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The Effects of
Manager Support on
the Well-Being and

Job Satisfaction of
Child Welfare
Employees

By Jennifer Rooney and Bruce Leslie

Introduction

There were rwo major considerations in the development
of this study. Firstly, within the feld of child welfare,
there is a paucity of research identifying managerial
support strategies that positively impact the well-being of
staff. In the broader organizational research, many
published studies have pointed to the critical role that
managers play in motivating and retaining staff
(Buckingham & Coffman, 1999; Thompson, Beauvais &
Lyness, 1999), but without detailing the specific
behaviours and actions of supportive supervisors.

Secondly, ‘workload’ control strategies have been overly
focused on quantitative worker activity perspectives.
Recruitment and retention issues identified in the 90’
frequenty led to workload and job demand assessments,
with a particular focus on case and task weighting
systems, an approach that was somewhat one-
dimensional. Less consideration has been given to other
methods of stress reduction such as the provision of
supervisory suppost and other interacting vantage points.
However, as noted by Regehr and colleagues (2000), the
manageability of job demands involves more than the
adjusting of caseload sizes and activities; it includes an
assessment of the type of work and its impact on
employees, and the availability of various forms of
support.

The focus of the current study was to examine the effeces
of various expressions of manager support on the well-
being and job-related attitudes of employvees working for
a child welfare agency!. In addition to exploring and
identfying more specific supportive and unsupportive
behaviouss of supervisors, the present study will also
expand the undesstanding of support in a child welfare
agency by taking a more holistic, organizational
perspective, assessing the effects of supervisor support
for staff in all areas of the agency - Management,
Administrative and Direct Service. The study process was
designed to support organizational well-being through

' The terms ‘supervisor’ and 'manager’ witl sometimes be
interchanged. They are used to refer to the person an employee
directly reports to.
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obtaining detailed feedback from emplovees and applyving
survey results to educational training initiatives.

Method

The Catholic Children’s Aid Society (CCAS) of Toronto was

couteacted by the lead anthor to collaborate on a staff survey of
managenient support bebaviours shown by supervisors and
nmuanagers.  This opportunity was viewed as a means I explore
and expand the agency’s undersianding of issmes tdentifred in
an earlier staff survey examining refention isswes, which found
the guality of supervision to be a key part of staff fnrnover
intentions.

Once the study was approved through the agency
research review process, a series of meetings was held at
the agency in order to obtain broad support from the
organization’s management, other staff groups, and the
Union. Additionally, these meetings facilitared a
clarification of the survey process and content. Once
finalized, the survey and procedures were reviewed and
approved by the University of Guelph’s research ethics
cormmittee.

Surveys were sent to all employees at the CCAS
connected to the internal e-mail system. Flasd copies
were also distributed to employees without e-mail access
and to those who specifically requested a hard copy. A
two-wecek period was initially provided to complete the
survey, although this was later extended to two and a half

weeks,

A number of scales were included in the survey that

tapped employees’ perceptions of various aspects of their

work and supervisor. These included:

*  Frequency of supportive and unsupportive
behaviours displayed by supervisors

*  Work demands

*  Auwtonomy on the job

* Confidence in their ability to cope with various
aspects of their job

* Confidence that their supervisor regards them
positively

*  Tension related to their work

* Indicators of stress and steain

»  Satisfaction with their job
»  Comnitment to their supervisor; and

s Intentions to leave the organization.

Survey Respondents

The survey was completed by 252 emplovees, out of
approximately 630 employees (vielding a response rate of
about 40%). (INOTE: some staff wers on leave or on pacation
and did not bave the opportuuity to refnrn the survey tn the hwo and
a half weeke time frame.)

The majority of the sample was fernale (83%) and the
largest proportion was between the ages of 40 and 54
(42%). Close 1o rwo-thirds of the sample had female
supervisors (66%) and had been working with their

supervisor for over one year (60%).

The agency uses two broad frameworks for identifying
staff. One categorizes staff into either the unionized
bargaining unit, or administrative/ management (both of
which are non-unionized). The other classification
framework divides all staff into either direct service or
corporate functions (e.g. human resources, public
refations, and finance).

