Child Welfare Authority 

There has been some discussion in the past few years as the principles and objectives that social workers working within Children's Aid Societies should adhere to in the commission of their investigative responsibilities.  Would, for example, limited local resources; the high number of referrals; the workers stress often associated with child abuse investigations; and indeed the high degree of client resistance to Children's Aid Society intervention; produce a need for intervention principles inconsistent with established social work values.  Child Welfare research confirms the need for a consistent, informed, social work approach with a paramount concern for child safety.  This process needs to be done in a consistent caring yet firm manner, in order to further guarantee protection and help for the child (or children) and while also providing hope and treatment for all concerned where possible.  

What is of equal importance, perhaps, is that in the area of worker client relationships, certain adjustments have to be made in order to protect the child.  This may be that client-worker mutually may not exist at the onset or that the principle of "best interests" would overshadow the client's (either child's or parents) right to self-determination.  Such issues as the "use of authority" in a constructive manner, the offering of hope where possible, and the formulation of a professional working relationship with child welfare clients are all part of the challenge of working within the context of child welfare investigations, whether they are of a physical abuse, a sexual abuse or of a neglect nature.

Authority is the potentiality to influence based on a position, whereas power is the actual ability to influence based upon a number of factors, including of course the Child Welfare Agency’s (C.A.S. or mandated Aboriginal Agency)  position.

1.
The Authority of Law
A social worker in a Child Welfare Agency in Ontario


is designated as "Child Protection Worker" under the CFSA.


can conduct investigations on behalf of the mandate of the agency, which is legislated under CFSA.


can designate children to be "in need of protection" under CFSA.


can bring a matter to court and actually remove children without warrant if necessary.

This is a well-known authority.  It scares some and it gives us a mixed response with clients in the community.  This perception of being able to take children away is well ingrained with many clients.

2.
The Authority of Community Sanction
The community expects the agency to do its job (which is to protect children).  They rarely understand the full extent of our involvement.  They do not understand our limitations.  The community can influence us in the carrying out of our authority based on its particular view.

3.
The Authority of Being a Social Worker with Specific Duties within the Structure of the Child Welfare Agency itself. 

Social Workers have job descriptions which define responsibilities, and policies and procedures which give structure for their actions.  They act within the direction and supervision of managers who are designated to provide leadership and adherence to good practice.

This includes the authority implicit in the social worker/client relationship since one person feels somewhat subservient since they have to ask for help or are deemed to need help while the social worker provides authority to augment change in the client.

4. The power to influence. 

This is based on a number of factors, which are touched upon below:

a)
The social worker's knowledge and skill in various investigations and treatment modalities.

b)
Knowledge of dynamics of abuse, life cycle issues, stress factors, child development, psychosocial assessments, diagnostic statements and treatment plans or contracts.

c)
Ability to manage the caseload both in terms of numbers and frequency of visits, etc.

d)
Ability to influence team members and other professionals.

e)
Knowledge of community resources.

f)
Understanding of C.A.S. mandates and operations.

g)
Self‑awareness of the worker as a person and as a professional.

h)
An understanding of the dynamics of the social worker/client relationship...ambivalence and what is means to offer and to receive help.

I)
The degree of client choice in intervention - self-determination or the concept of "best interests".

General Principles involved in the application of worker authority

1)
The less severe the dysfunction of the parent or the need for child protection, the great the autonomy of the client (generally).

2)
A major percent of referrals are more or less voluntary in that we could not force the issue to a court level if they objected to service.  This is a crucial entry point for developing social work skills in order to break down resistance.

3) There is an upward continuum of official authority the more severe the risk to the child.


The more chronic situations involve abuse with the following:



severe drug addiction



severe alcoholism



sadism



domestic violence and child abuse



sexual abuse



young child serious injury



psychotic parent



repetition of abuse after intervention

Unless alternative living arrangements are found or the family provides caretakers who can control the dysfunctional parent, care and court is often warranted.  Bail conditions may also protect.

Having said that, the skills of the social worker can often be engaged to break down resistance in many difficult clients.

