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What can local district commissioners, and directors and other public child welfare
leaders do to prevent undesirable turnover, especially among front line workers and
supervisors? What are the key components in a comprehensive, coherent, and effective
retention plan? This report provides preliminary answers to these companion questions.
It presents some of the developing knowledge—literally “knowledge in the making—
gained from a research and development partnership among The New York State Office
of Child and Family Services (OCFS), the Social Work Education Consortium (SWEC),
New York State County Department of Social Services (DSS) Commissioners and ACS.
Mirroring strategy number seven in New York’s Program Improvement Plan, work-
force development and stabilization comprises one of this partnership’s top priorities. 

This report integrates information derived from nine areas:  
1. reviews of recent research on workforce turnover and retention conducted in

other states; 
2.  New York State (NYS) workforce retention data compiled since 2000 by OCFS;
3.  retention-focused research in New York City’s Administration for Children’s

Services (ACS) that focused on workers who recently completed their MSW degree; 
4.  a SWEC workforce survey of 13 NYS county DSS with consistently high turnover;
5.  a comparison study involving 12 “low turnover” counterparts; 
6.  101 individual caseworker and supervisor interviews conducted as a follow-up to 

the survey;  
7.  workforce retention survey research conducted in the Queens district office of New

York City’s ACS; 
8.  findings from improvement-oriented discussions with 13 county commissioners,

caseworkers and supervisors; and 
9.  information gained from a workforce recruitment and retention initiative, funded by

the US Children’s Bureau.

To facilitate immediate understanding, this report organizes this knowledge under four
main headings:
Section 1. Research Findings on Workforce Turnover;
Section 2. Lessons Learned; and 
Section 3. Emergent Retention Priorities. 
Section 4. Concluding Observations. 
Each is previewed briefly below. This preview enables readers to find the relevant sec-
tion of the report, which provides more details. 

A number of the research findings provide understanding about the relationship
between turnover and retention. [Refer to Section 1: Summary of Research Findings
on Workforce Turnover; numbers 1-4]. While turnover and retention are related, they
are fundamentally different concepts. 

Think about turnover as a concept that describes workers’ exit pathways, along with the
reasons they cite for leaving. Think about retention as a key component in an organiza-
tional plan aimed at optimizing and stabilizing the workforce, especially preventing and
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reducing undesirable turnover. Ideally, such a plan consists of a comprehensive, coher-
ent, and effective set of improvement strategies, some of which are focused on the rea-
sons why good workers have left or intend to leave. This retention plan starts with
strategies aimed at attracting, selecting, and keeping good workers. More than a plan to
merely keep good workers, this plan encompasses strategies for improving client and
agency outcomes. In short, improvements in agency characteristics and performance and
improvements in workforce retention are not competing initiatives; they go hand in hand. 

The turnover research summarized in this report provides individual workers’ reasons
for leaving and staying. Understanding why workers leave is only one important factor
in developing a comprehensive retention plan. For example, individual workers’ reasons
for leaving may be idiosyncratic, unpredictable, and influenced by the host agency and
its environments. Furthermore, retention alone may not benefit the agency and the
people it serves because, in some agencies, it appears that the best workers leave while
workers ill-suited for the job remain. 

Other findings address the differences among three kinds of turnover. Functional turnover,
also called beneficial turnover, is the first kind. It occurs, for example, when workers ill-suited
for the job, the work, the agency, and its surrounding community leave.

Unpreventable turnover is the second kind. Retirements, deaths, and changes in life roles
(e.g., a spouse changes jobs and must move to another place) account for this kind. 

Undesirable turnover is the third kind, and for purposes of this report, it is the most
important of the three. Here, good people leave despite the agency’s efforts to retain
them—at considerable cost to the agency and its clients. As this report indicates, this
undesirable turnover is a retention planning priority because it can be reduced, and in
some cases, it also can be prevented. 