For the survey, about one-guarter of the respondents
were in the administrative category; about half were
bargaining unit, and just over a quarter belonged to the
management category. About three-quarters of the survey
respondents worked in direct services and the remaining
worked in corporate services. The majority of the sample
had been working at the organizadon for four years or
moze (58%). The respondent charactesistics mirrored
closely those of the full agency staff profile. However,
emplovees in the management group were most likely to
return the survey (60% of management group completed
the survey). The percentage of employees who returned
the survey was lowest among those in the bargaining unit
(33% completed the survey). Among the administrative
group, 43% returned the survey.

Summary of Findings: Supportive
Behaviours:

How much support do employees report receiving
from their managers or supervisors?
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Emplovees were asked to rate the frequency with which
their supervisors displaved 26 different kinds of
supportive behaviours that had been identified in an
earlier interview study with employees at two other
organizatons (conducted by the lead researcher).
Employees were asked to respond to the questions based
on the person they direcily report to. Each behaviour was
rated on a 5-point seale from occurring “Never” to
“Always”. The behaviours assess the following six major

dimensions of support.

» Open Communication: Behaviouss that foster
closer lines of communication berween
managers/supetvisors and employees and that keep
employees informed of organizational/ depastmental
activities.

¢ Encourages Decisional Discretion: Behaviours
aimed at enhancing autonomous work behaviours
and fostering creative ideas.

e Task Guidance and Assistance: Behaviours
intended to offer clarity susrounding job-related tasks
and the use of managers/supervisors’ expettise to
assist employees to complete work-related tasks.

e Genuine Concern: Behaviouss that involve the
communication of empathy and concern for
employees and understanding of their family
obligadons.

¢ Recognition: Behaviours that recognize employees’
contributions and their value to the organization.

¢ Professional Development: Behaviours that assist
employees to attain their career goals or to advance in

the organization.

The most frequently reported kinds of supportive
behaviors in the survey were:

s communicating in an open and honest manner

e pranting time off work when needed

* answering questions in a timely manner

s allowing the employee to decide their work schedule
o smiling/appearing happy to see me

e providing cleas mstnuctons.

These irems were reported to occur “nften” or “always”

by about 70% of the respondents.

Smaller propottions of respondents reported that their
supervisors frequently recognized their efforts. For
example, only one in two reported that their supervisor
thanks them for the things they do “often” and “always”.
Similarly, about one in two reported that they are given
positive feedback “often” or “always”.

Frequent support for professional development was also
reported by a smaller proportion of employees. However,
because employees were not asked about their
expectations for support or their desired level of support,
it is not known how much support was needed in the first
place. For example, employees may not need or expect
their manager/supesvisor to always “enconrage work for

professional development.”

Were thete any differences in the amount of
supervisor support between employees in different
occupational categories?

Based on frequency counts for each item, employees who
belonged to the management occupational category
reported receiving more support from their
manages/supervisor compared to employees in a
bargaining unit or administrative categories in many areas.
A few noteworthy differences are highlighted below:

For the item “My manager/ supervisor keeps nre inforned

abourt things going on at work’

e G7% of the management proup reported this occurred
“Often” or A fways compared to

»  43% of employees in the administrative group, and

»  40% of employees in the bargaining unit.

For the item, "My smanager] supervisor communicates with

me i an apen and direct manner”

*  81% of the management group reported this occurred
“Often”" or Always”, compared to

s 65% of employees in the administrative group; and

»  70% of employees in the bargaining unst.

For the item, “Ndy manager/ supervisor asks me bow I an
doing and mreans it”

*  59% of the management group reported this occurred
“Often” or “Always”, compared to
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o 47% of emplovees in the administeative group, and

e 53% of employees in the bargaining unit.

For the item ‘Ny manager/ supervisor works with me on

things nsing a collaborative style”

o 57% of the management group reported this occurred
“Often” or *‘Always", compared to

e 47% of employees in the administrative group, and

e 55% of emplovees in the bargaining unit.

In contrast, for the item, “My manager thanks me for the

things I do™

*  46% of the management group reported this occurred
“Often” or “Ahways”, compared to

e (0% of employees in the administrative group, and

s 50% of employees in the bargaining unit

Summary of Findings: Unsupportive
behaviours

How often do employees report that their manager or
supervisor does something unsupportive?

Employees were also asked to rate the frequency with
which their managers/supervisors displayed 19 different
kinds of unsupportive behaviours. These 19 behaviours
were also generated in an eatlier interview study at two
different organizations. Fach behaviour was rated on a 5-
point scale from occurring “Never” to “Always”. The
behaviours assess the following three major dimensions.

