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ABSTRACT: 'This study examines factors influencing the empowerment of child wel-
fare workers It correlates relationships among workers' pereeptions of supervisors help-
giving hehaviors, pereeptions of agency support, and their perceived empowerment. The
researel investipated the associations between length of employment and type of edu-
eational degree and worker empowerment. The cross-sectionod survey design used a
sample of 85 child welfare workers Multiple regression examined the combined influ-
ence of the predictor variables on worker empowerment as well as the degree of influence
vach predictor variable individually had upon the eriterion variahle, while others were
controlled for. Results, eonfivmed by path analysis and underseored by qualitative re-
sponses, indieated that workers perceived their supervisors’ helpgiving behaviors as the
anly factor that influenced their perceived empowerment The author discusses impli-
cations for practice in hwunan services

KEY WORDS: supervision; child welfare; empowerment;, help-giving  hehavior;
hureaueracy

Introduction

Although previous, albeit scant, research has shown that empow-
ering behaviors of help-givers can influence the empowerment of help-
receivers, little is known about this dynamic between supervisors and
workers in public child welfare (Bandura, 1978; Dunst, Trivette, &
Dieal, 1988; Gutierrez, 1994). Child weliare agencies thal encourage
improved functioning for clients might consider a connection between
empowering supervisory behavior and worker sense of empowerment
and client empowerment (Dunst, Trivette, & Hamby, 1996; Harkness
& Hensley, 1991; Harkness & Poertner, 1989).

The present study is based on the premise that, even within the
confines of a large and sometimes disjointed system such as public child
welfare, individual workers who are guided toward a sense of empow-
erment in their work will be able to help their clients believe the same
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(Dunst, Trivette, & Deal, 1988; Dunst, Trivette, & Hamby, 1996).
“TEmpowerment,” in this context, is defined as workers’ belief' that they
have the capability to shape events in their jobs and their lives, that
their actions are effective, and that they have some control over their
choices and actions. To lay a foundation for testing this assumption, the
researcher investigated several factors that might influence workers’
sense of empowerment within a statewide child welfare agency. In
addition to supervigory help-giving behaviors, the research also exam-
ined the effects of organizational support, length of time as a child
wellare employee, and type of degree on worker empowerment (Blau,
1960; Eisenberger, Fazolo, & Davis-L.aMastro, 1980; Frans, 1993;
Grimm & Orten, 1973; Leslie, Holzhalb, & Holland, 1998).

Variables
Empowerment

Empowerment has been described as 2 theory, a practice, a goal, a
process, and a method. Rappaport states that "empowerment _conveys
both a psychological sense of personal control or influence and a concern
with actual social influence, political power, and legal rights” (1887,
p. 12). Gutierrez deacribes empowerment as the “process of increasing
personal, interpersonal, or political power so that individuals, {families,
and communities can take action to improve their situations” {1994,
p. 202). Individuals or groups with little social or political power have
less access to resources. If they are to improve this condition, they must
be aware of their choices and have opportunities to select their coursesof
action from among those choices. Once people have the information,
they also must believe that they can make those choices and act on those
opportunities to their benefit. They must believe they are capable of
task-specific performance {(Bandura, 1978). According to Bandura, this
belief is the most powerful determinant of behavioral change. Yet it is
not necessarily an innate human characteristic. Both the belief and the
skills to act accordingly can be learned in supervision through modeling,
shared authority, and support (Leslie, Holzhalb, & Holand, 1598;
Kadushin, 1974).

An empowerment paradigm uses a strengths perspective in which
one emphasizes strengths and areas for improvement. This paradigm
rejects the medical madel of identifying and focusing on problems,
symptoms, or pathology. Empowerment-oriented workers, supervi-
sors, and agencies understand that they best serve by recognizing the
strengths of help-receivers and how they have successfully used those
strengths in past and current situations (Cohen & Austin, 1994}, The
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strengths then become part of the roles and tasks within the rela-
tionship and tools for change.

