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ABSTRACT. This mixed methods study attempts to identify stress in
child welfare supervisors and managers in light of recent changes in
practice and increased demands on child welfare services. The quantita-
tive component of this study revealed high rates of exposure t0 critical
events and high levels of accountability. In the end, 48.7% of managers
and supervisors fell in the high or severe range of post-traumatic symp-
toms on the Impact of Event Scale. The qualitative component under-
scored the stressors associated with high staff turnover, increased account-
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A rich literature has emerged regarding the stressors encountered
by child welfare workers. Sources of stress identified by researchers
include excessive workloads (Collings & Murray, 1996; Guterman &
Tayaratne, 1994; Hutchinson, 1993; Bradley & Sutherland, 1990)
fow salary and poor working conditions (Vinokur-Kaplan, 1991) and
a limited sense of accomplishment (Vinokur-Kaplan, 1991) Chiid
welfare workers are exposed to personal risk in terms of threats and
assault at a rate considerably higher than that of other mental health
workers (authors, in press; Newhill & Wexler, 1997). Finally, child
welfare practice is fraught with social and political pressures.
Workers are often faced with conflicting pressures of the best inter-
est of the child, concerns for the parents and shifting public policies
(Guterman & Jayaratne, 1994). In recent years, these competing
forces have been accompanied by an increased demand for account-
ability to the public. Criminal and civil courts have found child wel-
fare workers liable for breaching family member’s rights to remain
together and conversely for failing to protect children at risk (Alex-
ander, 1995; Alexander & Alexander, 1995; Reamer, 1995). As are-
sult of these combined stressors, authors have cited a two year
turnover rate of 46 percent to 90 percent in child welfare practice
(Drake & Yadama, 1996).

These stressors would not be expected to stop at the front line. Super-
visors and managers in their multiple roles as mentors, trainers,
overseers of quality control and public relations officers, would also
seem to be affected by these changes. Yet, while researchers for many
years have considered the impact of stress on child welfare workers, the
experiences of supervisors and managers rematin relatively unexplored.
This mixed methods study attempts to identify the experience of child
welfare supervisors and managers in light of recent changes and re-
newed burdens on child welfare services. The specific questions ad-
dressed are as follows:

|. What is the nature of the stressors experienced by supervisors and

managers following a process of child weltare reform?

What is the impact of the stressors on managers and supervisors?

. How do the stiesses encountered by managers and supervisors
compare with those of front line workers?

W
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LITERATURE REVIEW

In response to the stressors encountered by front line child welfare
workers, some authors point to the importance of supervisors and man-
agers for mediating the multiple demands encountered by staff. Super-
visors are seen to play a critical role in promoting the effectiveness of
social work staff and ensuring quality service provision particularly
when clients are involuntary (Bibus, 1993; Kadushin, 1976). Child wel-
fare supervisors are urged to play a role in debriefing and supporting
staff who perform emotionally taxing work (Anderson, 2000) and fur-
ther assist staff who are experiencin g personal losses which are exacer-
bated by traumatic stimuli on the job (DiGiulio, 1993). Child welfare
supervisors and managers have a key role in developing effective
change management practices in response to rapidly changing public
policies (Shields & Milks, 1994). In the end, they are at higher risk of
civil and criminal liability due to their responsibility for overseeing the
cases of all members of their team (Zaphiris, 1984). If the omissions or
commissions of their staff result in personal injury or death, supervisors
and managers are at risk of action for criminal negligence (Zaphiris,
1984). In light of the high turnover of staff, these risks and responsibili-
ties seem daunting due to the inexperience of many workers for whom
the supervisor is responsible.