* Belittling: Behaviours that undermine employees’
confidence in their competencies or that undermine
their efforts to achieve work goals.

* Apathy: Behaviours that convey a lack of interest in
the employees’ work or distegard for the difficulties
and demands they are facing.

* Controlling: Behaviours that limit employees’
decision-making capacity or discourage input and

mnovative ideas on the job.

Unsupportive behaviours were displayed much less
frequendy than suppostive ones. Although the following
trems were the most frequently mentioned behaviours,

they were reported o occur “Offen” or “Adways” by only
about 10% of the respondents:

* giving insufficient notice about meetings or deadfines
*  making substantial revisions to employees’ work, and
* monitozing how long it took for empioyees to

accomplish tasks,

There appeared to be very slight differences in the
perception of unsupportive behaviours between employee
groups. Employees who belonged to the management
occupational category appeared to report less
unsupportive behaviours from their supervisors. A few
noteworthy differences are highlighted nexe

For the item, “Beconses over-invelved in projects or tasks

that are supposed to be miy responsibility”

* 3% of the management group reported this occurred
“Often” or Alvays™, compared to

* 10% of employees in the administrative group, and

* 3% of employees in the bargaining unit.

For the item, “Gives e insfficient notice about mweetings or
deadlines”

*  10% of the management group reported this occurred
“Often” or Ahvays”, compared to
* 3% of employees in the administrative group; and

e 17% of employees in the bargaining unit.

For the item, "Makes substanital revisions or suggestions
related to the work I do”

¢ 1% of the management group reported this occurred
“Often” or Ahvays™, compared to

*  15% of employees in the administrative group, and

*  17% of employees in the bargaining unit.

For the item, "Matkes decisions that affect e withornt

checking with me first”

e 1% of the management group reported this occurred
“Often” or Abways”, compared to

*  10% of employees in the administrative group, and

» 2% of employees in the bargaining unir.
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For the item, ‘My manager/ supervisor gives preferential

treatment to cerlain eniployees”

s 4% of the managernent group reported this occurred
“Often” or Always”, compared to

* 15% of employees in the administrative group, and

* 9% of employees in the bargaining unit.

What were the levels of job strain and work related
stress?

Close 1o two-thirds of emplovees agreed (somewhat or
strongly) that they worked under a great deal of tension.
'The Bargaining Unit staff reported the highest levels of
strain in four of the five strain-related quesdons, followed
by management and administrative staff.

The scale used to determine work related stress was the
same used in the Regehr et al, 2000, study that identified
higher levels of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)
scores in child welfare staff than fire fighters and
ambulance drivers — an overall staff average of 29.5 at the
Children’s Aid Society of Toronto. Almost the same
overall staff average score was obtained in the present
study — an average of 28 The cut-off score used as an
indicator of clinical PTSD is 26. The bargaining Unit staff
scored the highest on average at 30.4 and the
administrative staff the lowest, at 23.5. The management
staff averaped 27.

Were perceptions of manager/supervisor’s
supportive behaviours associated with job-related
attitudes and strain?

Employees who reported receiving more support from
their manager reported higher levels of commitment to
their supervisor (e.g. “My supervisor really inspires the
very best in me in the way of job performance®) and more
job satisfaction (see Figure 1), For example, the average
summed score of the manager commitment scale was 42
among employees who reported receiving more frequent
support from their manager compared to 27.7 among
those receiving less support. The summed score of job
satisfaction was 209 among employees with high
supervisor support compared to 17.6 among those
repordng less support from their supervisor. As can be

seen in the Figure, employees with supportive managers

also reported less work-related strain, less symproms of
PTSD, and lower turnover intentions.

Figure 1
Differences in Job-related Attitudes and Strain between
Employees with High versus Low Supervisory support

:
Turnover H 8.4 J

32.8

Job Strain

Job
Satisfaction

Manager
Commitment

1..1..5 | E.#__._

T T T T T T T

¢ 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45

{IHigh Support Wiow Support

Employees reporting more frequent support from their
manager also reported more autonomy in their work role
and were more likely to feel that their manager regarded
their work positvely. Conversely, employees who
reported more frequent displays of unsupportive
behaviours reported to have less autonomy on the job
and were more likely to believe their manager had low
regard for their competence and contributions to work.

Unsupportive manager behaviours were related to the
perception of higher wotk demands, less commitment to
the supervisor, lower levels of job satsfaction, higher job
strain, higher PTSD scores and higher levels of mnover
intentions.

