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Objectiver The prrpose of thivvesearehwas o (u) find if there vere associutions bemeen cildwelfure outeomes and
the client-worker velaiionship and (b) learn v hat are the preciviors of a pesitive liemt-worker relationship. Meithod:
200 (35 Fawih Maintenance [FM ] and 45 Family Presevvation (PP 1) clients v eve intervien ed in Englisir and Span-
ish. Pearson’s v, tlests, chi-squares, and o regrvession anlysis were conducted. Results A majority of the participunts
were Lating single mothers Higher scores on the Relationship with Worker Instrument s ere corvelated with better
outcames indiscipline and enotional care of children (p < 08). FP clieniswere more satisfied with theiy workers tha
rowtine FM participants (p< 01). Abiliny to openly commuicate {p< 001). frequency of visits (p< 05} and receipt
af preblic assistarne {p < 05} were found 1o be prediciors of good lient-worker relationslips Couclusions. Thix
assessment indivates thut clivni-v orker relutionshipy and open compunicalion manen

Keywords:

The ability toestablish u good relationship with clients has
been described as one of the most powerful toods a service
provider possesses (Woods & Hollis, 2000). Rogers
(1959} stated that three characteristics of u therapist would
bring about a positive relutionship: an empathetic under-
stunding of the client, unconditional positive regard, and
gentineness. Several early studies, based on the client-
therapist psychothierapentic reiutionship, found that the
quality of the relationship was linked to a client’s out-
comes {Bentler, Crago, & Arizmendi, 1986; Lambert,
Shupiro, & Bergin, 1986; Orlinsky & Howard, 1986)
Recent studies continue to find an association between
client-worker relutionship and positive outcomes. Lamn-
bert and Cattani-Thompson {1996) found that counseior-
ciient fuctors were the best predictors of outcome with the
exception of client variables. They stated that a wise coun-
setor would carefully attend to the process when counsel-
ing by providing high levels of empathy, respect, and
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relutionship with worker. fumily presenvtion, child welfure outcomes; family maintenme

colluboration Other variubles, such as cleur expectations
of the parties involved (Al-Darmaki & Kiviinghan,
1993) and the manner (herarchical vs. collaborative) in
which the therapist defines the relationship, have been
found to affect the client-worker relationship
{Callaghan, Nuugle, & Follette, 1996). For example,
elewr expectations and a collaborative style were found
to positively affect the client-worker relationship.
Murziuli and Alexander (1991) stated that therapy orien-
tations, such as cognitive behavioral or psychodynamic,
did not determine outcome in their study. Instead, the
alliance established by the client-therapist interactions
determined the outcome of treatment. Halstead, Wagner,
Vivero, and Ferkol (2002) examined the concept of cur-
ing within the therapeutic relationship. They described o
communication flow and process that emphasized accep-
tunce of the client and found that this attribute enhanced
the counseling relationship and client outcomes.

The literature has emphasized the therapentic relu-
tionship. Can this client-worker relutionship phenome-
non transcend all social service relutionships? How effi-
cient can child welfwre workers be in estublishing a
relationship with someone who is, for exwmple, cowt
mandated, becanse of abuse or neglect of children? There
are severzl programs that address the needs of court-
mandated child weltare cases in which parents have been
neglectful and/or abusive with their children. This articie
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focuses on two programs in the Los Angeles County
Depurtment of Children und Family Services (DCES),
Family Maintenance (FM) and Faumily Preservation (FP).

FAMILY PRESERVATION AND
FAMILY MAINTENANCE SERVICES

Family Preservation (FP) Services were developed as
remedies for the high numbers of children that were being
removed from their fumilies and placed in the foster care
system. The detimentad effects experienced by children
after they are removed from their families, such as aggres-
sion and inability to form attachments, directed the child
wellure system toward permanency planning (Berry, 1997).
The Adoption Assistunce and Child Welfare Act of 1980
established the state’s obligution to “make reusonable
efforts” to maintain at-risk children in their own homes
and required judges to determine whether efforts had
been made to provide adequate services (Pecory,
Whittaker, Mualuccio, Barth, & Plotnick, 2000). The
move foward maintaining chiidren with their biological
fumilies ted to u growth in fumily preservation programs.

