Chlld Protection Clients Demgnmg the Services they

Recelve An Idea from Practice

By Gary C. Dumbrill and Sarah Maiter

Introduction
‘Why not ask parents receiving child protection
intervention to help design the services they
receive? Current practice at Children’s Aid
Societies is largely based on solution-focused
methods which regard parents as having an expert
understanding of their own needs (Berg, 1994;
Corcoran, 1999; Weakland & Jordan, 1990). If
parents are expert evaluators of their own needs,
does it not follow that they must

technique being the “miracle question”. The
clients are asked to imagine a miracle to cure the
problem that brought them to the attention of the
child protection agency. This miracle, however,
occurs when everyone is asleep and therefore
nobody knows that it has happened. Clients are
then asked to imagine waking up, and to describe
the first sign that would tell them the miracle has
occurred that caused their

also be expert evaluators of
services designed to meet those
needs? Intrigued by this
guestion, the authors conducted
a study at the Ontario Children’s
Aid Society at which they were
employed. This paper details
the results of that study, which
was intended to test the
potential of parents to both
evaluate services they receive,
as well as assist in the design of

If parents are expert
evaluators of their
own needs, does it
not follow that they
must be exper‘[ |
evaluatorsof =
services designed to
meet those needs?

problem to disappear overnight.
In order to answer this question,
clients must visualize life without
the problem that brought them to
the agency. Once clients begin to
describe the “solution picture,”
the social worker and client can
then start to construct ways of
making this solution become real.
The strength of the miracle
question is that it allows clients to
identify solutions that make sense

such services.

This paper has two primary purposes. First, it
demonstrates the viability of asking clients to help
evaluate and design services. The paper details
insights from parents about receiving child
protection intervention and outlines their
recommendations for improving services. Parents’
suggestions for improving service are logical, well
thought out and realistic. This paper also
demonstrates how direct service workers can
engage in research processes to develop and test
their ideas. It is shown how the authors knew very
little about formal research methods when they
initiated this project, yet the curiosity and
analytical skills employed in everyday practice
provided a basis for conducting research and
developing knowledge crucial to the field.

Theoretical Foundations: Client Expertise
The 1990s saw a thrust in child protection work
becoming more collaborative with clients,
particularly in the area of case planning (Burford
& Pennell, 1995; Callaban, Field, Hubberstey, &
Wharf, 1998; Callahan & Lumb, 1995; Corby,
Millar, & Young, 1996). In Ontario, solution
focused approaches were the primary means of
achieving such collaboration, with one key
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to them in the context of their family, culture and
community.

Solution-focused methods in child protection
practice have limitations. Parents who have
seriously abused their children may envision the
miracle of the “disappearing social worker”. This
would allow them to be left unsupervised with
their children—a potentially dangerous situation,
Yet collaboration with clients does not mean that
workers have to comply with all client wishes. A
solution-focused child protection worker who is
being wished away by a client’s miracle wonld
respond by asking, .. .what would be the first
small sign I will notice that will tell me a miracle
has happened so that I can go away?” Such
conversations set the stage for meaningful
coilaboration between clients and workers in
forming goals that both desire,

Although solution focused ideas are currently
used with child protection clients, the implic-
ations of these ideas has not yet been fully
explored. The authors began to recognize that

if child protection clients are experts on their own
needs, they must also be experts regarding the
services presently designed to meet these needs.
If child protection clients can collaborate with
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workers to co-construct casework solutions to
their individual problems, surely they can also
collaborate with workers in co-developing
programs to address such problems. While there
has been no previous theoretical link between
solution-focused casework with clients and having
chents help evaluate and design programs on a
broader level, the idea of clients evaluating and

the ability of parents to be constructive in helping
to develop services.

The study’s initial design used an interview guide
comprised of pre-set questions to be asked of the
parents. Using this guide, the researchers
envisioned simply asking questions and noting the
subsequent answers. The first parent to be
interviewed, however,

helping design the
services they receive is
not new, Empowerment
literature suggests that
clients understand their
needs and experiences
better than anyone else
and shouid be involved
in directly shaping the
services they receive
{Lord & Hutchison,
1993; Whitmore &
Kerans, 1988).
Consequently, the
authors decided to test
the viability of child
protection clients
evaluating and making
suggestions to improve
the services they receive.

The study's initial design used
an interview guide comprised
of pre-set questions to be
asked of the parents. Using
this guide, the researchers
envisioned simply asking
questions and noting the
subsequent answers. The
first parent to be interviewed,
however, asked the
researchers more

questions than they were
able to ask her.

asked the researchers
more questions than they
were able to agk her.
This parent’s questions
were mainly personal in
nature, about the
researchers’ home life,
children, and families.
These questions came as
a surprise and unmasked
the assumptions with
which the authors
approached the project.
The regearchers assumed
that in order to develop
knowledge they would
ask the questions and the
parents would answer
them. Research was not
“supposed” to involve

Design and Methodology

The study took place at a medium size Ontario
Chiidren’s Aid Society where the authors
practiced. The authors asked parents about their
experiences of child protection intervention and
for recommendations to improve such service.