The intervention methods called for in empowerment theory are
relevant for both client and supervisory relationships. They include:

o callaboration, trust, and shared power between the two parfies;

e accepling the help-receiver's definition of the problem;

o identifying and building upon the help-receiver’s strengths;

» raising critical consciousness of issues of gender, class, and power,

e actively involving the help-receiver in the change proceas;

a teaching specific skills;

= using mutual-aid, self-help, or supportive groups;

e providing the help-receiver with a sense of perasonal power within
the helping relationship;

= mobilizing resources or advocating for the help-receivers (Gut-
ierrez, et al , 1995)

The development of an empowering therapeutic relationship also
depends upmn the careful articulation of specific forms of power, e.g.,
structural, legitimate, referent, and expert (Hewson, 1999). The
supervisor (or therapist) must be candid about the power that is
inherent in these types of relationships because, even with one’s ei-
forts to share power, neither therapeutic nor supervisory relationships
are “structurally egalitarian” and the pretense of an “egalitarian
relationship simply submerges the structural power as a covert force”
(p. 406). When the parameters of the relationship are clearly defined,
the bases of power and authority are agreed upon and tasks are
carried out with appropriate expectations.

Positive help-giving behavior and support can influence the acqui-
sition of empowering traits and behaviors of helpreceivers, ie.,
workers and clients (Bandura, 1978; Dunst, 1995; Gutierrez, 1994).
People can be guided toward the beliet that their actions can make a
difference in their own lives as well as in the lives of others. They can
learn how to exercise their choices of action toward those ends. And
they can help empower others by conveying their belief in the capa-
bility of change in themselves and in those with whom they work
{(Hegar & Hunzeker, 1988).

Supervision

Fducation, support, and administration are three delineated
functions of supervision. According to Kadushin (1976), these func-
tiong should be performed within a positive relationghip, with the
ultimate objective being to deliver the best possible service to clients.
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Many acholars agree that role modeling is the most effective way to
teach human services attitudes and skills, particularly for beginning
supervisees (Cohen & Austin, 1994; Kadushin, 1885; Shulman, 1996;
Williams, 1297). Kadushin reported in his 1974 and 1992 surveys of
human services supervigors and supervisees that more experienced
workers feel a need for some autonomy and prefer a more consultative
relationship. These two styles lend themselves to the previously
mentioned empowerment intervention methods in that they allow the
supervisee the professional autonomy to make decisions and establish
courses of action based on modeling and consultation rather than
directive.

Parallel process is a type of modeling that repeats at all levels of the
supervisor-worker-chent system (Williams, 1997). One scenario of
parvallel process is in the supervisory session, when workers may
consciously present emotional or behavioral reactions that they ob-
served in a client. The skilled supervisor who recognizes the process,
models effective help-giving for the worker. If the supervisor wants the
worker to find and use the strengths of the client, he or she could
demonstrate this by jointly evaluating the worker's recent successes
{Cohen & Austin, 1894). On the other hand, if a supervisor demon-
strates disempowering behaviors with the worker, the worker may
well duplicate the harmful interaction, which could result in the client
being victimized by the system (Fox, 1989). The potential for this
disempowering relationship is great with inveluntary clients, such as
those who come into the child welfare system.

In 1976 Kadushin suggested the support function in supervision, in
which a supervisor has “the responsibility for sustaining worker
morale, helping with job-related discouragements and discontents,
giving asupervisees a sense ol worth as professionals, a sense of
belonging in the agency and a sense of security in their performance”
(p. 20). This support function iz a mainstay of trust, which is a basic
inpredient in both therapeutic and supervisory relationships.