Supervisors carry the multiple functions as coordinators of service,
quality control reviewers, and as buffers between administration, cli-
ents, the public and workers (Silver, Poulin & Manning, 1997). Yet,
while we are becoming increasingly aware of the stressors encountered
by child welfare workers, the experiences of managers and supervisors
have received relatively liule attention. In an important study in this
area, Silver, Poulin & Manning (1997) surveyed 70 supervisors in child
welfare agencies. They conclude that job satisfaction of child welfare
supervisors is lower than that of front-line child welfare workers. Fur-
ther, they report that length of time in current position was negatively
associated with job satisfaction. In addition, the supervisors reported
higher levels of stress (on a standardized scale) and lower levels of job
satisfaction than front line workers. At first glance, this finding may
seem contrary to the frequent observation that older workers are more
satisfied than younger workers (Doering, Rhodes & Schuster, 1983).
MecNeely (1988) posited that this was due (o the disproportionate repre-
sentation of older workers in the upper echelon where they received
higher income, prestige and greater autonomy. More recently however,
McNeely (1989) suggested that middle-aged workers were less satis-
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fied than older workers perhaps due to the limited opportunities for pro-
motion now found in the human services. Similarly, Glisson and Durick
(1988) found that worker age was not associated with job satisfaction
but was associated with commitment to the organization. This may indi-
cate that a linear relationship between age and satisfaction is (00 sim-
plistic.

A second study of occupational stress in child welfare supervisors
was more limited in its findings suggesting that supervisors who sup-
pressed their anger experienced more stress (Norvell, Walden,
Gettelman & Murrin, 1993). One final issue identified by researchers as
creating additional stress for supervisors in child welfare is the dual
functions that they have with regard to front-line workers, that of “em-
pathic support person” and that of “inquisitor” (Rushton & Nathan,
1996). This dual role can create job conflict. While this issue has not
been investigated with supervisors, role conflict has been found (o re-
duce job satisfaction and increase burnout in front line child welfare
workers (Um & Harrison, 1998).

Recent public and media attention to the issue of child deaths due to
neglect or maitreatment have now been added to the list of stressors that
have been associated with child welfare for many years. In both Europe
and North America, much of this attention has been focussed on the per-
ceived failure of child welfare services to protect vulnerable children
(Hill, 1990; Hutchison, 1993; Munroe, 1996: Sanders, Colton & Rob-
erts, 1999). In Ontario Canada, several coroner’s inquests were con-
ducted within a one year period in order to survey the deaths of children
during 1994 and 1995, who were known to children’s aid socicties
(Buck, 1998). These inquests, in addition to focussing considerable me-
dia and public attention on the issue of child maltreatment and murder
placed a renewed and greater burden on child welfare staff and manage-
ment. The more than 400 recommendations emanating from the in-
quests, a subsequent Child Mortality Task Force Review and finally an
Accountability Review by the responsible Ministry, have resulted in an
overhaul of the child welfare system in Ontario (OACAS, 1998).
Changes implemented include the introduction of a Standardized Risk
Assessment System, a new child welfare information system, a new
funding formula, increased training, and accountability initiatives to in-
crease standardization of services. These changes have had widespread
implications for service delivery and the daily functioning of workers
and for the responsibilities of supervisors and managers. Supervisors
and managers in child welfare agencies have become caught in the
crossfire of negative public perceptions and conflicting mandates as
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they are charged with the task of being the safe keepers of our most vul-
nerable client group (Silver, Poulin & Manning, 1997).

METHODOQLOGY

This research was conducted at the Children’s Aid Society of To-
ronto, which is one of the largest not-for-profit child welfare organiza-
tions in North America. It is operated by an independent Board of
Directors. The broader goal of the research was to understand stress and
trauma in child welfare workers, one component of which was exposure
to post-mortem reviews in the form of internal reviews, coroner’s in-
quests and civil litigation. This particular agency had been subject (0
two coroner’s inquests into the deaths of children. Data collection in-
volved both qualitative and quantitative methods. The quantitative sur-
vey was distributed to all staff members following meetings describing
the nature of the study. A total of 175 questionnaires were returned from
front line, clerical and management staff. While actual numbers of staff
employed by the agency over the three months of data collection vary,
this number represents an approximate 33% response rate. Forty-seven
of the participants were managers or supervisors from a total pool of
131 supervisors and managers employed in the agency, representing a
36% response rate.