Only parents whose cases were closed were
invited to participate in the research. Parents
actively receiving services were not included in
the study because of the concerns that they
would view any negative feedback they gave to
the authors as having the potential to impact their
case, Fight parents participated; all were involved
with child protection services for alleged or
verified physical abuse or neglect. In addition,

all eight parents had a child (or children) admitted
into care when their files were open. Sampling
purposively enabled the authors to recruit parents
who had been in conflict with the agency in

order to provide a stronger test of
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the participant’s asking more questions than the
researchers, especially questions of a personal
nature, This parent’s behaviour caused the
researchers to begin to wonder what gave them the
right to consider their questions more important
than the parent’s and they recalled feminist
arguments that suggest interview guides are
problematic because “the person being
interviewed has a passive role in adapting to the
definition of the situation offered by the person
doing the interviewing” (Oakiey, 1981, p.35) and
that “the goal of finding out about people through
interviewing is best achieved when the
relationship of interviewer and interviewee is non-
hierarchical and when the interviewer is prepared
to invest his or her own personal identity in the
relationship” {Qakley, 1981. p. 41)

With this ferninist perspective in mind, the

researchers began to answer the parent’s
questions. In doing so, they intuitively started to
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discover a way of researching with parents based
on similar collaboration and co-construction ideals
to their solution-focused practice. This approach
is known as “co-

that called child protection services several times
because their son was becoming increasingly out
of control. It was not until the father, reacting in
frustration, threatened to

researching,” a perspective
in which knowledge is
constructed with, rather
than about, those being
researched (Moureau &
‘Whitmore, 1995). From

this beginning, a non- the process.

Parents began to see this
project as their own, with one
parent in particular spending
considerable time assisting in

harmi his son that the
agency responded.

These parents had ideas
about how their son
might be helped; yet they
felt that the child
protection worker did not

hierarchical relationship
developed with parents participating in the
research and each parent was viewed not as a
subject, but as a partner who was given the
opportunity to become involved in as much or as
little of the research process as he or she desired.
Parents began to see this project as their own, with
one parent in particular spending considerable
time assisting in the process. She interviewed
other parents, analyzed findings and co-presented
conclusions of the research at social work
conferences in Canada and the United States.

Findings

Even though workers had regarded each of the
parents participating in the project as “resistant”
to intervention, each parent told researchers that
they had been in need of child protection services.
All candidly discussed their experiences and
offered constructive advice about the ways
services could be more effectively delivered to

give them an opportunity
to share these ideas. The parents speculated that
their frustration was interpreted as hostility, which
may have caused the worker to shy away from
collaborating with them. As a result, plans were
formulated and acted upon without their input
after their son was taken into care.

Even when parent’s opinions were sought and
heard by workers, they were not always
understood. One mother shared that the only way
she could obtain help for her son’s mental health
needs was to “abandon” him at the child protection
agency, thereby forcing them to admit him into
care and eventually into a residential treatment
facility. The agency had viewed this mother as
callous by removing herself from the necessity of
caring for her troubled teen. Yet, rather than a
cold and abandoning parent, this mother had acted
in desperation to force the child welfare system to
help her son.

clients like themselves.

Based on these and similar

Parents had three suggestions
for improving service: they
wanted workers to listen more;
they wanted to be given
opportunities to make choices
and be more involved in case
planning; and they wanted to
be better informed by workers.
Parents integrated these
recommendations into a model
that they proposed be used by
workers when bringing
children into care.

Listen More

Parents complained that they were not heard or

Parents speculated
that their frustration
was interpreted as
hostility, which may
have caused the
worker to shy away
from collaborating with
them. -

experiences, parents
recornmended that workers
listen more carefully to what
each parent had to say. In
addition to Hstening carefully,
workers needed to take the time
to more fully grasp a parent’s
perspectives and motives. The
parents emphasized that even
though they had made mistakes
in the ways they cared for their

children, this did not mean they were not
committed to doing the best they could for their
children. Consequently, workers needed to not

understood by workers. An example is a couple
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only understand this commitment, but also
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fully tap the potential when it was present.

Choice and Participation

During the research interviews, parents spoke of
being denied opportunities to make choices in any
areas of their children’s lives after they were
admitted into care. These included, but were not
limited to: selecting their children’s school
courses, having contact with their children’s
teachers, or purchasing their children’s clothing.
Parents expressed a deep interest in having these
seemingly minor tasks remain their responsibility.

Upon reflection, it was easy to see why workers
remove these opportunities from parents; child
protection services often deal with hostile and
volatile parents who have difficulty in being
involved with their children in a constructive way.
As a result, “standard operating procedure” denies
a parent choice and participation unless
cireumnstances exist that allows such opportunities
to occur. These situations, however, are usually
exceptions to the rule, as workers with high
caseloads often overlook these opportunities.
Parents recormmended, therefore, that standard
operating procedure be reversed to automatically
allow full parental participation in these activities
unless exceptional circumstances existed to
preclude this.

Keep Parents Informed
All the parents felt that they were inadequately

informed about issues relating to their cases, and
therefore recommended that workers make sharing
information a priority. For example, a mother
explained how a worker gave her copies of court
papers that outlined all the mistakes the mother
had made. Left alone with this information, she
read over the papers every night and cried. The
mother suggested it would have been better to give
her a written plan detailing how she could work to
overcome these problems. This would then allow
her to focus on constructive solutions, as opposed
to ruminating over mistakes. While it was
compulsory to give parents copies of court papers,
it was against agency policy to provide them with
copies of the plans written in casework files. In
this mother’s case, such written plans did exist,
and would have been very useful in guiding her
towards improving her situation. Consequently,
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parents recommend that copies of all written
information and plans relating to their case be
given to them as a matter of course (except for any
confidential information in their files regarding
third parties)

Services Designed by Parents
Parents developed a way to modify service

delivery and pay attention to the above issues
when children were admitted into care. The
model, shown in Figure 1, centers on the functions
of parenting.