Is the relationship between supportive supervision
and job-related outcomes mote or less pronounced
for certain types of workers?

Thete are several reasons to expect that the relatonship
between supportive supervision and job-related outcomes
(e-g job sausfaction) mighr differ between certain types of
workers. First, the nature of work and level of expertise
required on the job make certain forms of supervisory
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SUppOLE MOLe of less relevant. For example, emplovees
who work with clients on a daily basis may benefit more
from supervisor support, given the interpersonal stressors
inherent in the job. However, one could also argue that
emplovees who work in direct client services are less
affected by what supervisors do or say because they work
more autonomously on the job and have limited contact

with their supervisors.

The findings did reflect a differential pattern between
supportive supervisor behaviours and job-related
outcomes between the staff groups. Supportive
behaviours were strongly related to job-related attitudes
of administrative employees, but played a smaller role
among those in the bargaining units. Among employees
in administrative categories, job satisfaction was largely
influenced by how much supervisor support they
received.  Although supervisor support was positively
related to the job satisfaction of employees in the
bargaining unit, the strength of the relationship was
weaker. A similar pattern emerzged for the other work-
refated outcomes. This suggests that other features of the
work environment are more influential in determining
worl-related attirudes for employees who are members of

the bargaining units.

Were there any differences in job-related attitudes
(e.g. job satisfaction) and job-related well-being (e.g.
job strain) between employees in different
occupational categories?

Lmployees in direct client services were significantly more
likely to report higher work demands, higher levels of
work-related strain and symptoms of post-traumatic stress
disorder than those in corporate sexrvices. Higher levels
of work demands and strain were also reported by
employees who belonged to a bargaining unit ot
management category compared to those in
administration. Not surprisingly, those in the
management category reported more autonomy on the

job.

As an example, about two-thirds (65%) of those in the
management category and 72% in the bazgaining unit
somewhat or strongly agreed thar they worked under a

great deal of tension compared to 43% of those in the
administrative category.

About three-quarters of those in the management
category indicated that it was mostly or strongly true that
they have a lot of say over what they do on the job,
compared to 45% of administrative emplovees and 54%

of those in a bargaining unit.

In terms of job-related atdrudes, those in management
and administrative categories reported more satisfaction
with their jobs and were less likely to think about leaving
the organization compared to those in bargaining units.
As an example, about three-quarters of employees in the
administrative and management categories were satisfied
with their jobs compared to 62% of those in bargaining
vnits. Only 10% of those in administrative and
management categories indicated that it was likely (quite
likely or extremely likely) that they would actively search
for another job in the next year, compared to 17% of
those in bargaining units.

Do employees with a longer tenure in the
organization rate their work environment differently
than newer employees?

Employees who had been working at the organization for
a greater aumber of years reported more confidence on
the job, were more likely to feel like their supervisor
viewed them in a positive light, reported more autonomy
in their work, but also experienced higher work demands,
Those employed longer tended to be older and were
proportionally tore represented in the management
group. They were not different from newer workers in
the amount of support they reported from their
supervisor (using an average SCore across items), or in
their satisfaction with their work, or plans to leave the

organization.

General Conclusions

The 2003 supervisor support survey revealed a strong
association between how manmagers/supervisors behave
towards their employees and employees” work-related
attitudes and job strain. Employees who reporred
receiving more suppott from their supervisor were more
satisfied with their jobs, more comunitted to their
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supervisor, and were less likely to think about leaving the
otganization. Further analvses demonstrated that these
supervisory behaviours had the strongest positive bearing
on work-related ardtudes and job strain for employees in
administeative positions.

Supervisor support is manifested in various ways such as
giving frequent positive feedback, communicating in a
direct manner, being fexible with work schedules,
ensuring their employees have adequate work resources,
working collaboratively with employees, sympathizing
with their difficuldes, and showing a willingness to go to
bat for them in rimes of need. The survey instrument
assessing supportve and unsupportive managesial
behaviours provides a useful informal tool for self-
assessment for supervisors to reflect upon their own
strengths, as well as well as areas they would like to

improve on.

The survey results also showed that unsupportive
behaviours on the part of the supervisor (e.g. getting
visibly upset when mistakes are made; focusing more on
negative things than positve things; blaming employees)
had a negative bearing on work-related attitudes and were
associated with greater job strain. These behaviours were
displayed much less frequendy than supportive
behaviours, The findings suggest that these kinds of
behaviours tnay negatively impact employees, even if they
are only displayed once or twice.