Passibly the greatest barvier to trust in child welfare is the hierar-
chical and authoritative structure of the bureaucracy (McBride &
Shaw, 1995). In a 1998 study of Master of Social Work (MSW) grad-
uates in public child welfare, Dickinson and Perry surveyed 224
graduates who had completed a time payback for a government-fun-
ded educational leave program. The authors discovered that the
professional support workers {felt they received from their supervisors
contributed significantly to their remaining on the job. Workers’
comments suggested that these supervisors had a “willingness fo
listen to” respondents’ work-related problems, that they could be re-
lied on “when things get tough at work,” and that they were helpful in
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aiding respondents in getting the work done (p. 4). These supervisees
reacted positively to the acknowledgment of a strengths-oriented self-
conecept (Cohen & Austin, 1994).

Shulman (1993) describes a dynamic system of supervision in which
gtafl members interact with a number of systems related to their work.
A child welfare worker interacts daily with children, careworkers,
foster pavents, colleagues, agency managers, the courts, law enforce-
ment, other agencies, families, and supervisors. The child welfare
worker needs the necessary knowledge, skills, and attitudes to work
with each of those systems. Within the administrative function, the
supervisor-worker relationship can be the bridge between many of
these systems and the worker.

The Public Bureaucracy

In public child welfare, families “likely to experience the most
extensive intervention ..are the poor, minorities, and female single
parents; they are people who already are significantly disempowered”
{Hegar & Hunzeker, 1888, p. 499). They are often then further dis-
empowered by the agency itself during the course of investigations,
court proceedings, removal and out-of-home placement of the children,
and possible termination of parental rights. In addition, the agency
staff members who perform these services ave, themselves, devalued
by society as well as by their own employer, the child wellare agency
(Ellett, Ellett, Kelley, & Noble, 1996; Hegar & Hunzeker, 1988). In a
1996 study of MSW graduates working in child welfare agencies, one
respondent described the experience thus: “There is always the feeling
that the agency will not go to bat for you.. you have to walk the plank
alone” (Ellett, et al., p. 34). However, each program’s type and para-
digm are important determinants of its help-giving practices. In a
study of empowering traits of worker’s help-giving behaviors, families
assessed those of staff’ in family-centered programs to be more
empowering than those in the professional-as-expert oriented pro-
grams (Dunst, Trivette, & Hamby, 1996). The authors of this study
concluded that adoption of empowering practices, such as involving
the family in a participatory way, 1s associated with a heightened
sense of seli-efficacy and personal control (1996). Public child weltare
programs are mandated to be family-centered (Adoption Assistance
and Child Welfare Act, 1980). Their poals include helping to
strengthen birth, foster, and adoptive families. In reality however,
these public bureaucracies have been described as “the modern
version of authoritarianism. . transforming service delivery systems in
ways that have profoundly adverse effects on those who provide
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service, or those who receive it, and on the nature of service itselt”
{Solomon, 1976, p. 14},

Length of Time as a Child Welfare Worker

A logical assumption about human service workers is that as they
gain knowledge and skills through experience as help-givers, they will
be more effective in their work with clients. The literature is contra-
dictory on this issue. Some studies have shown that more time on the
job is related to less favorable treatment for clients and increased
frustration and cynicism (Blau, 1960, Grimm & Orten, 1873). Another
finds it to be a predictor of job satisfaction and commitment (Glissen &
Durick, 1988). This variable was included because this writer has
observed workers and supervisors in public child welfare who dem-
onstrate commitment to their work and their clients and belief in both
the efficacy of their efforts and the worth of their clients even after
years of service.

Type of Degree

Many higher education programs in buman services, such as, child
and family practice, child and youth care, and social work, are
encouraged to train their students to work with clients from an
empowerment perspective. However, Frans (1993) suggests that even
though human services professionals endeavor to empower others,
they themselves often experience both a personal and a collective
sense of powerlessness. The literature strongly suggests that
empowerment can be learned. Students who graduate with a sense of
empowerment will begin their professional lives by influencing the
three-tiered system of supervisor-worker-client at the level where they
begin. The modeling works in both directions.