The organizational chart for the Children’s Aid Society of Toronto is
relatively flat. A service supervisor would on average have responsibil -
ity for 7-8 front line workers each with caseloads of about 20-25. A ser-
vice manager would have on average 8 supervisors reporting to them.
Neither supervisors nor managers carry cases of their own. Both groups
are responsible for overseeing cases however, managers would deal
with only the most complex cases through consultation. Managers
spend more time attending (o agency administration and human re-
source issues than supervisors. Despite these differences however,
small sample size required that the groups be combined in order to en-
sure confidentiality of participants.

Sevenleen or 36.2% of the supervisors and managers in the sample
were male. The mean age was 46.23 (SD 7.37) and the mean number of
years in child welfare was 19.34 (SD 7.81). Twenty-four percent of the
sample were single, 62% were married or hiving common-law, and the
remainder identified themselves as widowed or divorced. In terms of
education, 52% had MSW degrees, 20% had BSW’s and 13% had other
university degrees.
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The quantitative component of the study included a variety of mea-
sures fooking at exposure o traumatic events, levels of social support
and levels of distress. Exposure to (raumatic events and ongoing work
stressors were assessed through the use of a questionnaire de veloped by
the researchers. Items included such stressors as workload, threats of vi-
olence and death of a child (see Table 1). Levels of social support were
measured in two ways, the use of Likert scales developed by the re-
searchers and the use of the Social Provisions Scale (SPS) (Cutrona &
Russell, 1987). The SPS is a brief (24 item) multidimensional self-re-
port instrument that offers the possibility of discriminating between six
distinct types of social support and assesses global support. The re-
ported alpha level for the total scale is 0.91 Extensive validity testing is
reported by the developers,

Level of distress was measured by two scales, the Beck Depression
Inventory and the Impact of Events Scale. The Beck Depression Inven-
tory is a self-report scale that assesses the presence and severity of affec-
tive, cognitive, motivational, vegetative and psychomotor components of
depression (Beck & Beamesderfer, 1974), Initially standardized on 606
psychiatric in-patients and outpatients, the reported reliability coefficient
is 86. Test-retest reliabilities are .48 for psychiatric patients after 3 weeks
and .74 for undergraduate students after 3 months. The Impact of Events
Scale (Zilberg, Weiss & Horowitz, 1982) assesses the experience of
post-traumatic stress for any specific life event. Cluster analysis has
shown the two subscales to have high internal consistency with
Cronbach’s alphas of .78 and .82. Test-retest refiability is .87.

Workers who participated in the quantitative component of the study
were asked if they would be willing to participate in an interview in or-
der to more fully explore their experiences. Forty participants indicated
that they would be willing to be interviewed, twenty of whom were se-
lected for interviews. Due to concerns regarding confidentiality of data,
names were immediately removed from the quantitative research in-
struments and thus the subsample was randomly selected from those
agreeing to participate. Eight of those interviewed were SUPEIVISOrs or
managers. Of these, 3 were men and 5 were women. They represented
the full range of managerial and supervisory positions from the perspec-
tive of level of responsibility and in terms of the types of client services
that they oversaw.

The sample size of 8 individuals is consistent with recommendations
for the long-interview method of data collection {McCracken, 1988). At
that point it is suggested that theoretical saturation will have occurred
(Cresswell, 1998). Interviews followed a semi-structured interview
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guide which included questions about stressors encountered on the job,
the effects of the stress on participants, organizational supports and
strategies for dealing with stress. Interviews were conducted by one of
the researchers at a location selected by the participants, generally their
office and lasted one to three hours. The sessions were audio taped to
ensure accuracy of data. Finally, consultation group meetings were held
with members of three constituencies, management/supervisors, front
line workers and union executive during which the initial data was pre-
sented and reactions were obtained.