SWEC’s research, which is referenced in this report [Section: Summary of Research
Findings on Workforce Turnover; numbers 9-13], is aimed at understanding this unde-
sirable turnover. This research has documented what commissioners, directors and
other leaders have long suspected—namely, that high levels of undesirable turnover
cause multiple, interacting problems for agencies. These problems destabilize units
such as Child Protective Services and Foster Care and, in some cases, entire agencies
experience negative impacts. This organizational instability is intensified when there
are delays in hiring, training, and deploying replacement workers. 

These complex, multi-level organizational problems require organizational and policy
solutions. Importantly: Training alone will not solve the turnover problem. It is a necessary,
but insufficient intervention. With this need in mind, SWEC researchers, in partner-
ship with commissioners and leaders from OCFS, have been piloting complex organi-
zational improvement interventions. This report provides early findings about this
promising work, including the costs of turnover. 
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Especially when new caseworkers leave regularly, replacement and training costs are
exceptional. For example, SWEC research in one upstate rural county agency revealed
that the training costs alone total some $24,000 for each worker who leaves. Moreover,
the agency’s operations become less efficient and effective because new workers are
constantly “learning the ropes” and require more intensive supervision, mentoring, and
coaching. Relationships with other systems also suffer when veterans with established
relationships are replaced with newcomers without them. Above all, families do not
receive the same quality of services when their caseworkers change suddenly. In turn,
when families are not served, other economic and social costs increase (e.g., the costs of
additional services, problems caused by needy clients).

SWEC research, like OCFS’ on going research on the workforce, is designed to moni-
tor workforce turnover. OCFS’ research indicates that high turnover is not a universal
problem in NYS. It tends to run in cycles, and most of these cycles are restricted to a
select number of county systems. SWEC’s research aims to understand why some sys-
tems experience high turnover while comparable systems do not.

Workers in these “high turnover systems” cite multiple reasons for leaving the Child
Welfare workforce. These reasons start with heavy caseloads, burnout, salary and benefits,
organizational/administrative issues, and training and support needs. Workers also cite
supervision issues, lack of external supports, practice effectiveness problems, inter-agency
relationships, and the fit between their personal lives and their work (life-work fit). [Refer
to Section 1: Summary of Research Findings on Workforce Turnover; numbers 5-8].

Recruitment and selection processes concerning new hires contribute to workforce
turnover. For example, inaccurate descriptions of the job sets the stage for unrealistic
expectations from new recruits, and restrictions on hiring processes can impact the
selection of desirable candidates. [Refer to Section 1: Summary of Research Findings
on Workforce Turnover; number 14].

Likewise, training that does not correspond to the realities of the job and transfer
immediately to the workplace contributes to high turnover. Turnover also is caused by
what the agency does and does not provide as a follow-up to the state’s core training.
For example, when the agency does not provide its own, transitional training, and when
the agency does not position senior caseworkers to provide mentoring and coaching,
new workers experience “sink or swim” organizational initiation and induction processes.
These are fertile grounds for high turnover. 

So, why don’t agencies with persistent, pervasive turnover provide these training, men-
toring, coaching, and transitional supports for new workers? SWEC’s research provides
several explanations. [Refer to Section 1: Summary of Research Findings on Workforce
Turnover; numbers 16-17]. For example, when there’s a never-ending “revolving door”
for new caseworkers and front line supervisors in the agency, the remaining senior case-
workers and supervisors are forced to assume responsibilities for the departing workers’
caseloads. In other words, they cannot support new workers because they’ve inherited
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open cases, some of them very challenging. Delays in hiring and deploying new work-
ers, a common problem in systems with high turnover, exacerbate this problem.
Involuntary, internal transfers (e.g., from Preventive Services to CPS) to meet case-
worker shortages destabilizes other units and also may encourage the unhappy, trans-
ferred worker to consider leaving. 

In short, persistent, pervasive turnover creates conditions favorable for more turnover.
And, this is why turnover prevention, via strategic retention planning, is such an impor-
tant priority for the agency as well as for OCFS.