Methodology
Design and Sample

The overarching question in this study is, “What factors contribute to
worlkers’ perceptions of their own empowerment?” Multivariate statis-
tics were used in a cross-sectional survey design to examine whether
child welfare workers’ perceptions of supervisors’ help-giving behavior,
perceived organizational support, length of time as a child welfare
worker, and type of degree were associated with their empowerment.
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The study had a non-probability, convenience sample of 91 participants
taken from the population of child welfare workers in an agency
administered at the state level in the southeast United States, Only
child welfare workers were surveyed. The typical respondent was a
white female with a non-human services undergraduate degree, under
30 years of age, with just over two and one-hall' years of experience in
child welfare. The sample was similar to the population in terms of
gender and race. Further information on the population was not
available to determine similarity of other characteristics.

Instruments

Three primary self-report instruments were used to collect data: the
Supervisor Help-giving Scale; the Survey of Perceived Organizational
Support (Eisenberger, Fasolo, & BDavis-LaMastro, 1990) and the
Worker Empowerment Scale (Leslie, Holzhalb, & Holland, 1998). A
demographic survey allowed the researcher to gain not only sociode-
mographic information, but also information on two predictor vari-
ables: length of time as a child welfare worker and type of degree. In
addition, participants were asked to respond to the statement: “My
supervisor’s behaviors toward me help me feel empowered.” The
Workers Empowerment Scale (Leslie, et al., 1998) assessed the extent
of perceived empowerment among workers. The Supervisor Help-giv-
ing Scale examined whether workers perceive that their supervisors
demonstrate certain kinds of help-giving characteristics to them as
supervisees; it was modified from an instrument originally developed
by Dunst, Trivette, and Hamby (1996) for use with parents’ (of chil-
dren with developmental disabilities) perceptions of workers’ behavior
toward them. The Survey of Perceived OUrganizational Support
{Eisenberger, et al., 1990) assessed employees’ perceptions that the
organization’s judgments of them are favorable or unfavorable to some
degree and the expectation that the organization would support or
impede them and their work in a variety of situations.

Results
Primary Analysis

Multiple regression analysis is used to determine what proportion of
the variance of a criterion variable can be accounted for by the other
variables at the .05 alpha level. Multiple regression analysis showed
the overall correlation (R is the multiple correlation coefficient) be-
tween the predictor variables, perceptions of supervisors’ help-giving
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behaviors, perceptions of organizational support, length of time as a
child welfare worker, type of degree and the interval-level eriterion
variable, worker empowerment. The squared R-value (.417) for the
enfire set showed that 42% of the variation in worker empowerment
was explained by all five variables together (Rubin & Babbie, 1997).

Bach predictor variable was also weighted. The beta weight, also
known as the standardized regreasion coefficient, denoted its relative
contribution tothe overall prediction (Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & Black,
1995). The higher the beta weight of a particular predictor variable, the
greater its relative effect on the criterion variable when all other pre-
dictor variables are controlled. The statistical significance of each beta
weight was also tested by muHiple regression. This showed which par-
ticular predictor variables were significantly related to the criterion
variable after controlling for all other predictor variables. Therefore, the
partial correlation coefficient, which measured the association between
two variables after others had been controlled, showed it the proportion
of the variation in empowerment of any one of the predictor variables
was greater than any or all ol the others. The analysis was done with the
SPSS statistical software program (8PSS Inc., 1999) that has an auto-
matic “unique sum of squares” feature, which controls for all other
predictor variables while the beta weight of one is computed.

Because of its possible influence on perceptions of supervisor help-
giving behavior, a fifth predictor variable was added to the analysis,
length of time with current supervisor. The researcher examined the
sigmificance of the beta weight of each coefficient in the multiple
regreasion model to identify which ones were significantly related to the
criterion variabie after controlling for all predictor variables.

Results of the analysis revealed that the only significant variable,
and the one with the highest beta weight, or relative effect, was
supervisar help-giving behavior showing significance at p < 001
Table 1 shows that the standardized Beta of perceptions of supervisor
help-giving behavior was .624, which revealed a positive strong slope.
As supervisor help-giving behavior scores rose, so did perceived
worker empowerment scores The eta-squared statistic estimates the
effect size, or strength of association between variables. It indicated
that the variable supervisor help-giving behavior (.384) had stronger
effects on and explained more variation of perceived worker empow-
erment than any of the other variables.