Interview data was transeribed and analyzed for themes with the aid
of a computer program (Nvivo). In the initial stage, open coding al-
lowed for the development of broad categories, after which selective
coding allowed the researchers to attempt to develop a meaningful nar-
rative of the experience of the workers. Other sources of data included
the notes recording the interviewer’s impressions and the notes from the
consultation group meetings.

Erlandson and colleagues (1993) identify four primary criteria for

Judging the reliability of qualitative research, credibility, transferability,

dependibility and confirmability. In this study, credibility was estab-
lished through triangulation of quantitative, interview and consultation
group data. The consultation group process provided an opportunity to
confirm and expand upon the trends developed in the analysis of the in-
terview data, thereby enhancing transferability and confirmability
(Cresswell, 1998; Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993). Depend-
ability or reliability was enhanced through the process of having one re-
search team member conduct the interviews and record impressions,
and then a second listen to the tapes for impressions prior Lo transcrib-
ing. Further the researchers worked collaboratively during the pro-
cesses of open coding, axial coding and selective coding. Final results
were then presented (o large staff groups for discussion.

RESULTS
Stressors Encountered and Stress Reactions

Table | identifies both the ongoing stressors and the critical event
stressors encountered by supervisors and managers. In terms of ongoing
stressors, over 50% of participants identified organizational change
(39.6%) and quantity of work (78.7%) as problematic in their jobs. Over
S0% indicated that they had been exposed to threats of violence



TABLE 1. A Comparison of Stressors for Supervisors/l\/fanagers and Front
Line Staff

Mandatory training Death of child {accident)

Organizational change 596 [47.6 |Assaull against self

Conflict with community 106 1168 |[Threats of violence to self

Public or media scrutiny 404 1296 }Death of child (abusemeglect)|51 1* |15 7
Travei 106 |21.4 |Death of adult client 383 Jis50
Changing policies 318 389 |Threats to staff 574 4313
Confticts with stait 404 397 |Appeared in internal review |36 2* l1g 5
Difficult ciients 298 651" |Appeared in Coronersinquest{ 106° | 3 1
Court refated aclivities 191 138 9* IHad actions criticized 17+ 55
Dacumentation fequirements {447 |650*

Amount of work 787 {740

Lack of community resources [298 328

Risk of liability 234 |31.8

*Significant ¥2, p < 0 05

(35.3%), the death of a child due to abuse or neglect for whom they had
direct service responsibility (51.1%), and threats or injury to other staff
(57.4%). The mean number of incidents encountered in the past year
was 1.55 (Range 0-10). As a result of various critical events, 36.2% had
been involved in an internal review of the incident, 10.6% had appeared
in a coroner’s inquest, and 2 | % (I respondent) had been subject to civil
litigation. In these reviews, 27.7% of the total sample had their actiong
questioned and 17.0% had their actions criticized. The fmpact of Events
Scale provides ratings of low, moderate, high and severe levels of trau-
matic stress symptoms. Among participating managers and supervisors,
[2.8% scored in the high range and 35.9% scored in the severe range,

Comparing Supervisors and Managers with Front Line Staff

Supervisors and managers were significantly older than front line
staff (t = —4.452, P =.001) and had worked for a significantly greater
time in child welfaze (t = ~6.273, p=.001). The supervisors and man-
agers involved in the study were significantly more likely to be male
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(x* = 7.60, p=.005) and were significantly more likely to have masters
degrees (2 = 12.46, p = 01).

On questions asking participants to indicale which issues presented
ongoing stressors in their jobs, supervisors were significantly fess likely
to identify documentation requirements (x*=6.41, p=.01), difficult or
disruptive clients (x2 = 17.26, p = .001), and court appearances (y? =
5.98, p = .01) than were staff. There were no si gnificant differences in
identifying amount of work, risk of liability or changing policies.

On questions asking participants about exposure to critical events,
supervisor/managers were significantly more likely to have experi-
enced the death of a child (x2 = 22.64, p = .001), and the death of an
adult (x* = 11.16, p = .001) than staff. There were no significant differ-
ences regarding being assaulted or having experienced threats of violence
against themselves. Further, supervisor/managers were significantly
more likely to have been questioned in internal reviews on a case (x* =
7.75, p = .005), to have appeared in a coroner’s inquest into the death of a
child (x*=3.92, p=05) and to have had their actions criticized in these
processes (x° =577, p= 01).