Fumily Maintenance is the traditional DCES cusework
program, Family Maintenance (FM) differs greatly from
FP services. Lindsey, Martin, and Doh (2002) identified
the following differences between the programs: caseload
(FP 2 to 5 fanilies, FM 30 te 40 families); length of ser-
vices (FP 4 1o 6 weeks, FM 6 o 8 months); focus (FP on
the fumily system, FM on child protection): intervention
(FP crisis intervention, FM case management); avaiiabil-
ity (FP around the clock, 7 duys aweek, FM only business
hours); location of services (FP in the client’s home, FM
in office): frequency (FP often daily, FM weekly or
monthly); and primary goual (FP family preservation, FM
child safery} In California, FP provides short-term inten-
sive services (6 to 12 months) by community-based agen-
cies, while FM provides long-term case-munugement
with most services offered outside of clients” homes (1 to
2 years or as required) Although there is a plethora of
literiture on FP programs, no articles were found that
focused primarily on the clients’ relutionships with their
workers and how this variable was correlated with
outcomes.

The purpose of this study was threefold: to learn
whether there was an association between client-worker
relationship in mandated child abuse cases und oateomes,
10 explore it there were any differences between the FM
and FP programs relited to client-worker relationships,
and o discover the predictors of a positive client-sociad
worker relutionship

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

A cross-sectional survey design was used to answer the
following research questions: (u) Is there a comrelation
between the clients’ relutionship with their social worker
und their outcome scores? It is hypothesized that there
will be significant correfutions; {b) Which demographic
variables (age of caretaker, presence of secondary care-
taker, Ievel of education, ethnicity of caretaker, number of
children in the family, primary language, and level of
income) will be associated with improved well-being ot
families? Itis expected that there will be significant corre-
lutions; {c) Is there a difference in FM and FP clients’ per-
ception of relationship with their social worker? It is
hypothesized that FP clients will report better relition-
ships with their secial workers; and {(d) What are the pre-
dictors of 4 positive relationship in child welfare cases? It
is hypothesized that the ability to communicate openly
and frequency of visits by the sociul worker will be pre-
dictors of positive client-worker relationships in child
welfare cases.

METHOD

Participants

The sumple consisted of 100 former DCFS clients. Of
this sample, 43 participants received FP services and 53
participants received FM services. The contact informa-
tion for the current study was provided by DCFES follow-
ing approval by Cualiformia State University, Long
Beach’s Institmtional Review Bourd. DCFES developed a
list of FM and FP cases that had been closed between
1999 and 2000. There were uttempts to contact every per-
son on this list by telephone or mail (V = 1,000). Of the
700 FM cuses and 300 FFP cases, 125 (65 FM and 60 FP)
were actually located. Of these, 55 FM cases and 45 FP
cases agreed to parficipate by the deadline for scheduling
interviews Therefore, this can be considered an 50%
response rate when the base is participant-located rather
than every participant included in the DCFS dutabuse.
Once located, participunts were asked if they wished to
participate in 45-minute telephone interviews in
exchange for a compensation of U.S. $20.00. The inter-
views were conducted in Spanish und English