Path Analysis

Path Analysis, or Structural Equation Modeling (SEM), examined
the relationships among all the variables simultaneously and was
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Table 1
Standardized Beta and Significance Levels of Predictor
Variables with Worker Empowerment as Dependent Variable

Variable Standardized B ¢  Significance +* Effect Size
HGS 624 7.016 000 384
POS 086 961 .340 012
LOT as CWW -.101 -1.008 317 013
LOT with Cur. Sup. 037 .383 703 002
Type of Degree -.108 ~1.257 212 020

Note: HGS: perceptions of supervisor's helpgiving hehavior; POS: pereeived organiza-
tional support; LOT as CWW: leapth of time as a child welfare worker; LOT with Cur
Sup: length of tine with eurrent supervisor; Type of Degree: social work or nen-social
work

used to confirm the multiple regression results. Path Analysis is
“based on specifving relationships in a series of regression-like
equations that can be estimated by determining the amount of cor-
relation attributable to each effect in each equation simultaneonsly”
(Hair, Anderson, Tatham, & Black, 1995). A path diagram is dis-
played graphically which depicts the complete set of relationships
{Figure 1). It is the interdependent nature of the structural model in
which independent variables can become dependent in subsequent
relationships {and vice versa} that moves path analysis beyond
testing whether a set of independent variables predicts a phenome-
non. It provides the researcher with the ability to examine the
relationships among those variables. In fact, "SEM is the only
analysis that allows complete and simultaneous tests of all the
relationships™ (Tabachnick & Fidell, 1996, p. 712). Path analysis ia
intended as a confirmatory technique, and this was its purpose in the
present research.

The confirmed findings were that only one of the predictor variables
used in this study-—that of perceptions of supervisor help-giving
behavior—was associated with the criterion variable, perceived worker
empowerment. The proportion of the variance of workers’ perceived
empowerment. (R* = 432) that could be accounted for by the model was
approximately 43%. The multiple regression findings, in which the
model summary revealed that 42% of the variance of workers' per-
ceived empowerment was accounted for, were confirmed. (Figure 2)
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Figure 1
Hypothetical Model of Factors Influencing Worker
Empowerment
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Rualilative Analysis

Another confirmatory and expository component to the study was
the qualitative segment (participants’ responses to the statement, “My
supervisor's help-giving behavior toward me helps me feel empow-
ered.”}. It should be noted that this was not an empirical addition to
the study. The researcher stated the hiypothesized question divectly to
provide a more personal perspective on the quantitative findings. The
relationships of these respondents to their supervisors were clearly
influential, whether they were perceived as empowering or
disempowering. Of the 81 respondents who answered, V4% said “yes,”
20% “no,” and 5% “sometimes.”

A representative example of the remarks concerning support is,
“She allows workers to make their own decisions and she supports
those decisions after they are made.” Several respondents specifically
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Figure 2
Modified Path Model
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stated that their positive remarks about their supervisors, and in some
cases about their local offices, were not to be read as positive feelings
about the state agency. An example of this experience is, “My present
supervisor is great, but there is little he can do to help with some
situations due to the chain of command. If T did not enjoy my job, I
would leave because other than my supervisor, I do not feel appreci-
ated a¢ all!” [underline in originail” Less positive statements
regarding the supervisors followed this vein, “I don’t always feel he
will stand up for me to administration,” and “She often makes me feel
like what I do i3 not good enough.”