There were no significant differences between front line workers and
supervisor/managers on measures of support, traumatic stress or de-
pression. All participants reported receiving high levels of support from
family, friends and colleagues. Chi square analysis revealed that there
were no significant differences in percentages of staff and supervi-
sor/managers on levels of traumatic stress symptoms measured by the
IES. Levels of depression in both groups were comparable to that of the
general population. Ninety-four percent of respondents scored in the no
to mild depression range on the Beck Depression Inventory according
to guidelines set by the developers (Beck, Steer & Garbin, 1988).

QUALITATIVE THEMES
A Changing Environment

Child welfare reform has been a direct outcome of the public inqui-
ries into child deaths in Ontario (QACAS, 1998). The changes accom-
panying reform have affected all aspects of work in child welfare
agencies. Participants in this study indicated that they are now coping
with new technology, new recording requirements, mandatory training
and increased referrals due to mandatory reporting accompanied by
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shorter timelines to complete complex, umportant tasks like investiga-
tions. An increased volume of new cases was identified by respondents
to be 10-15% per year over the past 3-4 years. Respondents also identi-
fied that the number of children coming into care has increased dramati-
cally as have the number of court applications. In the end respondents
indicated that this has affected the ability to provide quality clinical ser-
vices and has affected the willingness of people to remain in the job.
The following quotes of participants exemplify this theme.

It all impacts on the front fine. It means that people don’t have as
much time to have direct contact with people. We are tinding we
are getting less and less clinical time and more and more reporting
time.

We're losing more and more bright, energetic people who wish to
do child welfare as they understood it to be when the were being
trained, or when they first thought child welfare would be a worth-
while pursuit.

Changes have also affected the physical working space of people.
Departments have been moved from one part of the city to another and
the physical plant altered. This was identified as an added disruption in
an already disruptive atmosphere.

I've seen a lot of office space go up and come down. Offices being
created and others literally torn down.

The rapid and dramatic changes have had direct impacts on the re-
sponsibilities of supervisors in many domains, including increased
workload, increased responsibility for new staff and increased account-
ability.

Workload

Virtually all respondents described the increase in workload subse-
quent to child welfare reform as being a key stressor. “Well its just an
amazing amount of work and because its crisis oriented, the pressure is
huge.” One participant indicated that his/her role had doubled in the
past three years due to shorter timelines, increased recording, and in-
creased need for supervision of new staff. As a result of this increased
workload people reported working many extra hours. “The concept of a
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7 or 8 hour day is not something that any of us have experienced for a
number of years.” New technology aimed at reducing workloads has ac-
tually added work time. Participants identified getting the same infor-
mation by fax, email and mail causing duplication of work as they
sorted through priorities. As new cases are referred, supervisors are re-
luctant to pass them on to already overburdened workers, but see no op-
tion.

These professionals also experience the day-to-day stresses of all
those who have families. One respondent identified the apparent contra-
diction between leaving one’s own sick children at home while attend-
ing to the needs of children who are clients of the agency. Hefshe
indicated that in the end, no decision—staying home or going to
work—was guilt free.

New Staff

The added pressures in child welfare have resulted in higher staff
turnover and large numbers of new employees (Howe & Milstein,
2001). One participant stated that 1/2 of the workers he/she supervised
had Iess than one month experience. The relative inexperience of a large
percentage of the front line workers means that supervisors must pro-
vide more and more in depth forms of assistance in cases. One partici-
pant identilied the feeling of being forced to “micro manage” the work
of staff. Others described the need to check records more thoroughly to
assure that appropriate collateral contacts have been made and that ev-
ery form had been properly completed. Participants resented the fact
that they were required 1o know every detail about every case and that
the constant flow of new staff undermined efforts to encourage collegial
support and mentoring within the front line workers.