The agency’s approach to practice matters in retention planning aimed at preventing
undesirable turnover. Here, it is important to note that caseworkers in some systems
told SWEC researchers that there was not a general consensus on effective practice. In
these systems, some workers and supervisors did not proceed with a clear, research-sup-
ported practice model. Indeed, some defined effectiveness as completed paperwork and
efficient processing of clients. In contrast, others in the same agency adopted and pro-
moted an effective practice model, and they defined “effectiveness” as improvements in
their clients.

Fundamental differences in practice like these create multiple problems in the agency.
For example, these problems have a negative impact on working relationships among
caseworkers, supervisors, and managers. In turn, these practice-related problems con-
tribute to turnover. They signal that fundamental consensus on a research-supported practice
model is a vital component in retention planning.

The regulatory environment also is a factor in turnover. External regulations and their
correlates (paper work, state-structured policy requirements) interact with local agency
policies and procedures. In some agencies, these policies and requirements create layers
of requirements. In fact, workers interviewed by SWEC researchers complained that
duplicative, seemingly meaningless paperwork, occupied too much of their time and
energy, adding to their workloads. Heavy workloads plus excessive caseloads are associ-
ated with burnout and intentions to leave child welfare. [Refer to Section 1: Summary
of Research Findings on Workforce Turnover; numbers 17-18].

Leadership dynamics and both management and supervision styles are implicated in
high turnover. For example, SWEC researchers learned that “a lack of respect” and
maltreatment dynamics cause workers to leave. Workers also pinpointed top-down,
“tighten the screws”, management and supervision structures as problems. In the eyes
of workers, these structures deny them a sense of professionalism and create inhos-
pitable, unsupportive working environments. [Refer to Section 1: Summary of Research
Findings on Workforce Turnover; number 19].

Workers told SWEC researchers that they seek workplace environments that are respect-
ful and supportive of their professionalism. In fact, SWEC researchers interviewed case-
workers and supervisors who left one county system because of its inhospitable conditions
and joined another because it provided working conditions supportive of their career aspi-

6 RETENTION PLANNING TO REDUCE WORKFORCE TURNOVER IN NEW YORK STATE’S PUBLIC CHILD WELFARE SYSTEMS

Executive Summary



rations and sense of professionalism. In brief, in these instances, one agency’s turnover
problem becomes another agency’s recruitment resource. Findings like these reinforce the
idea that the organizational environment matters in workforce retention. 

Ultimately, workforce retention is facilitated when public child welfare is a career, not
just a short-term job. Although this long-term career orientation is especially important
for workers who have completed MSW degrees, it is not restricted to them. All such
career-committed workers seek and need established career ladders, along with accom-
panying professional development supports. Professional development supports include
advanced degree programs (e.g., MSW programs) and “in house” training aimed at
new roles and responsibilities (e.g., senior caseworker; supervisor; director of services).
Turnover results when there is an absence of these career ladders for agency veterans
who develop rich stocks of expertise through their practice and others who recently
have completed MSW degrees. And, when these highly qualified workers leave, the
agency loses vital practice and retention resources, especially veterans who are able to
mentor and coach new caseworkers. [Refer to Section 1: Summary of Research
Findings on Workforce Turnover; numbers 20 and 21].

The lessons learned presented in this report are derived from observations and direct
interactions with workers, supervisors, managers, and commissioners. They are listed here:
1.  Workers, especially front-line workers and their supervisors, have expertise about

agency characteristics, operations, and performance, and some of their recommended
improvements promise to enhance effectiveness, better the agency, and reduce
undesirable turnover.

2.  Workers’ stress, burnout, vicarious (secondary) trauma, and safety at the agency and
in the field are organizational support priorities.

3.  Solid, positive relationships with co-workers are important retention and job satisfac-
tion enhancements, especially when they are dovetailed with organizational supports.

4.  Some agencies lack a solid, sustainable plan for capitalizing on the expertise and spe-
cial talents of veteran (senior) caseworkers. When these workers leave, the agency
has lost more than a worker. 

5.  Some rural counties lack the special services and resources workers want and client
systems need, and, in the current fiscal and policy climate, it is unlikely that they will
be able to develop them independently. Inter-system and inter-county collaborations
may offer benefits to workers, families, and leaders alike.