Measures

The current study utitized The Purent Outcome Inter-
view, a standardized measure used to evaluate child



welfure cuse owtcomes and clients’ relationships with
their workers (Magura & Maoses, 1986). FP participants
were usked to reflect only on their FP worker and ser-
vices, und FM clients were asked to reflect only on their
DCFS worker and services. In both groups, if the partici-
pants had multiple FM or FP workers, they were asked o
reflect on the worker who was involved in their case for
the longest period of time. Seven subscales were used for
this study. There were six outcome subscales (Children’s
Academic Adjustment, Children’s Conduct, Physical
Child Cure, Discipline and Emotional Care of Children,
Children’s Symptomatic Behavior, and Parent’s Coping)
and one subscale nreasaring the relationship of the client
with the worker (Relationship with Social Worker). The
face, construct, and convergent validity of the instnunent
were uassessed by Magura and Moses (1986) from
responses and change scores of a study of 250 families
receiving child welfure services in Texas, Florida, and
Minnesota The descriptions of change retlect what child
welfare experts regard us substantive improvement in cli-
ent well-being. Moderate correlations between services
offered and cuse change sapported construct validity of
the instrument. Convergent validity was assessed by com-
paring clients” ratings with worker rutings and the mean
kappa = 62 (Muagura & Moses, 1986). For the six out-
come subscales used in the current study, the average
internal consistency was alpha = 84 (Magura & Moses,
1986} Internul consistency of the Relationship with
Sociul Worker subscale was alpha= 93 In addition to the
English version of this instrument, a Spanish translation
was used There is no known reliability of the Spunish
version of the instrument. Tt has face validity as it was
based on the stundardized English version of the instra-
ment. In addition, the administrators of the instrament
were native Spunish speukers and reported no problems
in completing the interviews,

The Parent Outcome Interview (Muagura & Moses,
1986) is a purent self-report measure used to deternine
children’s and purents” well being. The iters for the out-
come stbscales were anchored . Participants could choose
to answer “yes” or *no” and were wlso usked to consider
two time periods—onset of services and follow-up inter-
view. Sample guestions of the outcome subscales are
found in Table 1. Scores varied depending on the number
of items, yes was scored O und no was scored 1. Change
scores were calculiated by subtracting the at-referrad score
from the follow-up score. Higher change scores were
indicative of greater improvement of pareni and child
well-being. Alphus for this sumple were good ranging
from .76t .89 (see Tuble 1)
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The Relationship with Social Worker subscaleisa 17-
item 4-point scale with possible responses of “always,”
Husteally,” “sometimes,” and “never” Scores could range
from 17 to 68, with higher scores indicutive of 4 more sat-
isfuctory relationship with the worker. The alpha for the
Relationship with Social Worker subscale was excellent
(0= . 96). Refer to Table 1 for ssunple questions. In addi-
tion, the following questions reguding the worker were
asked: (&) Do you feel that you talked to your worker
about the most important things? The possible responses
were “yes” und “no”. (b) When youar case first opened in
FP/EM, about how often did you see your worker? Fhis
wus measured using a 4-point response set (e.g., three
times or more @ week, twice u week, once o week, or less
thian once a week). {c1) Was the worker’s racial/cthnic
background the same as or different from your racial/eth-
nic background? The possible responses were “swme”,
“different”, or “not sure”. (c2) Please specity the worker’s
raciaifethnic background and your racialfethnic buck-
ground. This was an opened end-question. Demographic
information regarding the client was wlso obtained.

