for leaving. Collectively, however, very little is known about how the system can work towards increased retention of staff.  A few studies have attempted to address the question of why child welfare staff stay and have suggested a number of factors, such as social support and quality of supervision.  

Research on one state’s CPS staff, sought to extend the work on why child welfare staff stay. Individual, environmental, and system factors believed to be responsible for retention and turnover were explored, and the correlation of these factors with actual job performance and subsequent job tenure were examined.  Thirty-eight randomly selected CPS workers with above average job tenure, stratified by rural and urban areas, were interviewed using a structured format. Qualitative data analyses focused on describing the factors that influence worker turnover and retention and the strategies individuals use to cope with the demands of the work.  Results of this study identified a number of factors that workers felt influenced their decision to stay employed with the agency: 

· Affective commitment (agreement with the organization’s goals and values)

· Personal fit with the demands of the job (e.g., thrive on the fast pace of doing investigations)

· Coworker relationships

· Tangible benefits of the job (e.g., pay)

· Continuance commitment (can’t afford to leave, vested in retirement plan, etc.)

Next, the Center on Children, Families, and the Law at the University of Nebraska integrated these findings with the results of other published research to produce empirically supported recommendations that agencies can use to improve retention of child welfare staff.  For example, what interventions would support the development of the personal, environmental, and system factors that compel an individual to stay in child welfare work?  Creating a review of the published research literature and the implications of each type of study for agency practices.  

The existing research on child welfare staff retention can be categorized into five distinct types, based upon the primary methodology used in the study.  These studies either (a) identified reasons child welfare staff gave for staying with the agency, (b) presented reasons staff gave for leaving the agency, (c) focused on the differences between those who stay and those who leave, (d) focused on intentions to leave, or (e) focused on factors that statistically relate to turnover (e.g., predictors of turnover).  

Within each type of method, several themes are evident in the findings.  Research focusing on reasons child welfare staff stay with the agency suggests a number of factors that contribute to retention:  having a sense of mission, goodness of fit, supportive supervision, financial rewards, continuance commitment, coworker support, personal accomplishment, and work-family balance.  Research focusing on reasons for leaving has identified the following factors as responsible for staff exiting:  poor supervision, working conditions, stress and burnout, alternative employment, lack of financial rewards, and lack of promotion opportunities.  Research that has explored workers’ intentions to stay cites the following as important factors:  management support, coworker support, mission/vision.  Studies that have looked at correlates of turnover have identified these dimensions as relating to worker turnover: stress and burnout, financial rewards, self-efficacy, length of tenure, previous experience, educational background, and availability of overtime pay.  Differences between those who stay and those who leave have been noted on the factors of career development, self-efficacy, mission, quality of supervision, coworker support, stress and burnout, personal accomplishment, and decision authority. 

Interestingly, a number of factors have not been shown to have relationships to worker turnover in child welfare settings.  These are perceptions of salary, benefits and caseload, support from family and friends, race, gender, socioeconomic status, and job satisfaction.  

Each of these research findings in turn suggests one or more interventions that an agency can implement to improve retention.  For example, the importance of quality supervision was one of the most frequent research findings.  
The following table summarizes the key retention and turnover factors identified in the existing research literature and our suggestions for child welfare agency interventions to support the development of these factors. 

Factor Involved in Retention or Turnover
 Implications for Agency Interventions

Supervision
– Perform Job analysis – identify the knowledge, skills, and abilities that supervisors need to perform the job tasks. This forms the foundation for further interventions.

–Reconsider Job design – make changes in supervisors’ duties to increase time with subordinates

– Review candidate Selection to improve the way new supervisors are identified.  Ensure that supervisors are selected based on their knowledge and skills in both child protection work and supervision.  

– Provide Training in supervisory skills

–Provide Coaching and Mentoring
–Conduct Performance appraisals – evaluate performance and reinforce good results with feedback

–Identify and remove barriers to supervision



Coworker support
–Team building

–Peer mentoring

–Case collaboration

–Use of informal rewards

Mission of the organization
–Select – measure for sense of mission at time of hire
–Develop – sense of mission throughout employment


Goodness of fit with demands of the job
–Placement – determine placement options based on job analysis of different specialized functions
–Job design – reexamine generic casework


Financial rewards
–Pay competitively
–Provide desirable benefits


Continuance commitment (individual feels “stuck” in the job)

–Question whether this type of commitment is desirable
–Performance appraisal – determine whether performance suffers


Self-efficacy and sense of accomplishment

–Identify and remove barriers to performance
–Train staff to improve knowledge and skills

–Provide feedback


Work/family balance

–Provide flexible hours
–Allow job sharing

–Allow telecommuting

–Reexamine overtime and on-call policies

–Provide stress management programs

–Provide wellness programs

–Provide family-related assistance


Working conditions

–Identify and improve poor working conditions
–Provide agency-specific solutions

–Identify counterbalancing factors (e.g., supervision, coworker support)


Stress/burnout

–Create a culture of support
–Encourage short breaks and time off

–Increase perceptions of fairness

–Increase opportunities for professional development

–Formal job rotation


Seeking alternative employment

–Determine whether these moves are functional turnover? 

–Provide career counseling or outplacement service


Professional development

–Establish career ladders/succession plans
–Encourage attendance at training and conferences

–Provide access to professional literature

–Allow and support job rotation or lateral moves


Authority

–Provide decision support systems
–Consider broadening worker discretion

–Explore reasons why workers want more authority


Demographics
–Provide internship opportunities
–Conduct further research on relationship between education and turnover


In the future, more rigorous research is needed to identify factors that predict child welfare staff retention and turnover.  In addition, the impact of organizational interventions designed to improve retention and reduce turnover should be evaluated.  The results of these evaluations should be disseminated widely to allow other agencies to benefit.  
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