6.  Research designs that include commissioners and their designated leaders as co-
researchers improve the quality, validity, dissemination, and use of research findings. 

In the third section, this report presents priorities for developing a comprehensive,
coherent, and systematic retention plan, one that dovetails with other agency improve-
ment priorities. The goals for this integrated, comprehensive “retention agenda” are to
improve the retention of good workers, improve overall agency characteristics, and
improve outcomes for children and families. 

The first priority challenging the agency and its workforce in achieving these goals is to devel-
op practice consensus, clarity and coherence. Practice consensus, clarity and coherence mani-
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fest themselves in the worker’s ability to perform competently. Practice competence means
doing the right things, in the right ways, at the right times, for the right reasons, and gaining
the right results. This competence includes consensus among workers as well as their
accountability regarding client assessments, interventions, and outcomes. It also includes
understanding and acting in accordance with organizational policies and procedures that are
research-supported, rational and logical. Under the best circumstances local organizational and
state policies and procedures are consistent and congruent with few conflicts and redundancies.

Related to practice competence is the critical priority of synchronizing caseworkers’
practice and job demands. Another related priority is to synchronize caseworkers, sen-
ior caseworkers, and supervisors’ roles and job demands. [Refer to Section 3: Emergent
Retention Priorities, Figures 4-7 emphasize these factors.]

Each organization’s climate (the here and now “psychological tone”) and culture (the
historically influenced rules, norms, values, and language) are crucial priorities for
retention planning. Both climate and culture entail examining current management
structures for engaging workers in meaningful decision-making processes. These deci-
sions include those related to identifying issues that impede competent practice (e.g.,
safety concerns, secondary trauma) and participating in discussions related to reducing
impediments (e.g., streamlining paperwork). Organizational climate and culture plan-
ning includes alignments with super-structures, such as OCFS. [Refer to Section 3:
Emergent Retention Priorities, Figure 8.]

Processes and structures for giving workers genuine “voice” or “say so” are essential to reten-
tion planning. Such planning begins with a simple, three-part approach, one piloted in
SWEC research. Ask workers why they stay; ask them to identify changes that will encour-
age them to stay; and then develop improvement teams that enable the agency to strengthen
and improve its operations based on these reasons for staying and recommended changes. 

Leadership is a top priority presented in this report. Leadership is an essential ingredient
in overall organizational development and performance, and it weighs heavily in workers’
decisions to stay or leave. Essentially, leadership ensures that the right things are done,
while management ensures that things are done right. In the current regulatory environ-
ment, it appears that, in some systems, management has trumped leadership. Restoring the
balance between leadership and management is a retention planning priority. 

Leadership enables an organizational vision and mission to come alive, and it facilitates
unity of purpose and practice consensus. It links public child welfare with its external con-
stituencies, including other systems, county boards of supervisors, and stakeholders resid-
ing in local communities. Leadership style and approach also have a tremendous impact on
intra and inter-agency relationships, especially those involving service coordination, super-
vision, and perceived worker fairness and support. In brief, leadership matters in retention
planning, and it links retention planning with overall organizational improvement plan-
ning. [Refer to Section 3: Emergent Retention Priorities, Figure 9.]
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In a nutshell, retention planning is not a separate initiative, one that amounts to 
another “add on” to already-heavy workloads. As this report indicates, retention plan-
ning influences, and is influenced by, all of the agency’s structures and operations. Put
differently, all that the agency is and does depends fundamentally on the quality and
stability of the workforce. 

Early intervention, before turnover becomes rampant, is one key to retention planning.
Toward this end, the idea of an early warning and rapid response system is introduced in
the final section of this report. This new system can be designed to work in tandem with
exit interviews and follow-up surveys with workers who are leaving or who have left
already. Together, these two systems will yield information vital to retention planning. 

Notably, these twin systems will yield information about the agency factors which, in
essence, “push out workers”—even when they like the work and are committed to their
local communities. Commissioners and their designated leaders can use this informa-
tion to design and implement improvements in the agency. 

