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Child maltreatment is a critical and
complex issue – for families and the
systems that serve them. Child abuse
and neglect can occur within families of
any community or economic, religious,
racial and ethnic background however,
some factors put children at an increased
risk of harm. Whereas the abuse and
neglect of some children may go
unnoticed, other children come to the
attention of the child welfare system.
Across the country, child welfare workers
in these systems work diligently to keep
children safe and preserve family units.

Children at Risk of Maltreatment
Children with families experiencing multiple
stressors can face a greater risk for
maltreatment. Risk factors can include lack of
child care, unstable housing, disadvantaged
neighborhoods and financial hardships. A
lack of employment, domestic violence in the
home or behavioral health issues are also risk
factors. While there are a range of factors
that can put children at risk, there are also
protective factors, such as economic stability,
supportive family networks, nurturing parenting
skills, access to role models and community
resources that can buffer children from harm.

Unfortunately, children who experience
maltreatment are at an increased risk of
negative consequences including health,
development and physical and mental
challenges. Maltreated children are more
likely to experience depression, post-traumatic
stress disorders, chemical dependencies, poor
physical health and engage in criminal activity
than children who were not maltreated
(Paxson & Haskins, 2009). Sadly, some of
these negative consequences can affect
children well into adulthood.

The outcomes for each family touched by the
child welfare system are different. In some
cases, a family may be investigated for child
maltreatment and provided the necessary
supports (e.g., child care, housing, access to
medical care) to keep their children safe. In
other instances, where safety is a concern,
children may be removed from their home and
placed in out-of-home care while their family is
stabilized. Still, in some cases, children can be
permanently removed from their parents’ care,
go into foster care, kinship care or adoption.
Generally, the placement of children in out-of-
home care is typically avoided unless it is the
only way to keep them safe (Whitaker, Reich,
Reid, Williams & Woodside, 2004).
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Child Welfare Workforce Challenges
The child welfare workforce is the foundation of
child welfare service delivery. Qualified,
committed and culturally competent staff is critical
to meet the needs of vulnerable, children, youth
and families (Zlotnik, Strand, & Anderson, 2009).
However, the child welfare workforce is diverse –
workers can have different educational
backgrounds and preparation across agencies.
In fact, contrary to public perception, fewer than
40 percent of child welfare workers have social
work degrees (Barth, Lloyd, Christ, Chapman &
Dickenson, 2008). In addition, not all child
welfare supervisors are trained social workers
(Hess, Kanak & Atkins, 2009). Staff most prepared
to work in child welfare are less likely to leave
their jobs (Social Work Policy Institute, n.d.).

Ninety percent of states reported challenges in
both the recruitment and retention of child
welfare workers (Whitaker et al., 2004). Despite
professional education, child welfare workers are
often faced with critical life and death decisions
while working in a stressful work environment that
includes high case loads and limited supervision,
training and supports. State child welfare
administrators have found that high caseloads
and/or workloads contribute to staff turnover
(American Public Human Services Association,
2005). In addition, stressful work conditions
including low salaries, administrative burdens,
and the risk of violence can affect the recruitment
and retention of qualified staff (Whitaker et al.,
2004). Emotional exhaustion has also been
found to be a critical factor in predicting staff
retention and turnover (Zlotnik, DePanfilis,
Daining, Lane, 2005).

What Can Social Work Administrators Do?
Supervision is critical to staff performance.
Through a wide range of approaches, social
work administrators, including managers,
supervisors or directors, can be effective in
supporting their child welfare staff. Some of
these approaches include:

• Recruit and retain well prepared and
committed professional staff. Social work
administrators can recruit and retain
professional staff to ensure the quality of
services that children, youth and families
receive. Being forthcoming with child
welfare workers about the ongoing
activities, responsibilities and expectations of
their jobs can minimize stress at a later time.
Social work administrators are encouraged
to go beyond traditional methods of
recruitment, such as posting advertisements,
and recruiting students through social work
programs. Many students receive child
welfare stipends (Title IV-E) to prepare
them for work in the child welfare field.
Administrators can also make an effort to
retain workers by providing them with a
supportive working environment that
promotes professional growth. Having a
supportive manager can influence how
long a social worker remains on the job.