RESULTS

Of the participants, 94% (n = 94) were mothers, and
T0% {n = T0) of the participants did not have a secondary
caretaker {see Table 2). Of the sample, 629 (n = 62) had
incomes lower than $20.000, and 43% (n = 43) received
public assistunce Fifty-four percent (7 = 54) had
acquired a high school diploma/GED, and several had
some college ora BA degree. Of the sample, 48% (1= 48)
were Latino, 26% (n = 26) were White, and 14% (n = 14)
were African American. The participants reported tha
42% (n =42} of their workers were of the same ethnicity
as they were, 41% (n = 41) were of a differemt ethnicity,
and 17% (1= 17) were not sure or did not respond to this
question. The average number of children per family was
333 (n =100, SD = 1.84); FP fumilies were significantly
lurger than FM families, (FM, 1 = 55, M = 2.96. 5§D =
1539 FP, =45 M=380,5D=205,1=228,p< 05 [see
Table3]) Of the interviews, 35% (n=35) were conducted
in Spanish, most of which were FP cuses ("= 4.90, df =2,
7 < .05, see Table 2). There were no other differences
between the ¥M and FP cases related to demographics.
Because multiple tests were run, the alpha level was
adjusted using the Bonferroni correction setting, the
alpha level at 0125 for ¢ tests and 008 tor chi-squares.
Following this correction, the alphus for the variubles
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TABLE 1:  Parent Quicome interview Subscales
Number Alphas for
Subscales of ltems Sample Questions This Sample
Children’s Academic Adjiustment g Were any of your children
Not enrolled in school {if of scheo! age)? 76
Failing any classes?
Children's Gonduct 9 Were any of your children
Breaking and busting things on purpose? 87
Lying and not listening to you?
Physical Ghild Care 8 Were your children hungry sometimes because you had trouble preparing meals? 78
Were you worsied abott leaving your children alone when you: had to go out?
Discipline and Emotional
Care of Children 12 Dig your children get on your nerves so much that you somelimes lost your
temper with them? 88
Did you sometimes feel that your children were {aking up too much of your time,
that they kept you from doing things that yous really wanted to do?
Children’s Symptomatic Behavior 10 Were any of your children
Anxious, afraid, or tense a fot of the time? 88
Gomplaining about aches and pains a fol?
Parents’ Coping a Were you
Having any health problern that Hmited what you could do? B1
Overwhelmed with work and no one to help you?
Relationship with Social Worker 17 Did your social worker:
Give you confidence that headway or progress could be made on your problem? a5

Visit you reguiarly and keep in touch with you?

wmber of children i family and interview langrage no
longer reached a significunt level

To test Research Question A, Pearson’s » correlations
were conducted to determine the association between
client-worker relationship und outeomes (see Tuble 4}
Results indicated that the Pearson’s rwus significant tfor
the following subscales: Physical Care (r= 25, p < .03),
Discipline and Emotionad Care (r= .36, p < 81), und Par-
ent Coping {r=_29, p < .05) To protect against a Type-1
error, & Bonferroni correction was completed. The
Bonferroni correction lowered the alpha to a 0083 level
of significance. Only the alpha level for Discipline And
Emotional Care remained signiticant. The hypothesis tor
Research Question A was partially supported with one
outcome resulting in a significant finding. The client-
worker relutionship had 2 mild effect on the discipline und
emotionul care of children with a R value of 13

To test Research Question B, Pearson’s » correlations
were conducied for demographic variables (age of care-
taker, presence of secondary caretaker, number of chil-
drenin the family, primary langrage, und level of income)
10 learn which variables would be associated with out-
comes. Age of caretaker and children’s academic adjust-
ment had a significant correlution (r= .32, p < .01). After
the Bonforroni correction, this outcome remained signifi-
cani as the alpha level was reduced to 01, Although the
correlation between age of caretaker and children’s

academic adjustment reached significance, the B value
was smaldl ag 10, indicating o minimal effect

Research Question C was tested using a ¢ fest to
determine if client satisfuction with workers differed
by programs (FM or FP; see Table 5). The resalts indi-
cated that FP clients were more satisfied with their worker
(FM. M =45.14, 5D =262, FP. M =56 28, D)= 13.85),
1= 3.25 p < .01. The hypothesis was supported. This
alphalevel remained significant following the Bonfeitoni
correction.