In this way, retention planning is a driver for organizational learning and improvement.
In other words, enhancing and stabilizing the workforce and developing high perform-
ing learning organizations are companion improvement priorities. 

Thus, commissioners and other agency leaders can develop comprehensive, coherent,
and effective retention plans, which are tailored to their respective agencies. These
plans will yield three related benefits: 
1.  They will improve the quality and stability of the workforce; 
2.  They will improve the agency and its operations; and 
3.  They will improve outcomes for children, families, and communities. 
This report provides salient details.

Ultimately, retention planning is a critical component of overall planning for the public
child welfare workforce. This local and state workforce planning and development aims
to optimize the workforce—making it the best it can be—in addition to stabilizing it
through strategic retention planning. 

Eight related components comprise this workforce optimization and stabilization agenda.
1.  Recruitment mechanisms: What the agency does to attract suitable candidates;
2.  Selection mechanisms: How the agency picks the best candidates from its pool—

including the influence of civil service rules; 
3.  Preparation mechanisms: State and agency training and other preparation initiatives;
4.  Deployment mechanisms: The extent to which the new and veteran workers are placed

in the best jobs—ones that match their competencies and aspirations;
5.  Support mechanisms: Starting with the agency’s mechanisms for inducting and social-

izing new workers, these mechanisms span organizational structures and processes
which provide supports, services, and resources to the workforce;

6. Advancement and enrichment mechanisms: Mechanisms for supporting promotions,
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providing professional development, and capitalizing on workers’ talents and aspira-
tions to improve the agency;

7.  Succession planning mechanisms: Mechanisms for stabilizing the workforce in anticipation
of retirements, resignations, and leaves; and

8.  Job redesign and systems change mechanisms: Mechanisms for improving and changing
jobs and the system “as it is” and developing an ideal system. 

This planning also includes at least three kinds of “fit”—correspondence involving each
worker, the agency, and the agency’s environment. These three kinds are:
1.  The workers’ “fit” with the organization’s orientation and characteristics;
2.  The workers’ fit with the job and the work; and
3.  The workers’ life-work fit, which involves family and community factors. 

Clearly, this overall workforce agenda is a huge undertaking. While some of these com-
ponents are referenced directly in this report in relation to retention planning, others
such as recruitment, selection, and deployment get short shrift or are omitted altogeth-
er. Future reports and development activities (e.g., new training modules) will address
these other needs. 
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If New York State’s (NYS) public child welfare system does not have a stable, high
quality workforce, it will be at risk for not achieving good results for vulnerable chil-
dren and families. To put it bluntly, some systems will not meet the federal and state
accountability requirements, and, as a result, will run the risk of financial penalties dur-
ing a time when funds already are in short supply. 

In short, an important relationship exists among workforce quality and stability, results
for children and families, and overall agency characteristics and performance. This rela-
tionship is depicted in Figure 1 (attached). It helps explain why the NYS Program
Improvement Plan (PIP)—the state’s response to the needs identified in the federal
Child and Family Services Review—prioritizes workforce enhancement and stabiliza-
tion. PIP strategy number 7 explicitly recognizes the importance of the workforce.

What can public child welfare leaders do to prevent undesirable turnover, especially among front
line workers and supervisors? What are the key components in a comprehensive, coherent, and
effective retention plan? This report provides preliminary answers to these companion ques-
tions. It presents some of the knowledge and understanding gained from a research and
development partnership among The New York State Office of Child and Family Services
(OCFS), the Social Work Education Consortium (SWEC), New York State’s Commis-
sioners of County Department of Social Services (DSS), and ACS.

THE AIMS AND RATIONALE FOR THIS REPORT

The primary aim for this report is to help Commissioners, Directors and their leader-
ship structures improve the quality and stability of their public child welfare work-
forces—with due recognition that workforce development is a critical mechanism for
enhancing services to vulnerable children and families and increasing overall agency
performance. The secondary aim is to encourage more state-wide dialogue, action
planning, and innovation exchanges—all focused on better models and strategies for
improving the quality and stability of the workforce in NYS. 