Finally, it is useful to illustrate more apecifically how the literature
on empowerment theory and previous research relate to the present
study’s findings by looking at one aspect of empowerment that was
operationalized and tested by the instruments: decision-making
ability. An accepted definition of empowerment is the belief that one
has the ability to make change in one's own and others lives
(Spreitzer, 1995), and with a strong sense of empowerment one can
believe in one’s problem-solving and decision-making capabilities for
change {(Bandura, 1989). The authors of the Worker Empowerment
Scale found that for workers in a child welfare agency, the recogni-
tion of the legitimacy of shared authority between worker and
gsupervisor can lead to a sense of control over the worker's own re-
sources and decision-making capabilities (Leslie, Holzhalb, & Hol-
land, 1998). This concept was operationalized in both the Supervisor
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Help-giving Scale and the Worker Empowerment Scale, and the
statistical significance of the correlation between the scores on these
two instruments supported the concept. Furthermore, in the guali-
tative analysis, the second most commonly reported comment among
those who agreed that their supervisors' help-giving behaviors helped
them feel empowered was that their supervisors allowed them to
make their own decisions and supported those decisions. An example
of this is, “Yes, my supervisor gives me the freedom to do what I feel
is best with my cases. She lets me make my own decisions because I
know my job.”

Implications of the Research

A theme underlying this research has been that the efficacy of the
vitally important link to the client, the worker, must be enhanced. It is
important that child welfare agencies recognize the impact of worker
empowerment or disempowerment on children and families. Disem-
powered workers are at best unlikely to be able to empower clients and
at worst likely to disempower them further. Empowered workers, who
believe in their ability to make a difference in their own lives as well as
in others, are more likely to pass this skill on to those with whom they
work (Galant, Trivette, & Dunst, 1899). The parallel process depicted
in Figure 3 provides a helptul view of how an empowerment model can
begin to work in child welfare. The model, originally constructed by
Dunst, Trivette, & Deal (1988) for clinicians working with families of
children with developmental disabilities, details four principles of
effective helpgiving behavior. The author has provided the parallel
view of those principles for child welfare.

Front-line staff, both supervisors and workers, are much less
resistant to sharing their power with families when they have an
opportunity to be a part of the larger system in which they have
input {Galant, Trivette, & Dunst, 1999). By using the principled
behaviors outlined in Figure 3 as a foundalion for empowering
practice, workers' knowledge, skills, and ideas are respected and
valued, and they actually have some control over how they do their
jobs. Issues are clarified and plans are developed and implemented
in partnership, whether between supervisor and worker or worker
and client. Successes are shared and celebrated and unresolved is-
sues are brought back to the partners for new solutions, a process
which removes the burden of blame from anyone. This personal
experience of being empowered helps workers understand the
importance of empowering the {amilies with whom they work
{Galant, et al.).
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Figore 3
Parallel Process of Empowering Behaviors
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Based upon the findings of this research, that supervisors' empow-
ering behaviors toward workers significantly affect workers’ sense of
empowerment, this avthor suggests an intervention in the form of
training in child welfare agencies. A training focused on the supervi-
sor/worker relationship, in concert with administrative training, can
provide opportunities to practice empowering behaviors. Such training
ig being presented in one southern state, and the early self‘report
responses are positive. However, to be effective over the long term,
thia type of training needsa to be institutionalized until the practice of
empowerment at the worker-aupervisor level becomes part of the
organizational culture.

Strengths and Limitations of the Research

This study investigated a largely unexplored area of child welfare
practice and produced findings that provide pertinent information to
inform an innovative empowerment intervention for child wellare
workers and supervisors. However, the results describe the percep-
tiong of workers in one state agency and cannot be generalized beyond
that because the sample was relatively small and was not randomly
selected.
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Conclusion

The cwrrent study’s findings suggest that an empowerment inter-
vention could rely on the assumption that workers can be helped to
feel empowered by their supervisors, whether or not the agency is
supportive. Inherent in the model is the possibility that the empow-
ering behaviors and attitudes these foster would positively impact
their clients as well as other agency personnel. Fortunately, in the
case of empowerment, positive results can provide the impetus for
continuing commitment. In an empowering paradigm of help-giving,
both supervisors and workers focus on strengths rather than blame
and carry that attitude to their clients, who often deal with agencies
and a society that can be disempowering.
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