The concerns of these supervisors and managers goes beyond an in-
creased focus on their staff’s ability to do the job effectively but also in-
cludes concern for staff’s safety and well-being,

One of the major stressors that we take for granted is that we send
our people out alone, nobody else does. And when you look at the
fact that we are tampering with the mother/child bond as being sa-
cred to all societies, well I'm surprised we don’t have more vio-
lence than we do.

I worry more about other peoples workload than my own. 1 think
the biggest concern is the workload of people on the front-line.
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[ come in on weekends, but when 1 hear that my staff has, I try to
put a stop to it.

Respondents felt the support of management and supervisors was im-
portant to workers, but many described a sense of dissatisfaction with
being able to provide for ali the support needs of their staff.

It is my hypothesis that because of the work that we do, which is
totally unpredictable on a regular basis, the place people get their
security is in the otfice, back with their team, with their supervi-
sors. That allows people to do their job. ... On one hand it is excit-

ing, on the other hand it can be very stressful [to hold this level of

responsibility].

I'can see the impact on staff but I feel poweriess in terms of what |
can do to make it less stressful, less onerous for them to have to
keep up with these changes.

A final theme regarding new staff was the sense that no matter how
hard the supervisors worked to support staff, many would leave shortly
for better opportunities. One respondent indicated that young staff used
child welfare work as a career starting block. This constant turnover has
resulted in many job vacancies. “The biggest problem now is that we
can’t find people to do the work.” Another concern expressed was that
those who remained were not the strongest workers. “You don’t neces-
sarily have the best quality people. You’ve got people who are de-
pressed, people who are tired and burned out.”

Accountability

Additional accountability during the inquests and following child
welfare reform has occurred at many levels. One level has been the
scrutiny by the media and the subsequent public response 1o workers
within the child welfare system. One theme raised by participants was
that of community support and understandin g of the complexity of child
welfare work and the intricacies of decisions to be made by workers.
Added to this was a sense that members of the community had sympa-
thy for workers within the system. However, a more dominant theme
was the critical nature of media attention and public opinion. This was
fueled by the media’s tendency to focus on negative news stories and in-
vestigate possible malpractice or negligence on the part of the child
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wellare system and its workers. Supervisors and managers in their roles
as represenlatives of the agency feel the added pressure of speaking to
the press and presenting a fair and accurate account of the event without
breaching confidentiality.

I guess one of the major stressors is the community response to the
work and the fact that whenever there is a problem, the press are
onto it. . . . People look very critically at the work we do in child
welfare.

A second level of accountability is the perception of legal liability
subsequent to criminal charges for negligence being laid against a
worker in another child welfare agency. While these charges were later
dropped, the perception of risk remains. Further, the Ministry responsi-
ble for child welfare has increased the frequency of audits and the range
of items audited. As a result of fears regarding liability, supervisors are
spending even more time ensuring that every necessary call is made and
every form completed. These professionals worry whether they will be
able to defend decisions that they or others have made. There was a
strong theme that demands for accountability are being fueled by the
misguided perception that through this revealing process only positive
outcomes will be assured.

We've reached the point of trying to hold people so accountable
that they can no longer get on with doing some of the things that
they are quite capable of doing and have been trained to do. You
reach a point where it backfires.

The Effects

One effect of the stressors reported by the supervisors and managers
in this study is an undermining of their sense of control over the envi-
ronment. Participants also lamented losing the sense of accomplish-
ment that they previously experienced in their work. One participant
indicated that he/she found it distressing that completing one job meant
that another was left undone.

In the end, respondents reported feeling isolated in their jobs. While
they may be able to obtain support from others in the organization, they
felt that professionals in other organizations and in the community did
not understand or value the work of child welfare. Further respondents
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felt that despite attempts to advocate for needed resources, child welfare
has been the victim of societal neglect.

Supervisors identified a variety of stress reactions including a variety
of stress symptoms such as sleep disturbances, anxiety and other medi-
cal problems. “It all takes a lot of energy and physically takes it’s toll
sometimes.”