To facilitate reading and understanding, this report is organized into six main sections.
The progression is as follows. 
■ Relevant background
■ 9 sources of information
■ 23 emergent findings
■ Lessons learned
■ Retention planning priorities (improvement targets)
■ Concluding observations

Each section is structured to facilitate immediate understanding. For example, the infor-
mation sources are merely listed. Similarly, the key findings, lessons learned, and retention
priorities are printed in italics, and the accompanying explanations are concise. All in all,
research-related language has been edited out. In brief, this report’s authors have strived to
provide a clear, accurate picture without overwhelming readers with too many details. 
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Of course, this kind of editing presents two related dangers: So-called “sins of omis-
sion” (where important information is left out) and “sins of commission” (where too
much information is provided). Mindful of these twin dangers, the authors encourage
readers to request additional information and clarification as may be needed. Additional
resources, including other written reports, are listed in the appendix of this report.

BACKGROUND

Leaders in New York State (NYS) Office of Child and Family Services (OCFS) began
tracking the child welfare workforce problem in 2000 in part because Commissioners
alerted them to its importance. At the same time, public child welfare leaders in other
states also were reporting a developing turnover problem, including its role in reducing
agency effectiveness and also its adverse influence on their state’s performance profile
during federal reviews.

A NATIONAL WORKFORCE CRISIS

In the ensuing years, several national reports have announced a national workforce cri-
sis in the public child welfare and also in the human services in general. Arguably, the
four most important reports were the Child Welfare League of America’s report enti-
tled Empty Chairs (co-authored by F. Alwon & A. Reitz in 2001); The Government
Accounting Office’s report entitled HHS Could Play a Greater Role in Helping Child
Welfare Employees Recruit and Retain Staff (GAO-03-357, 2003); The Annie E. Casey
Foundation’s Report entitled The Unsolved Challenge of System Reform: The Condition of
the Frontline Human Services Workforce (2003); and, the recently published (2005) report
of state workforce survey findings by the American Public Human Services Association. 

Together these reports have comprised a clarion call for action. Notably, they have
identified three urgent needs:
1.  The need for more research aimed at determining both the economic costs (e.g.,

training and replacement costs) and social costs (e.g., the human and community
costs of unmet child and family needs);

2.  The need for more research aimed at understanding the antecedents, correlates,
causes, and consequences of turnover; and

3.  The need for action-oriented research designed to help public child welfare leaders
do something about turnover—namely, to develop and implement successful,
research-supported retention plans. 

Risking over-simplification, these national reports and the work they have spawned fall
into two categories. The first might be called “the system as it is” because all of the
work—cost estimates, turnover research, and the development of retention plans—pro-
ceed with the existing child welfare system as a given. In other words, the thinking, the
research, and the action planning occur “inside the box.” 

The second category might be called “the system as it might become” because the
thinking and recommended action planning are oriented toward dramatic changes.
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This “outside the box” approach is based on two assumptions:
1.  System tinkering alone will not solve the turnover problem;
2.  The turnover problem is inextricably connected to other systems problems (e.g., organi-

zational design, job designs and specifications, reporting and accountability procedures)
such that solving one problem means solving the others. This multi-faceted problem
solving requires pervasive, penetrating reforms aimed at systems redesign.

Both approaches have merit, and NYS Commissioners, Directors, OCFS leaders, and
SWEC researchers are doing their best to mine the benefits from each. For example, “the
system as it is approach” is spawning important research and development initiatives,
including the ones described in this report. These initiatives are yielding a wealth of new
knowledge about the costs of turnover, its causes and consequences, and workers’ recom-
mended changes that will encourage them to stay. At the same time, “the system as it might
become approach” is providing clues about retention planning, including the roles and
functions of state and local agency personnel practices, possible reforms in the Civil Service
System, organizational redesign, and directions for both state and federal policy change. 

The trick is to connect these two approaches and achieve a beneficial balance between
their competing orientations. Such is the work that lies ahead. 