• Provide a safe and supportive working
environment. Social work administrators
can openly communicate and meet with
staff regularly to stay current on cases and
staff’s stress levels. They can also create an
environment that allows peer review of case

activities and progress, thereby allowing for
peer learning, modeling and support. To
reduce the incidence of burnout, particularly
when staff are involved with difficult cases,
supervisors can also encourage workers to
partner with and support one another. When
working with high-risk cases, managers can
ensure that workers feel safe by soliciting
assistance from law enforcement. They can
also encourage staff to take care of
themselves to manage stress and guard
against burnout.

• Monitor workloads and caseloads of staff.
Supervisors can assess the workloads, case
complexities, and experience of staff when
assigning cases. New child welfare workers
can benefit from shadowing more seasoned
workers before managing their own
workloads. Increasing staff support to
reduce paperwork and transportation
burdens (e.g., taking clients to therapy and
doctor’s appointments) can be especially
helpful to workers. Staff can also be
encouraged to partner and work together
whenever appropriate.

• Provide effective supervision and modeling
to staff. Social work administrators can
effectively support staff through regular
supervision. These regular meetings can
be critical for staff to engage in discussions
around ethics, confidentiality, policy
implementation, professional boundaries
and conflicts of interest as well as time
management and work flow.

• Support professional development
opportunities. Managers can encourage
and monitor the professional development of
their staff. For instance, social workers can
be provided with opportunities to attend
trainings on topics such as, immigration,
cultural competency or cross-system
collaborations. Social work administrators
should also participate in professional
development opportunities to strengthen
their skills with staff and to support the
achievement of their own professional goals.

• Support the use of emerging technology.
Administrators can support the use of new
technologies for social workers. Technology
can help workers to manage workloads,
reduce duplication of services, and increase
their speeds of service delivery, thereby
creating more time for the children and
families on their caseloads.

• Promote the use of information
management systems. Administrators can
help workers understand the importance
of using management information systems
and how they contribute to overall agency
performance.

• Collaborate with other agency units and
outside programs. Social work managers
can reduce worker stress by ensuring that
families have access to appropriate services
through other service providers, such as
child care, housing, health, employment,
financial literacy or counseling. Working
collaboratively with other units can help to
facilitate information sharing and timely and
effective service delivery. For example, child
welfare managers working in partnership
with departments providing child care or
Head Start services can help expedite
service delivery. Social work administrators
can also work with external programs or
agencies. While administrators can carry
the primary responsibility for these formalized
collaborative relationships, workers should
also be encouraged to build working
relationships with other service providers.

• Use a variety of funding streams. Social
work administrators can access diverse
funding streams to support the needs of
vulnerable families. For example, some
communities can access Family Unification
Program (FUP) vouchers which are used to
ensure access to affordable housing for
families involved or at risk of becoming
involved with the child welfare system.
Increasing resources for families can
help workers to improve child welfare
service delivery.

Workforce Challenges

Qualified, committed and culturally
competent staff is critical to meet the
needs of vulnerable, children, youth
and families.
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• Make the case to support child abuse and
neglect prevention efforts. Social work
administrators and directors can involve
themselves in their community’s funding
allocation process. They can be very
effective in advocating for child abuse
and neglect prevention efforts. Partnerships
with other service providers are also an
effective approach to increasing a
program’s funding pool. More funding
ultimately means more resources for both
the workers and the families.

Conclusion
Children thrive best in families that can provide
a nurturing safe, environment for them. However
for a wide range of reasons, sometimes families
harm their children or are unable to meet their
basic needs. In these instances, the child welfare
system must step in to ensure the well-being of
at risk children and youth.

The child welfare workforce is critical in meeting
the needs of vulnerable children, youth and
families. Child welfare workers aim to ensure that
children and youth that have experienced abuse
and neglect are kept safe through a range of
services – all depending on the specific
circumstance surrounding each incident.
Unfortunately, high caseloads and workloads
and tight resources often leave workers with
limited time to provide effective service delivery.
However, with proper education and training,
resources, supervision and support, child welfare
workers can adequately serve children, youth
and families by preventing future episodes of
child maltreatment or in some cases, helping to
identify safe and permanent homes for children
and youth unable to reunite with their families.
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Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment
Act (CAPTA)
The Child Abuse Prevention Treatment Act
requires that each state establish child abuse
reporting laws, define child abuse and neglect,
identify the circumstances that obligate mandated
reporters to report suspected child abuse,
determine when the court can take custody of a
child, and specify the forms of maltreatment that
are criminally punishable.