Figure |

Tasks of Parenting

(for a larger copy, see also attachment
{ the end of article)
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Parents stated that to be understood by workers,
they needed to be seen as “parents.” They needed
to be understood, in most respects, as having the
same feelings, hopes and worzies as any other
parent who juggles the tasks shown in Figure 1. In
order to develop this understanding, parents
suggested that before admitting a child into care,
workers create with them a diagram similar to
Figure 1. Doing so would allow the parent and
worker to map together the specific role they
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have been playing as a parent. Although many of
the tasks shown in the figure would be the same
for any parent, each parent would have their own
unique way of managing their responsibilities,
resulting in a slightly different map for each client.
While this process is designed to help the worker
understand the parent, workers might also use this
disgram to illustrate to parents their concerns
about tasks that have not been fuifilled by the
parent.

Once the map is completed, workers should strive
to maintain the parent in the center of as many of
the existing parenting tasks as possible. Indeed,

unless a client has failed in all areas of parenting,

returned home, she had to re-leam how to be a
parent again.

The above model for admission of children into
care pot only makes clinical sense, but also
addresses the concerns parents had about child
protection intervention. It ensures that workers
gain a better understanding of parents, and it
enables parents to be given ways to remain
involved with their children in care. It logically
follows that parents who are involved in these
processes will also remain better informed about
what is occurring with their children.

Conclusions

it makes sense to allow
them to continue to
perform those tasks they
do well. In fact, doing so
might actually reduce the
overall stress on workers.
In particular, the days
immediately following an
admission into care
involve tasks such as
taking the childto a
medical exam and
registering the child in
her/his new school. In
addition, the worker also

workers.

Unless clients have
failed in all areas of
parenting, it makes
sense to allow them to
continue to perform
those tasks they do well.
In fact, doing so might
actually reduce the
overall stress on -

The above research reveals the
potential of involving clients in
evaluating and helping design
the services they receive.
Parent’s recommendations were
logical, well thought out, made
clinical sense, and would clearly
improve the way services are
delivered. The benefits of
parental involvement in
program planning became so
evident through this research,
that the agency where the
project was conducted asked a
parent who had been involved

needs Lo aIFange access

visits. In many instances, parents who do not
require supervised access could perform these and
similar instrumental tasks. In the process, parents
could potentially have a more meaningful and
productive access visit than the traditional office
setting, or worse, trips to the local McDonald’s

Parents contended that not maintaining their
involvement in as many of the above tasks as
possible was a counter productive casework
strategy. Indeed, it makes little sense to sever
healthy connections they have with their children
in the process of repairing unhealthy ones; a
process parents contended was analogous to a
physician amputating a leg to set a broken femur.
One mother spoke of how difficult it was for her
to have parenting responsibility removed when her
children came into care. The consequent lack of
“parenting practice” meant that when her children
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in the research to siton a
committee restructuring the agency foster care
system. A parent was also invited to become a
member of the Program and Services Committee
of the agency’s Board of Directors.

In addition to showing the viability of clients
helping develop services, this project aiso shows
the importance of workers involved in direct
service undertaking research. Workers can draw
on the same curiosity, imagination, and openness
they use in their casework to conduct research and
to develop knowledge that has enormous
implications for practice. Indeed, research
undertaken or initiated by those in direct practice
is particularly valuable because as shown above,
ideas emerge from the realities of everyday
practice, and this allows findings to be seamlessly
incorporated into the ways services are delivered.
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ABSTRACT

Although client satisfaction information is often ignored, it is a cril-
ical piece of the picture when evaluating the service experience of
parents who have had their children placed in foster care. This article
describes the development of a client satisfaction instrument and
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INTRODUCYION

Foster care continues to be one of the more promi-
nent services for children who have experienced abuse
or neglect. While the children are in substinute care,
services are provided 1o the parents with the goal of
stabilizing the home environment and making it not
only safe but also nurturing for the children. The
reunificaton of families, then, is one of the more
commen goals of foster care service plans. In evalu-
ating foster care services for families, input from par-
ents would appear appropriate; however, there is a
paucity of research regarding satisfaction of parents
with foster care services. The evaluation of services to
families whose children have been in foster care is
incomplete without input from the parents,

‘This article describes the development of a client
satisfaction instrument for parents who have children
in foster care. In addition, findings from a state-wide
survey are presenred which describe the experience of
parents whose children were placed in foster care in
the state of Kansas.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Parents of children in foster care constitute a group
whose voice has generally been unheard in client sar-
isfaction research. A review of the Ltersture in the

Child and Family Social Work 2004, 9, pp 197-206

distinct aspects of client satisfaction. The service implications of these
findings are considered and discussed.

1990s failed to reveal any client satisfaction studies
with this group of parents. Elsewhere we reported this
finding in more detail (Kapp & Vela 2004). Harris &
Poertner (1998) also reported that the relevant liter-
arure in the 19905 had failed to idendfy client satis-
faction instruments for use with parenrs whose
children had received foster care services.