The final research question was tested with u stepwise
regression analysis (see Table 6). Relationship with social
worker wus the criterion variable, und the five predictor
variubles were receipr of public assistance, level of edu-
cation, cthuicity of counselor, ability to openly conununi-
cate, and frequency of connselor visits. In addition, two
covariates, client’s primary fanguage und nember of chil-
drenin the home, were used as they tended to differentiate
clients in the FP and FM programs The predictor vari-
ables, ability to openly commmunicaie. receipt of public
assistance. and frequency of visits, accounted for 49% of
the variance. The predictor variable, ability to openly
comnuaicate, had o large effect on the criterion variable
relationship with worker accounting Tor 36% of the vari-
ance (R change = 36). Receipt of publiv assistance had a
small effect as it accounted for 9% of the variance (R
change = 09). Freguency of visits had 2 minimal effect as
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TABLE 2: Demographics of Caregivers
Family Family
Pressrvaiion Maintenance
Sludy Sample N = 45) n = 55} Significance
Variable n % n %% n % xa [
Primary caregivar
Mother G4 940 43 a5 8 51 azy
Father 1 1.6 1 22 0 oo
Grandmaother 1 10 0 0.0 1 18
Missing 4 44 H 22 3 55
Secondary caregivar 087 45
None 70 700 a3 734 a7 673
Father 26 260 10 222 16 201
Other 4 40 2 44 2 38
Ethnicity of primary caregiver 163 44
Latino 48 480 24 533 24 436
White 28 260 a 200 17 309
African American 14 140 8 133 8 45
Missing 12 120 & 133 6 109
Language Interview was conducled in 4.890 03
English 65 6850 24 54.0 41 740
Bpanish 35 350 21 46 0 14 260
Education of primary caregiver 103 58
L.ess than high schoo! 31 310 13 289 18 327
High school grad 15 150 4 83 11 200
Some coilegeftrade school or coliege graduate 39 380 14 3t 25 485
Missing 15 307 14 311 1 18
Current income 011 74
Lessthan U S 319,953 B2 620 25 556 a7 B7 3
tore than $20.000 2R 2240 8 178 14 255
Missing 18 16.0 12 287 4 7.3
Receive public assistance currently 157 46
Yes 43 43.¢ 19 422 24 13 6
No 45 44 & 15 333 an 527
Missing 12 12.0 11 24.4 b 1.B
NOTE: *p < 05
TABLE 3: Mearn Comparisons of Demographic Variables
Family Family
Preservalion Maimtenance
Study Sample n = d5) M =55} Significance
Variable n 2% n 2 n 2% ¥ p
Age of primary caregiver 3785 7BD 3747 768 3814 786 -~040 63
Number of children in home 333 185 3.B0 205 296 159 228 03
Age of first child in home [oldest) 13.21 5.8B6 13.72 4.85 12.80 B.59 0.78 .44
NOTE: ‘p < 05
TABLE 4:  Correlations of Relationship With Social Worker Subscale and Oulcomes

Relalionship with Social Worker

Variable r o]

Outcome subscales

Children's academic adjustment " 398
Parent conduct 12 425
Physicat child care 25 o4*
Dhisciptine and emolional care a6 oDz
Children's symplomatic behavior 05 656
Parent coping .28 014

NOTE: "p< 05 “'pc O
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TABLE 5: A Comparison Between Family Maintenance and Family Preservation and Relationship With Their Social Waorker
Family Preservalion Farnily Maintenance
Study Sarnple (n = 45) n = 55) Significance
M sD M sD M sD 1 P
Relationship with social worker 50.51 16.44 58,28 13.85 45,14 2.62 3.25 .oo2*

NOTE: *p< 01

itonly acconnted for 6% of the variance (R chunge = 06)
The covariates accounted for less than 3% of the vartunce
(R’ change language = .01 and R’ change number of chil-
dren = .02). The hypothesis for Research Question D was
confirmed because ability to openly compmunicaie and
fregueney of worker visits reached a significant level and
accounted for 42% of the variance

Limitations

These findings were based on clients” self-reporis, and
participants may have reported socially desirable
answers. Although stundardized instruments were ased
in the current study tor the English speakers, there was no
established relinbility for the Spanish version. In addi-
tion, this was aretrospective study; therefore, participants
may not have accurately recalled information. A longitu-
dinal study could yield more accurate data. The sample
wus refutively small and consisted of volunteers in one
large urbun arex. This sample selection bias limits gener-
alization of results to other clients involved in the child
welfuare system.