The levels of PTSD scores identified here were very
similar to those found in an earlier study conducted at a
large Children’s Aid Society (Regehr et al., 2000). In both
studies, staff working in child welfare services report
higher levels of stress than fire fighters and ambulance
drivers but also high levels of support. The present stady
clatifies the nature of that support and thag, although
stress levels are still high, supervisory support has been
shown to reduce stress levels.

Finally, the results suggest that supervisors may be able to
positively affect employees’ work-related attitudes and
well-being through empowering employees to feel they

have autonomy in their work and through communicating

to them that they are valued, both professionally and on a

personal level. Supervisory support will not eliminate
staff murnover but the study findings indicate that it could
be influential in reducing it and contribute to a more

positive work environment.

Next Steps

The results have been reported to and discussed with the
agency Senior Management Team and several other
agency committees to expand the understanding and
menningfulness of the findings. It is anticipated that the
findings will be incorporated into agency training
materials in an effort to increase the effectiveness of
supervisory support, across all groups of staff.
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Predictors of Post-
traumatic Distress in

Child Welfare

Workers: A linear
structural equation model

By Cheryl Regehr, David Hemswortl, Bruce
Leslie, Phillip Howe and Shirley Chau

1 important body of literarure explores the issue

of work related distress in social workers

Within this literarure, there are two major
approaches; that of investpating the concept of burnout,
and that of investigating the effects of traumatic events.
Burnout is generally defined as a state of physical,
emotional, and mental exhaustion caused by exposure to
chronic stress in the workplace. Researchers and theorists
in this area have suggested that burnout is accompanied
by an array of symptoms including physical depletion,
feelings of helplessness and hopelessness, disillusionment,
and the development of a negative self-concept and
negative atdtedes towards work, people involved in the
work {clients, colleagues and managers), and at times even
life irself (Kahill, 1988; Pines & Aronson, 1988). Factors,
which contribute to burnout and vitimately job exit in
child welfare workers, are role conflict, role ambiguity,
equivocal successes, lack of control over the working
environment and high workloads (Guterman & Jayaratne,
1994; Collings & Murray, 1996; Drake & Yadama, 1996).
That is, chronic work stressors combined with a sense of
powerlessness in the organization reduces the worker’s
sense of professional competence and ultimately leads to
burnour (Guterman & Jayaratne, 1994). Social supports,
particularly the support provided by co-workers, has been
identified as one of the key protectve factors in burnout
(Davis-Sacks, Jayarame & Chess, 1985). Interestingly
however, two recent large-scale studies have suggested
that perceived support from managers and supervisors is
a poor predictor of stress and burnout in social workers
(Collings & Murray, 1996; Um & Harrison, 1998).

A second field of inquiry has focused on response to
acute Stressors or traumatic events on workers. As a
consequence of exposure to trauma in the line of duty,
workers may suffer from secondary travmatic stress
disorder (Figiey, 19952) or vicarious traumatization
(McCana & Peardman, 1990). For child welfare workers,
this includes exposure to child deaths, travmatic deaths of
adult clients, threats of violence against themselves and
assaubts against themselves (Regehr et al 2002a, 2002h;
Horowitz, 1998). In this model of understanding,
exposure to the atrocity that one human commits against
another can result in post-traumatic stress sympoms
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inciuding intrusion, avoidance, dissociation and sleep
disturbance (Chrestman, 1995; Kassam-Adams, 1995;
Figley, 1995b). Most studies in this area to date have
focused on rescue workers such as police, fire, ambulance
and military personnel. These studies have suggested that
factors which influence secondary response to tranma
include the intensity of the traumatic event (Fullerton,
McCarroll, Ursano & Wright, 1992; Weiss, Marmar,
Metzler & Ronfeldt, 1995); the organizational
environment and social supports (Fullerton et al,, 1992;
Weiss et al., 1995; Leffler & Dembert, 1998); and
individual factors such as cumulative life stressors
{Mollica, McInnes, Poole & Tor, 1998; McFarlane,
1988a), previous mental health problems (McFarlane,
1988b; Skodol et al., 1996); and cognitive coping skills
(Janik, 1992; Hart, Wearing & Headley, 1995)