Coping

Self-care 1s one aspect of coping described by participants. They
tafked of ensuring that they took time to eat lunch, of engaging in physi-
cal exercise and relaxation programs such as Yoga A second approach
for reducing stress levels was trying to ensure that one had all the infor-
mation available and was well prepared for any questions that might
follow an event.

Another aspect of coping is the positive reframing of stress. It was
identified however, that if this was taken to the extreme, even those
most adept at coping can begin to feel the impact of the stress. “The
stressors are also stimulants, so it is a matter of keeping these various el-
ements in balance.”

Some participants identified the ways in which crisis oriented work
fits with their personalitics—and didn’t fit with the personalities of all
social workers.

Child welfare work is not for the faint of heart. Itis an environment
that attracts a certain type of person. I can predict with some
assuredness those who will thrive on that kind of environment, and
those who will perhaps crumble.

A further coping mechanism identified is acquiring the ability to turn
it off and find ways to extricate oneself from the stressors.

There are elaborate defense mechanisms that you develop over the
years so that you can cope. If you don’t you wouldn’t be able to
stay in the field.

Supports
Supervisors indicated that despite the changes and pressures they

have been able to count on the support of other managers especiaily in
times of acute incidents.

w
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I guess there’s always second guessing that you go through, ru-
mors and all the other stuff, but I have always felt fortunate that
whenever [ have had a critical incident at the agency the Executive
Director and other people were extremely supportive of me.

I have to say that I have a lot of confidence in the management
group of this agency. If we had a different management group,
running things differently, there would have been more stress. We
have a lot of confidence in them.

Despite the best intentions of everyone however, the participants
identified that all members of the agency’s management team are ex-
periencing high levels of stress, at times there is limited energy left to
support one another, Further, it was identified that during times of
stress supervisors in various divisions of the organization will suggest
that the blame lies within the other divisions, creating tension and con-
flict.

Giving Up

Perhaps one of the most disturbing findings of this study is the fact
that these supervisors and managers with many years of experience and
tremendous wisdom in the field are giving up. In part this was due to
their belief that others did not understand the magnitude of the problem
and the changes required and therefore, it was unlikely that things
would improve in the near future.

I guess [recent experiences] have let me know that now is the time
to start looking at doing something else and get out of child wel-
fare in the next year or so.

1 don’t believe the work is doable any longer .. . . T have concluded
that I've done what I could and it’s time to move on. I know that it
is possible to do excellent work and to be appreciated and to go
home feeling good at the end of the day, I don’thave those feelings
anymore, so 1L is time to go.

What do I have to do first? Break down or find another job.
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DISCUSSION

This study and others have revealed that high levels of stress ate
prevalent within the child welfare field (Bradley & Sutherland, 1990
Collings & Murray, 1996; Guterman & Jayaratne, 1994; Vinokur-Kaplan,
[991). Despite the fact that supervisors and managers have years of experi-
ence surviving various levels of front-tine child welfare work and master-
ing the ever-changing demands of the field, the strain that they experienced
was evident. The quantitative component of this study revealed that while
post-traumatic stress symptoms for managers and supervisors were lower
than that of front-line staff (though not statistically significantly), neverthe-
less, 48.7% fell in the high or severe range of symptoms.

Supervisor/managers were significantly more likely to have experi-
enced the death of a child for whom they had service responsibility and
to have experienced the death of an adult client. This is undoubtedly as-
sociated with their tenure within child welfare and not simply their level
of responsibility. They were significantly more likely to have been
questioned in internal reviews of child mortality, to have appeared in
coroner’s inquests and to have their actions questioned than were
front-line staff. The qualitative interviews and consultation group ses-
sions have served to clarify and highlight some of the factors that con-
tribute to the quantitative findings. A thematic summary of these
interviews can be found in Figure 1. Increased workload resulting from