Arritudes and expecrations of parents with children
in placement have been investigated (Jepkins & Nor-
man 1972). The inclusive approach to temporary fos-
ter care, where natural parents are included in many
of the decisions regarding the care of their children
outside their home, has also been promoted (Knfeldr
1962). In Great Britain parents of children in care
have been asked to give their views on the placement
process {(Aldgate 1980; Thorpe 1980), and the degree
of satsfacrion with social work assistance has been
obtained through interviews with small samples of
pateral parents (Thoburn 1980; Packman e ol
1986). However, quantitative studies that focus exclu-
sively on measuring satisfacrion of patural parenis
wirth substitute care via a measurement instrument
appear to be lacking in both North America and Great
Britain.

While researchers in Great Britain have made
attemnpts to solicit natural parents’ views on substitute
care, it is unclear why parents of children in foster
care in the US have rarely been asked previously for

© 2004 Blackwell Publishing Ltd
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!

their opinion about the services their families have
received. One British study revealed thar of all the
child welfare services, foster and residential care car-
ried the most stgma in parents’ perception. Parents
in this study anticipated ‘the most negative reactions
from others in relation to foster and residential care'
(Scholte er af. 1999, p. 338). The stigma of having had
one’s children removed and cared for by someone else
may be a conributing factor to overiooking solicitation
of parents’ opinions about substitute care services.

In the US, parents whose children have been placed
in foster care have been described as ‘untreatable’,
‘multi-problem’, ‘inaccessible’, ‘unresponsive’, or
‘hard-to-reach’ {Maluccio 1981, p. 16). They have
been assessed to be of low income, single parents
(either not married, separated or diverced), members
of minority groups, of low educational levels, experi-
encing problems with alcoholisin and drug addiction,
depressed, and having emotional problems (Kadushin
1978; Horejsi et al. 1981; Jones 1985; Bath e al
1992). Having been marginalized by society, these
parents ‘are likely to feel zlienated from society and
antagonistc toward authority figures' {(Palmer 1995,
p. 74). Conseguently, child welfare professionals may
have been discouraged from obtaining consumer sat-
isfaction data from parents whose opinions may have
been viewed as not objective and thus unreliable.

In an earlier ardcle, we reviewed nine client satis-
faction instruments in the areas of child welfare and
rraditional social services for the purpose of identify-
ing trends and domains (Kapp & Vela 1899}, In brief,
we identfied six domains that appeared in the various
instruments nsed to measure levels of satisfaction of
consumers of child welfare and social services. Not
every instrument included all the domains; however,
collectively the nine instruments included all six:
worker/therapist competency, agency/programme
quality, ourcormnes, empowerment, strengths, and cul-
rural competency, with the first three dominating the
items in the instruments. We coneluded that a furure
instrument for use with parents whose children had
received foster care services might include these
domains. {For a detailed discussion of these instru-
ments see Kapp & Vela 1999.)

METHOD

This section briefly describes the setting in which this
study was conducted, the process of instrument devel-
opment, and the implementation of the client saus-
facton survey with parents whose children were in
foster care or had been in out-of-home placement.

198 Child and Family Social Work 2004, 9, pp 197206

Setting

The Kansas Department of Social and Rehabilitation
Services had conrracted the School of Social Welfare
at the University of Kansas 1o conduct client satisfac-
ton surveys as part of the state’s study of family and
children services outcomes. With foster care having
been privarized, the Departmens had a special interest
in receiving feedback on this new inidative. It was
agreed that measuring the level of satisfaction of par-
ents whose children received foster care services from
the private contract providers would add to the assess-
ment of the new approach.

Development of the instrument

At the time of the incepdon of this project, no instru-
ment 1o assess the level of satisfaction of parents
whose children were or had been in substtute care
existed. Simultaneous to our efforts, an independent
effort was addressing the same need. The Parents with
Children in Foster Care Satsfaction Scale (PCFCSS)
(Hlarris er al. 2000} was being developed about the
same tme that we were developing the Parent Satis-
faction with Foster Care Services Scale (PSFCSS).
The Harris er al. instrument is a 24-itern scale thar
demonstraied high internal validity (o = 0.97) when
pilot-tested. The items pertain 10 worker activities and
the responses range from ‘never’ to “frequently’ or ‘not
applicable’ on a six-point scale. It shares some simi-
larides with the PSFCSS bur also differs in some
respects.

Our interest in first-hand direct experience as a
basis for knowledge (Beresford & Evans 1999, p. 673)
led us to conduct focus groups i three different loca-
tions in the state of Kansas with parents whose
children had received foster care services. (Human
subjects approval was obtained for this study. )} The
purpose of the focus groups was to learn abourt the
issues that were important to this group of parents.
Findings from the focus groups served to guide the
constructon of the items in the PSFCSS. Nort sur-
prisingly, suggestions offered by the parents over-
lapped with some of the domains identified in the
lrerature, specifically, worker competency, agency/
programme quality, empowerment, and ouicomes
{see Kapp & Propp 2002}

A 17-item instrument was generated from the feed-
back of the focus group parricipants and the findings
from the litcrature review. This rudimentary instru-
ment was pilot-tested over the telephone with partic-
ipants from the focus groups, who had agreed to give
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their input to an inirial instrument. From this small-
scale pilot test and inpur from colleagues, a revised
version resulted in a longer ingrrument that tncluded
open-ended guéstions. This second version was pilot-
tested again with different focus group participants
and their input was used to refine the instrument. The
third revised version of the insrurnent was pilot-
tested over the telephone with 113 parents whose
children had been referred 1o foster care services three
and six months previously. Results of the pilot test
demonstrated the potential of this satisfacton survey
and funding was secured for irs implementation with
ali families entering foster care. In addivion, minor
refinements were made to the instrument.