Family Unification Program (FUP)
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in 1990 by President George H.W. Bush, works
through local level partnerships between public
housing authorities and child welfare agencies.
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reunite with their children or avoid foster care
placement altogether. In October 2000,
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Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment
Act (CAPTA)
The Child Abuse Prevention Treatment Act
requires that each state establish child abuse
reporting laws, define child abuse and neglect,
identify the circumstances that obligate mandated
reporters to report suspected child abuse,
determine when the court can take custody of a
child, and specify the forms of maltreatment that
are criminally punishable.

Family Unification Program (FUP)
The Family Unification Program, signed into law
in 1990 by President George H.W. Bush, works
through local level partnerships between public
housing authorities and child welfare agencies.
FUP provides families with Section 8 housing
subsidies and the supportive services (which are
funded largely out of child welfare) necessary to
reunite with their children or avoid foster care
placement altogether. In October 2000,
Congress added youth as an eligible population
for FUP. FUP provides youth aging out of care
with the vital housing resources they need to
avoid homelessness and make successful
transitions to adulthood.

Fostering Connections to Success and
Increasing Adoptions Act
The Fostering Connections to Success and
Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008 promotes

permanent families through relative guardianship
and adoption, improves educational stability and
health planning and training opportunities. This
substantial child welfare reform law also extends
foster care services up to age 21.

Multi-Ethnic Placement Act (MEPA)
The Multi-Ethnic Placement Act prohibits the delay
or denial of placement of any child on the basis
of race, color or ethnic background. MEPA also
requires that states recruit racially and ethnically
diverse, potential adoptive and foster care homes
that reflect children in care. The Interethnic
Provisions of 1996 amended MEPA and
strengthened its provisions.

Promoting Safe and Stable Families Program
Authorized through the Social Security Act, this
program aims to prevent the unnecessary
separation of children from their families, improve
the quality of care and services to children and
their families, and ensure permanency for
children through reunification, adoption or
another permanent living arrangement. Programs
could include family support, family preservation,
time-limited family reunification, and adoption
promotion and support services. The Child and
Family Service Improvement Act reauthorized the
Promoting Safe and Stable Families program.
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Child maltreatment is a critical and
complex issue – for families and the
systems that serve them. Child abuse
and neglect can occur within families of
any community or economic, religious,
racial and ethnic background however,
some factors put children at an increased
risk of harm. Whereas the abuse and
neglect of some children may go
unnoticed, other children come to the
attention of the child welfare system.
Across the country, child welfare workers
in these systems work diligently to keep
children safe and preserve family units.

Children at Risk of Maltreatment
Children with families experiencing multiple
stressors can face a greater risk for
maltreatment. Risk factors can include lack of
child care, unstable housing, disadvantaged
neighborhoods and financial hardships. A
lack of employment, domestic violence in the
home or behavioral health issues are also risk
factors. While there are a range of factors
that can put children at risk, there are also
protective factors, such as economic stability,
supportive family networks, nurturing parenting
skills, access to role models and community
resources that can buffer children from harm.

Unfortunately, children who experience
maltreatment are at an increased risk of
negative consequences including health,
development and physical and mental
challenges. Maltreated children are more
likely to experience depression, post-traumatic
stress disorders, chemical dependencies, poor
physical health and engage in criminal activity
than children who were not maltreated
(Paxson & Haskins, 2009). Sadly, some of
these negative consequences can affect
children well into adulthood.

The outcomes for each family touched by the
child welfare system are different. In some
cases, a family may be investigated for child
maltreatment and provided the necessary
supports (e.g., child care, housing, access to
medical care) to keep their children safe. In
other instances, where safety is a concern,
children may be removed from their home and
placed in out-of-home care while their family is
stabilized. Still, in some cases, children can be
permanently removed from their parents’ care,
go into foster care, kinship care or adoption.
Generally, the placement of children in out-of-
home care is typically avoided unless it is the
only way to keep them safe (Whitaker, Reich,
Reid, Williams & Woodside, 2004).
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