DISCUSSION AND APPLICATIONS
TO SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE

A majority of the participants in the carrent study were
Latino single mothers with three or more children It
could be deduced that clients in the current study had led
stressful lives becuuse they lived in poverty, few second-
ary caregivers were present in the home, and the family
size was lurge. A greater percenlage of FP participants
were monolingual Spanish speakers and had more
children.

The hypothesis for Research Question A was partially
supported because & more positive relationship with the
social worker was associated with limprovement in disci-
pline and emotional care and tendencies toward

TABLE6: Stepwise Regression Analysis—Predictors of a
Positive Relationship With Worker

Predicior b SEbh B
Languags (Covarlate) -2 091 3553 - Q057
Number of children (Covarlate) ~0.242 0 865 -~ 028
Ability 1o openiy communicate 19 961 4032 501*
Received public assistance when

a Departiment of Ghildren

and Family Services clisnt A B52 3564 262"
Freguency of social worker visils 4 470 1.628 263"

A= 49
NOTE: “p= 05 **p< OO

improvement in children’s physical cwe and parents’
coping. This was expected because establishing 4 good
relutionship has been described as o powerful tool
{(Woods & Hotlis, 2000). These resulis suggest that rela-
tionship with the worker is mildly associated with the par-
ents’ actions (Discipline and Emotional Care Of Chil-
dren, Children’s Physical Care, and Parent Coping) us
opposed to children’s outcomes (Children’s Academic
Adjustment, Children’s Symptomatic Behavior, and Chil-
dren’s Conduct). People have greater ability to discuss
self-perceptions. Perhups even more intense services wre
needed to remedy the tramma that children have experi-
enced from child abuse and neglect.

In answering Reseurch Question B regarding demo-
graphics associated with ontcomes, it was found that
older age of parent was significantly correlated with aca-
demic adjustiment. This is an important finding because
academic progress is essentis] for children’s success. It
suggests that sociad workers may benefit their younger
DCFS purents by helping them develop skills such as
reading to their children and checking children’s
homework.

The resalts for Research Question C indicated that FP
purticipants reported having « better relationship with
their workers. This may be because of the differences in
program design. For example, FP workers are able to visit



families more often, have greater availubility because of
hours and smaller caseloads, and are community-based
{Lindsey et al, 2002)

The final research guestion explored predictors of the
client-worker relationship. As hypothesized, ability to
openly communicate and frequency of visits with the
worker were predictors of @ positive relationship. The
ability to openly communicate with o client was u strong
predictor of developing a positive relationship. This find-
ing is similar to that of Hualstead et ai (2002), who
reported that two-way communication flow and a caring
approach enhunced relationships between connselor and
clients. Frequency of visits with the client was a wealer,
yet significant, predictor of a positive relationship. An
unexpected smael predictor of u good client-worker 1efa-
tionship wus receipt of public assistunce Perhaps this is
because of the client’s feeling tust in the system when
survival needs are met. Prior experience within the social
service system may coniribute to the client’s being more
open to receiving help.

The findings suggest that child welfare workers will
benefit their clients when focusing on buiiding gquality
relationships as they are reluted to outcomes. Child wel-
fare agencies need to priovitize social workers’ relation-
ship building with clients in their protocols. It is sug-
gested that caseloads be redaced to enable social workers
to have time to develop positive relationships with highly
stressed clients, Social work educitors will want to con-
tinue emphusizing the importance of establishing and
building positive associations with clients in their child
welfare curriculum. In conclusion, a colluborative rela-
tionship with the social worker will assist mandated cii-
ents to overcome significant individual and societal
obstucles. It is recommended thut future research include
information about families from other resources such as
school information und interviews with older children.
Replication of the current stndy is suggested to further
elucidute these findings.
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