The current study attempts to integrate the two fields of
research described above (chronic stressors and critical
incident stressors) to better understand the coatribution
of each concept to trauma response in child welfare
workers following a tragic event on the job. In this model
we hypothesize that several factors contribute to levels of
post-traumatic distress in child welfare workers. These
factors include variables specific to the individual factors,
which are related to the organization in which the
individual works, and factors related to the traumatic
event itself. In addition, beginning with the early work on
crisis theory, it has been assumed that crisis events not
only cause distress, but also present opportunities for
growth and positive change (Caplan, 1964). While post-
traumatic stress symptoms are an expected outcome of
exposure to traumatic events, increasingly studies of
trauma have begun to consider positive changes resulting
from tranmatic events including changes in perceptions of
self, changes in interpersonal relatdonships, and changes in
philosophy of life (Tedeschi, Park & Cathoun, 1998}, As
a result, the proposed model includes not only traumatic
responses but in addition, considers the possibility of
positive growth subsequent to exposure to traurma on the

job.

Structural equation modelling (SEM) centres around
two steps, validating the measurement model and fitting
the seructaral model In this study, the SEM framework

was used to test a hypothesized model for understanding
traumatic response in child welfare workers  Stemming
from both a review of the Hterature and the previous
work of the researchers, three latent variables, or
constructs were selected Individnal factors, Organisational
factors and Incident factors. Tt was hypothesized that
individual, organizatonal and incident factors combine to
create distress in workers and that distress subsequently
mediates post-tranmatic growth,

Individual factors

It has been hypothesized that two of the key elements
that define self-schema related to tranma are (1) safety
and trust; and (2) power and control (McCann &
Peariman, 1990). The first element, safety and trust, is a
component of relational capacity. Relational capacity
affects an individual’s ability to elicit and sustain
supportive relationships with others in the afrermath of
crisis. Previous research has demonstrated a reladonship
between relational capacity and traumatic responses in
emergency workers (Regehr, Hemsworth & Hill, 2001).
Powerlessness or lack of control has been related to
burnout in child welfare workers (Guterman & Jayaratne,
1994) and to their levels of post-traumatic stress. (Gibbs,
1989; Repehr, Cadell & Jansen, 1999). That is, individuals
who, following a traumatic event, manage to retain a
belief that they can control outcomes have been found to
have lower levels of trauma than individuals who believed
they were controlled by external forces (Gibbs, 1939;
Regehr eral, 1999).

Organizational factors

The second set of predictors in this hypothetical model is
related to the organization. On the basis of previous
research on burnou, it was hypothesized that
organizational factors include both ongoing workload
stressors and social supports. Ongoing workload
stressors in the jobs of child welfare workers have been
found to include unwieldy caseloads, court appearances,
overwhelming paperwork and negative public perceptions
(Vinokar-Kaplan, 1991; Guterman & Jayaratne, 1994;
Collings & Murray, 1996). The influence of social
supports on reducing distress is questionable and
researchers report conflicting results (Davis-Sacks et al,
1985; Um & Farzrison, 1998). We hvpothesized that
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the union:

Incident factors
Tacident reiated factors are hypothesized to include length

of time since the event and number of traumatic events

encountered in the past year.

Distress
Both post-traumatic stress and depression symptoms have

been hypothesized to be measuzable aspects of the

construct of Disfress.

Post-traumatic growth

Researchers investigating a wide vatiety of stressful and
traumatic life events have discovered that individuals
frequently report positive outcomes in addition to the
expected negative effects. Reported positive outcomes of
life stressors include increased appreciaton of social
supports, higher self-efficacy, social and personal
resousces, the development of new coping skills and
incrensed self-knowledge (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996). In
this study it is hypothesized that post-traumatic growth,
or the capacity to perceive positive outcomes emanating
from a stressful or traumatic experience will be predicted
by the degree of distress that a person is experiencing.

Method

The study was completed at the Children’s Aid Society of
Toronto and 175 staff participated in a survey process.
Seaall focus groups were also used to amplify and
illuminate initial findings (details can be seen in the
Children and Youth Services Review article or in Regehr,
Leslie, Howe and Chau, 2000a).