Impletentation

Focus group participants had suggested that a tele-
phone survey would be a berter way of obtaining
information than a survey through the mail, as they
viewed the latter as offensive. These parents felr that
a few questions on a piece of paper could not begin
10 represent their intense experience with having had
their children removed from their care (Kapp e al
1999), Telephone surveys have been shown o have
higher return rates (Dillman 1978; Frey 1989; LaSala
1997) than maildn surveys, which have wadidonally
yielded low remurn rates in the 20~38% range and
close to 50% when foliow-up efforts are implemented
{Diltman 1978; Lebow 1983; Frey 1989; Artkison &
Greenfield 1994; LaSala 1997}, For these reasons it
was decided that a telephone survey would be the best
method of mnplementaton.

The foster care private contractors provided the
essendal data for carrying our the survey - names,
addresses, and telephone numbers of parents or pri-
muary caregivers whose children had been referred to
foster care services. This information was received fve
months after the children had been referred. A pre-
notification letter was mailed 1o the parents with
inforrnation about the survey, assuting them confi-
dentiality and alerting them that someone would be
calling within a week or two. Surveys were completed
during the sixth month from the referral date. This
time frame was chosen because the last of the pilot
tests had shown more variance in the responses from
clients who had been in the foster care systemn for six
months than for those who had been involved for only
three months.

A data enwry package was developed so that
responses were entered into a darabase system as the
surveys were being conducted. Telephone survey pro-
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cedures were designed and university students major-
ing in social welfare were hired and trained 1o carry
our the surveys. The instrument was wanslated into
Spanish and two bilingnabbicultural staff members
were available to carry our interviews in Spapish. The
interviewing process was implemented in January

2000, Hlurman subjects approval was obtained for this

project.

THE INSTRUMENT -

The Paremt Satsfaction with Foster Care Services
Scale and its psychomerric properdes are described
in derail elsewhere (Kapp & Vela 2004). Briefly, the
PSFCSS is a 45-item instrument; however, only 34
itemns measure sadsfaction. The 11 jterns thar do not
measure satisfaction seek demographic information,
permanency goal starus, the child’s present location,
speciel needs of the child, and opinions about the
survey itself (e.g. the clariry of the statements, the
length of the survey, whether respondents would rec-
ommend others complete it). Of the 34 remaiping
satisfaction items, four are open-ended questions. A
fifth item pertains to parents whose rights have been
terminared. Since there are few persons whose paren-
tal rights are terminated, this item solicited infrequent
responses. The resulting 29 items are simple state-
ments written in behavioural terms. The statements
were constructed to relate to the six domains gleaned
frorn the literature review - worker competency,
agency quality, outcomes, empowerment, strengths,
and cultural competency — and the focus group par-
ricipants’ concerns. Respondents were read each
statement and asked 1o choose from three responses:
apree {1 point value), unsure (2 points), and disagree
(3 points). Later, we reversed the point value of the
responses in order to make the pumeric responses
more lopically coherent (ie. the higher value repre-
senting a positive perceprion) and thus eliminate con-
fusion in the presentation of the findings.

SAMPLE SIZE AND RESPONSE RATE

The data urilized in the present aznalysis of the
PSFCSS are based on the first six months of imple-
mentation. As Fig. 1 illustrates, the overall response
rate during this time was 25% (r = 184). The high
number of incorrect, disconnected or missing phone
nurnbers that were received from the agencies (68%)
greatly limited the number of potendal, and thus
actual, client contacts. However, as Fig. 1 also
indicates, the resulrs show that once parents were
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Figure 1 Client satisfaction response rates (first six months) and comparison of overall sample and those contacted,

Table 1 Factor properties

Factor iabel Eigenvalue Per cent of variance Cumulative percentage Reliability
Factor 1 - Worker competency 17 994 44,424 44.424 094
Factor 2 - State social worker competency 3380 12517 56947 093
Factor 3 - Cultural competency 13M 4855 61.796 0.64
Factor 4 - Empowerment/Client rights 7175 4353 66,749 071
Factor 5 - Agency quality/Outcomes 11 4126 70275 .91

successfully contacted, the response rate (86%) was
clearly above what js considered respectable (Salant
& Diliman 1994).

ANALYSES OF THE SCALE

Two of the cultural competency items are situational
and do not apply 10 everyone, therefore a decision was
made to exclude them from the analysis of the instru-
ment. The resulting 27-irem scale was tested for reli-
ability based on data collected during the first six
maonths of the survey. A factor analysis was also con-
ducted 1o identfy underlying patterns. The PSFCSS
demonstrated high relisbility (o = 0.94), indicatng
good internal comsistency. A five factor solution was
extracted by the factor amalysis that corresponded
closely to the domains idenufied in the literature

260  Child and Family Social Work 2004, 9, pp 197-206

review. The five factors collectively accounted for
70% of the variance. Table 1 depicts the facior labels
assigned, eipenvalues, percentage of variance
accounted for by each factor, the cumulative percent-
age of variance, and the reliability of each of the
facrors or subscales,

Based on the high reliability and the means and
standard deviations that demonstrated vartability in
the responses (Kapp & Vela 2004), we concluded
that the iostrument was a good measwre of
satsfaction.