FIGURE 1. Stress and Coping in Supervisors and Managers Facing Child Wel-
fare Reform-A Preliminary Model
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higher caseloads and significant staff turnover was identified as an im-
portant factor. The added accountability as a result of inexperienced
staff and increased scrutiny by the media, the public and government
funders, was another theme identified. Supervisors and managers
were concerned about the safety of clients and the health and well-be-
ing of their staff as a result of these pressures and consequently placed
an increased onus on themselves. While supervisor/managers de-
scribed a strong structure of support within the management team, the
evident overload of others prevented them from seeking assistance.
Supervisor/managers described good coping strategies they had de-
veloped over the years. Nevertheless, the overwhelming pressures had
led 1o a sense of desperation in some and consequently a feeling of
giving up.

in considering these findings, it is important to underscore that this is
not intended to be reflective of all managers and supervisors in all child
welfare organizations. This particular child welfare agency is a large or-
ganization in a major city that has been subject to two high profile coro-
ner’s inquests. The quantitative findings represent a 36% rate of response
for managers and supervisors within this organization. The eight inter-
views were based on a random sample of those managers and supervisors
agreeing to be interviewed. Thus, there is a risk of self-selection bias.
Further, the results of this study may in part refiect the fact that this was
one of the first times that managers and supervisors were asked about
the impact of the work on them, in the midst of public outcry over child
welfare. Thus, the comments may reflect a waterfall of emotion that
may not be indicative of everyday experience.

Thefﬁuﬁngsoflhm:ﬁudyck)howmverfﬂghhghtrnanyzueasofconm
cern and suggest areas for further inquiry. Such inquiries could include
investigation the relationship between stress and turnover in supervi-
&nsandnumagmsincthweHmeandﬁmunswhmh[nedmlmem:wwL
ables. In addition, the personality characteristics and leadership styles
of supervisors and managers may have a significant influence on their
individual experiences of stress and subsequently on the types of sup-
port they are able to offer their staff. This would be an important area for
invesﬁgatknzh1orderthataﬂenxphscarlbcznadetoincreasatheIDoH1the
individual resilience and organizational supports of all workers in child
welfare.

While change has been a consistent element of child welfare practice,
1hcrapkinneofchangeinrecenlyeanshasbeenannecedenuxihAhNon<&
Reitz, 2000; Shields & Milks, 1994). The present mediums of change
which include coroner’s inquests, public inquiries and system overhaul
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have had far-reaching impacts on child welfare service and the environ-
ment in which it operates (Davies, McKinnon, Rains, & Mastronardi,
lQQQ;CLACH&S,1998)_h]ﬂddiﬁon,thc&nnTentf0cuscn1accountabﬂhy
and pnﬁecﬁon,unherthan;nevenﬁonzuuienhancingfan1ﬂnyncﬁon—
ing (Brunet, 1998; Davies et al | 1999) has further demoralized staff
within child welfare. As suggested by Glisson & Durick (1988), job sat-
istaction and organizational commitment play key roles in both burnout
and staff turnover and subsequently in the quality of services provided
to clients. It is imperative that we better understand the pressures en-
countered by supervisors and managers in child welfare and the factors
which enhancetheh“conuninnentandsuuh#acﬁon.Tk)da&;lnanagers
and supervisors in child welfare have been largely ignored in the profes-
sional literature except from the standpoint of what they can do better to
support workers. Ensuring the commitment of quality management
staff is the key to revitalizing child welfare services.

Chﬂd\Mdfm@(nganwaﬁonssuchasihmzuefbnunamtoiunetnanag~
ers and supervisors with long-standing careers in child welfare. Their
excitement with the challenge of the work and their dedication to chil-
dren and families is truly exemplary. Every public service organization
must be accountable to clients and the public for the work that it per-
forms and must be transparent in its operations. However, we must en-
sure that our quest for accountability does not alienate and drive out our
most experienced practitioners. We must not only look to SUpervisors
and managers to help others manage the change within child welfare,
but we must also ensure that the supports and rewards are in place to re-
tain these valued employees.
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