Discussion

The hypothetical model tested in this study integrated two
important areas of inquiry into the experiences of child
protection workers; that of burnout related to chronic
stressors and that of secondary trauma related to exposure
to the tragedies of others and exposure to risks of
personal harm on the job. The model included individual
factors, organizational factors and incident-related factors.
The influence of each of these factors on symptoms of

post-traumatic distress and ultdmately post-traumatic
growth was rested,

Individual factors, which included relational capacity and
sense of conwrol, were found to contribute significantly to
distress. This s consistent with other studies measuring
the association between relational capacity and twrauma
reactions (Regehr & Marziali, 1999; Regehr et al,, 2001).
That is, individuals who are mistrustful of others, are shy
and nervous in relation to others and are sensitve to
rejection are more likely to report higher levels of distress,
In additon, greater amounts of control that individuals
feel over the outcomes of events appears to lower the
level of post-traumatic stress and depression symptoms
that they experience. This finding is consistent with that
of other research which equares powerlessness and
burnout (Guterman & Jayarate, 19943

Organizational factors proved to have the strongest
association with distress in this model. This included the
support of the union and ongeoing work stressors. Thus,
while the Impact of Eveat Scale (the measure of post-
traumatic stress used) measures the symptoms of re-
experencing and avoidance related to a particular
traumaltic event, the existence of ongoing stressors relared
to workload, difficult clients, organizational change and
public scrutiny appear to have a profound impact on the
individual’s experience of traumatic events. Interestingly,
as union support increased, so did distress. We would
suggest that as workers felt increasingly distressed about
workload issues, they turned to the union for support
Indeed, at the dme of this study, a major issue that the
union was dealing with was ongoing workload issues.
Interestingly, social support from supervisors and
managers appeared to be of limited value in relieving
symptoms of distress in this study., Some studies have
found social supports to be mediators of both burnout
and post-traumatic distress in child welfare workers and
other occupational groups (Davis-Sacks et al., 1985;
Fullerton et al., 1992; Weiss et al., 1995). Others have
suggested that perceived support from managers and
supervisors is a poor predictor of stress and burnout in
social workers (Collings & Murray, 1996; Um & Harrison,
1998). The findings of this study suggest that this form of
organizatonal support does not significantly reduce the
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experience of distress. Incident factors which included
drme since the last critical event and number of crigeal
events experienced contributed significantly to the model
for understanding distress This is consistent with other
research in this area (Resnick et al, 1993; Mollica eral,,
1998; Marmar et al, 1999). However, these factors were
less salient than individual factors and organizational

factors.

Finally, levels of distress are significantly and directly
related to post-traumatic growth. Thus, as levels of
distress increase, levels of reported positive change also
increase. This is consistent with other reports that
sugpest that stress and trauma can be energizing for
workers (Jones, 1993). It also speaks to the ability of the
individuals in this study to appreciate the lessons learned
from adversity and to seek to use these insights to
improve themselves and their professional practice
(Tedeschi er al., 1998).

Conclusion

The work of child welfare social workess is complex and
multifaceted. It is comprised both of chronic steessors
such as difficult clients, excessive paperwork and public
scrutiny and critical events such as the severe abuse or
death of children and other individuals and threats to
their own personal safety. As a result of exposure to
chronic stressors, workers may experience burnout. As a
result of exposure to critical events, workers may
experience symptoms of post-traumatc stress.

In this study, we have tested a hypothetical model for
predicting post-traumatic distress in child welfare
workers. In this model, individual, incideat and
organizational factors combined to produce post-
traumatic stress distress in child welfare workers. Thatis,
individuals with a greater sense of control over their lives
and 2 better ability to engage in meaningful relationships
with others reported lower levels of distress. In addigon,
those who had less recent and less frequent exposures
report lower levels of distress. However, the
organizational context remains the most important factor.
In this model, this factor includes support of the union
and ongoing work stressors. It thus appears that critical
events are encountered by individuals who are already

coping with high levels of challenge and stress. In this
conrest, individuals who consistently face adversity may
no longer have the resources to manage and overcome
post-traumatic stress reactions when faced with a
praumatc event such as a death of a child or threat of
personal injury. As a consequernce they report higher
levels of re-experiencing, avoidance and depressive
symptoms. Nevertheless, the finding that those
individuals who experience the highest levels of traumatic
stress symptoms also report the highest level of post-
traumatic growth, speaks to the resilience and creative
capacity of these workers. The final organizational factor,
support from management, did not mediate stress
reactions to a significant degree. Thus, while
interveations which attempt o support workers may be
important, the key issue appears to be addressing
persistently stressful aspects of the job.
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