DATA ANALYSES

The findinps reported and discussed in this paper are
based on four separate seis of analyses. The first set
urilizes descriptve univariate techniques to describe
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the respondents’ demographic and service history
prodiles. A second set also uses upivariare rechnigues,
specifically means and standard deviations 1o poriray
cHenis' levels of satisfaction on the different domains.
The third set explores the lower levels of sadsfaction
arnong parents who have a permanency goal of reuni-
fication. A bivariate analysis using chi-squares ident-
fies the specific areas of satisfaction that conmribute to
the lower scores.

The final set of analysis urilizes multivariate tech-
niques o identify specific predictors of overall saris-
faction. Three overall sadsfacton items were
combined into an average index of overall sadsfaction
{the worker, the agency and overall). A dummy vari-
able of overall satisfacton was created by segmentng
all cases into groups of savsfied versus not sadsfied.
Al cases whose overall average was equal to or less
than one standard deviatdon above the average were
classified as satsfied; the remainder were classified as
not sarsfied. In order to iden:ify predictors of this
overzll sarisfaction, enother set of dummy variables
were caleulated for the individual items; again the
ratings were coded as sarisfied (the respondent replied
positvely to a particular satisfaction itemn) versus not
satisfied {responses were unsure or negative). Logistic
regressions were caleulated to derermine which itemns
from the individual subscales would act as predictors
of overall satisfaction.

FINDINGS

Discussion will focus on a description of the survey
participants and their responses to the different
dirnensions of client satisfaction. In additon, some
interesting differences in findings related 1o perma-
nency goals are discussed, and some predictors of
overall satisfaction are piven attenton.

Demographic descriptions

‘The mothers of children in foster care were the most
likely to respond to the survey (70.6%). Respondents
were maost likely to be Caucasian {76.5%), while
12.2% of the sample were African American. The vast
majority of the sample ranged berween the ages of 31
and 50: 33.7% were between 31 and 40 years; 24.6%
between 41 and 50. The majoriry of the parents in the
survey had not had prior experiente with having had
their children in foster care (68%). It is also interest-
ing to note thar the vast majority of respondents had,
as their case plan goal, the reunificaton with their
children (78.2%). Table 2 offers more details on the
description of survey respondents,
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Table 2 Description of respondents (all figures are %)

Respondent
Mother 70.6
Father 114
Guardian 14
Grandparent 57
Other 5.7
Adoptive parent 52.
Race
Caucasian 76.5
African American .. 122
Hispanic 8
Native American 2B
Biracial 33
Age
Under 21 52
21-30 1.8
3148 337
41-50 246
50+ 85
First experience with foster care
Yes 65.0
No 327
Permanency goal
Reintegration 782
Adoption 38
Guardianship 76
Independent living 104

Dimensions of client satisfaction

Five different dimensions of client satisfacion were
assessed by the PSFCSS: (i) contract provider worker
competency, (i) state worker competeney, (Hi) cul-
tural competency, (iv) empowerment/client rights,
and (v) agency quality &nd outcomes. All of the items,
with the excepton of those included in the state
worker dormnain, pertained to the direct service efforts
provided by the private apency worker or the private
agency.

In Kansas, foster care services are privatzed. Three
different privare contractors provided the foster care
services for the entre state during the tme the data
presented here were collected. The state wotker is
responsible for overseeing the foster care services to
determine if the law and sound practice principles are
being followed. Addidonally, the state worker devel-
ops case goals with the conwactor to establish a case
plan and manapes communication berween the court
and the family. It is also comunon for the state work-
ers to have ‘integrated’ caseloads, meaning thar they
continue to work with a family efter conducting an
investigation that has led to the removal of a child.
‘I'he worker continues 1o supervise the case after the
child has been placed in foster care. Given these role
differences, specific guestons were developed to
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Table 3 Client satisfaction scores (mean and standard deviaton) and average dornain scores

Satisfaction item Mean® SB  Average domain score
My worker treats me with respect 241  0B8  Worker and
Empowerment 218

My worker is clear with me about what sheshe expects from me and my family 234 090
My worker is working with me 1o get my childiren back 233 092
My worker helps prepare me for meetings and court hearings 191 098
In meetings with other professionals, my worker stands up for me and my 230 094

children
My worker respects my values and beliefs 229 089 -
I 1 could, | would refer other families who need help to this worker 202 097
Overall, | am satisfied with my worker 21z 097
(Agency) has realistic expeciations of me 222 091 Agencyand

Gutcomes 207

Overall, | am satisfied with the services 1 have received from the agency 0 097
If | could, I would refer other families who need help to this agency 212 097
My worker asked for my opinion about the problem my family and | were having 227 094 Empowerment/Rights 2.19
My worker asked for my opinton about the services my family and 1 needed 227 095
My worker has included me in decision-making 209 057
The agency or my worker has told me my rights 227 093
1 knew who to call il | felt that my rights had been Ignored 209 057
The services and resources provided helped medwill help me get my child/ren 209 092 Outcomes 207

back
The case goals will preventwill help prevent future out-of-home placement of 21Y 092

my childiren
{Agency) has helped my family do better 200 697
My worker was respectiul of my family’s cultural/ethnic background 254 075 Cultural competency 2.50

t felt comfortable talking with my worker about what my culture and vace have to 220 0.92

do with my situation

My worker spoke the language most appropriate for me and my family 276 061

My state social worker treats/izeated me with respect

235 087 Stale worker 2.24

My state social worker does/did a pood job of explaining what was required of me 216 0.92

My state worker respects my values and beliefs
Overall, | am satisfied with my state worker

227 (88
218 0:

*1 = disagree, 2 = unsure, 3 = agree

address specific dimensions of practice related either
to the private worker, the private agency, or the state
worker.

The mean and standard deviations for each of the
scale items are shown in Table 3. In addirion, the
table includes the average domain score for the five
components extracted by the factor analysis.

One of the challenges of client satisfaction measure-
ment is the tendency for scores to be inflated and
present lirtle variation. This was not the case for the
results from the PSFCSS. The mean for the vast
majority of the iterns was very close to the centre poinr
of the three-point scale. In addivon, the standard
deviation was 0.85 for nearly all of the items, a signif-
icant dispersion on a three-point scale. Finally, the
middle response ‘unsure’ was chosen infrequently,
never exceeding 15% on any of the items.

Although there was an absence of drastic differ-
ences in the various domain averapes, respondents’
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average score related o cultural competency items
were the highest (2.5), indicadng a greater level of
satisfaction. Private agency and state apency worker
scores were comparable (2.18 vs. 2.24). The respon-
dent average domain score for the agency and our-
comes domain (2.05) indicated that parents were less
satisfied with their agencies and the outcomes of their
case goals than with their social workers.

Client satisfaction, permanency goals, and
state workers

Another interesting finding was that parents who had
& permanency poal of reintegration had lower levels
of satisfaction (averape score of 1.0%9) than parenis
whose long-term goals included adoption {1.62),
guardianship (1.43) or independent living (1.53).
When further analysis was conducted to investigate
this finding, it was discovered thar these parents, with
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Figure 2 Client satsfaction with state worker by permazency goal. " indicases P< 0.03.

a permanency goal of reintegration, were less satisfied
with their siate workers than other parents on four
relared items (see Fig. 2).

Predictors of overall satisfaction

As described earlier, logistc regression was used 1o
isolate the iterns that best predicted overall satisfac-
don (Fig. 3). In the worker domain, five items were
idenrified. The parents were more likely 1o be sadsfied
overall when they perceived that the worker (i) was
working with them to get their child back, (i) had
clear expectations of them, (iif) prepared them for
meetngs, (iv) stood up for them in meetings, and (v)
respected their cultural background. Parents were also
more likely 1o be satisfied overall when they felt thar
the agency had realistic expecrations of them. Two
final predicrors of overall satisfacdon included the
parents’ willingness to recommend their agency and
worker to others in similar circomstances.

DISCUSSION

This survey was conducted using a telephone survey
method; the rationale for using the phone method is
described in Kapp &Vela (2004). The implementation
of this method requires acrive effort on the parr of
researchers, practitioners and adrministrators, as each
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must conwribute different resources and accomplish
differing tasks. One crucial aspect involves the accu-
racy of telephone numbers. Unformunarely, the tele-
phone pumbers for this group of clienrs rend 1o
change often due to clients® high mobility or to dis-
comnnected phone service because of ipability to
remain current on their bills, and agency personnel
may fail to updare these changes in their databases.
‘The high number of unavailable telephone oumbers
(disconnected or changed) consdtuted the primary
obstacle to reaching a majority of the clients in this
survey.

Current and accurate phone numbers in agencies’
darabases facilitate high response rates, and thus are
an important, if not the most imporan:, aspect of a
telephone survey. However, the acquisition of up-to-
dare phone numbers requires a collecdve effort on the
part of agency staff. The success of the phone survey
method is contingent upon accurate phone numbers
for the parents whose children are placed in foster
homes. Accuracy of telephone numbers will not only
assure researchers a high response rate but also allow
themn to determine the number of families that do
not have access 10 a phone and decide wherher this
nutnber justifies devising a method to reach them.
Although methods were developed to contact families
without phones, they had a minimal effect on the
response rate in this survey.
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WORKER

Working with me to get my
chitd back

Clear expectations
Prepared me for meetings
Stands up for me

Respects cultural
background

AGENCY
Realistic expectations

Figure 3 Predictors of overall sadsfaction.

The respoase rate for this study presents & signifi-
cant limitadon. Although the fact that those who were
contacted almost always responded (86%), there
remains a question abour those families who were not
comtacted. There is no evidence to suggest that their
responses would have been similar or different Addi-
tionally, demographic data were not available to deter-
mine if the profiles of the respondents were
comparable to the overall agency population. Conse-
quently, the degree to which these data are represen-
tative of the oversll population of parents with
children in foster care is uncertain. It is our hope that
the lessons learned in the immplementation of this
smudy will inform future research of this type in a
manner that may facilitate a higher response rate by
creating methods for generating more complete phone
numbers for respondents in this population of clients.

For those parents who did respond, the PSFCSS
produced some viable information abour parents’
impressions of their service experiences with their
children in foster care. The instrument proves to be a
solid method for obtaining vital data from a group of
service consumers that is rypically neglected in the
evaluation process. It is also interesting 1o note that
the responses to the survey poriray these parents as
having a varied range of sadsfaction. This finding
seems to challenge a stereotype that these parents will
typically be unthappy, given the trying circumstances
of their situations. The variation in the degree of sat-
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/

Overail
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CLIENT
Recommends

agency and worker

isfaction serves to encourage the use of client input.
It also indicates to direct service and management
practitioners that foster care services can be satisfac-
tory for parents and that efforts should be invested in
helping this to ocecur.

The summary resulis of the different domains of
the scale find that parents are the least satisfied with
the agency and outcome component of services, and
rore satsfied with the individual worker, the state
worker, the worker’s cultural competency, and with
issues of empowerment. While it is interesting to see
that parents’ interacdons with individuals {i.e. the
contract provider worker and the state worker) during
the service experience seems to be more satisfying
than the prognosis of their case outcomes and trans-
actions with the agency, it would be useful o conduct
additeonal research to learm more about this
discrepancy.

In additdon, parents are less satisfied with their state
workers when there is 8 more critical outcome on the
line, such as their goal to reunify with their children.
In these cases, it appears that it is more difficult for
state workers to manage their relationships with cli-
ents in 2 manner that promotes satisfaction. One pos-
sible explanation for this may lie in the stare worker’s
involvernent in the removal of children from their
homes. Families may continue to feel resentment
towards workers who were cridezlly involved in the
removal of their children. In the case of the Kansas
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stare workers, their relationship with the families often
continues in the role of monitor, and it may be
unlikely that farpilies would change their initial per-
ceprons and feelings about their worker, This conten-
dous relationship is further compounded by the state
worker's role as the communicarion link berween the
court, the private worker, and the family. This aspect
of the relationship has the potendal to provide further
tension given the fact thar state workers have much
influence over the reunification of the family, Once
again, additonal research would be useful to learn
more about this distinet relationship.

The predictors of overall satisfaction suggest that if
solid social work skills (i.e. respect for client vahes,
making expectatons clear, preparing clienrs for meet-
ings, asking cliens about problems and services,
including them in decisions, and respecting their cul~
tare) are practised, it is likely thay the parents will have
a sadsfactory experience. These findinge are sup-
ported by Britsh studies that found that users of child
welfare services, including foster and residential care,
demeonstrated high levels of sadsfaction (i) when ser-
vice providers aimed to empower clients and demon~
strated respect for and understanding of clients
(Scholte et al. 1999), (ii} when parents felr thar they
had been listened to by the social worker, that their
perception of the problem had been heard, and they
had been involved and consukted (Packman eral.
1986), and (iii) when social workers were perceived
1o be empatheric and have a pleasant personality in
addition to helpful social work skilis (Thoburn 1980).

Orther contributors to a satisfactory experience indi-
cated by the present analysis include clients’ percep-
tion of the agency as having realistic expectations of
thern, finding the agency helpful, and recommending
the agency to others in a similar situation, These pre-
dictors have the potential 1o guide direct service in
best practices. Administrative pracrunoners can use
these predictors to focus resources on learning what
atttades and actvires make farnilies feel sarisfied,
and then craft interventions that will promote sats-
faction in these areas, agsuring the rendering of gual-
ity services and z sausfactory expenence for clients,

Cliept sarisfaction is a crucial aspect of a competent
programme evaluation process. It is difficult to cap-
ture the service experience in its entrety without
addressing client satisfacyion. In addition, client sar-
isfaction is a crizical outcome worthy of clinical and
administrative attendon. The PSFCSS presents a vis-
ble method for measuring critical dimensions of sat-
isfaction that can be used to assess, evaluate and
improve foster care services, Further research that

Child and Family Social Work 2004, 9, pp 197206

examines the linkage between client satsfacton and
other more maditdonal outcomes, such as reunifica-
tion, would comtribute significantly 1o the under-
standing of the relationship berweesn client sdvsfaction
and lonper-term service outcomes.

A thorough discussion of client outcomes described
by Wells & Johnson (2001) portrayed an uneven treat-

ment of client satisfaction. Client satisfaction appears”

10 be ignored in the accepred owtcome measures Ut-
lized routinely by federal and private foundation cir-
cles. At the state level, client sadsfaction has been
intluded in sorme cases. For example, in May 1997
the Compuroller of the City of New York Task Force
on Foster Care Performance Standards developed a
mandared system of accountability based on several
outcome measures that included clienr satsfaciion
(Wulczyn 1997).

We would argue thar clienr sarisfacton measure-
ment should routinely be included in outcome
schemes to assess programme performance. Client
satsfacdon measurement is consistent with the
National Association of Social Workers (1996) Code of
Ethics which emphasizes the dignity and self-determi-
nation of the client. In addidon, this type of measure-
ment captures the intimacy with the service delivery
process that js not revealed in orher forms of measure-
ment. Consequently, the evaluation of foster care ser-
vices is incomplete without clieat input.

The PSFCSS was developed to systematically col-
lect informarion from parents about their service
experiences, The instrument proves to be a solid
method for obtaining vital date from a group of ser-
vice consumers that is typically neglected in the eval-
uation process. The PSFCSS expands a limited
konowledge base regarding the impressions of parenss
whose children are in foster care. This informarion
allows direct service and admipistrative practitiopers
10 begin 10 understand the importance of client saris-
faction for the purposes of managing and implement-
ing services with an emphasis on giving parents a
positive experience. Additional research can expand
on the findings of this investgation by helping to gain
a more complee understanding of parenral sar-
isfaction and its relatdonship to more tradidonal
OUTCOIMmES.
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