A NYS WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT PARTNERSHIP

To reiterate, OCFS leaders have prioritized workforce development in the NYS Program
Improvement Plan. To help implement this strategy, in 2001 leaders in OCFS engaged the
leadership of the Social Work Education Consortium (SWEC). Together, they structured a
comprehensive workforce initiative encompassing research, development, training, capacity
building, and dissemination. Mindful of the growing national crisis involving workforce
turnover, this initiative was structured initially to understand how best to prevent this
turnover, and, at the same time, to learn how best to enhance the quality of the workforce. 

This initiative began with due recognition of the lack of solid research in NYS and
elsewhere on public child welfare retention and turnover. The partnership also devel-
oped with full appreciation of the realities surrounding NYS’ state-supervised, county-
administered system. These realities begin with the uniqueness inherent in each county,
and they include the special circumstances surrounding New York City’s Administration
for Children’s Services (ACS). Additionally, these realities encompass the challenges,
strengths, and opportunities associated with NYS’ mixed workforce, i.e., one that
includes both credentialed social workers as well as other competent workers without
social work credentials. 

Because this workforce agenda is so complex and entails so many new issues and chal-
lenges, in 2001 leaders from SWEC and OCFS began by agreeing on their respective
responsibilities in this initiative. For example, OCFS leaders began charting workforce
turnover, and SWEC launched a comprehensive agenda involving workforce research
and social work education through university-agency partnerships.

Furthermore, leaders from OCFS and SWEC agreed to “piece it out”, i.e., to proceed on a
manageable scale. Additionally, they agreed to monitor everything they did. This constant
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monitoring has enabled them to learn from their research and development programs, effect
continuous improvements based on this learning, and determine when to share the results
of their work with NYS’ DSS Commissioners, Directors and their leadership structures.

Four years later, the time has arrived to begin sharing new knowledge and lessons
learned. This report presents them—with reminders about their “work in progress sta-
tus” in NYS and in other states. 

NINE SOURCES OF INFORMATION AS KEY PIECES IN THE
WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT PUZZLE

This report draws on the following nine sources:  
1. Workforce retention data compiled since 2000 by OCFS.
2. A retention study conducted in New York City’s ACS system on workers who

recently had completed their MSW degrees.
3. Workforce survey research in 13 NYS upstate county systems with consistently 

high turnover
4. As a follow up to this large scale survey, in-depth interviews with 101 individual

caseworkers and supervisors in these same “high turnover” systems
5. A comparison study involving these high turnover systems and 12 similar NYS 

systems with consistently low(er) turnover.
6. Reviews of recent research on workforce turnover and retention conducted in 

other states.
7. Workforce retention survey research conducted in the Queens field office of New

York City’s ACS 
8. Action- and improvement-oriented discussions of these research findings with com-

missioners of these 13 systems; and with their caseworkers and supervisors
9. A new retention initiative involving intra-agency design and improvement teams

(funded by the Children’s Bureau, US Department of Health and Human Services—
and referenced as the SWEC Children’s Bureau Initiative in this report)

This report draws primarily on the first seven sources.

Each of these sources has yielded some kind of product—an evaluation report, a research
review, or practical improvement materials. Some of these documents are listed in
Appendix A (attached). Copies will be sent immediately upon request. 

Each source provides information that comprises a piece for the larger workforce quality
and stability puzzle. Understandably, some of these pieces are “works in progress.”
Because gaps in knowledge and understanding remain, other key pieces are still missing.
Thus, caution is in order, especially when the uniqueness of each system and its sur-
rounding environment are taken into account. 

SECTION 1:  EMERGENT RESEARCH FINDINGS 

Twenty-three emergent findings are presented in this section of the report. They are
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not rank-ordered. Together they merit commissioners’ and other leaders’ attention. 

1. Although turnover and retention obviously are related, each must be 
understood separately.

The distinction between turnover and retention is especially important. For example,
even when workers identify the reasons why they are leaving, these reasons often are
selective, idiosyncratic, and determined in part by timing, context, and locale. 

Make no mistake about it: Knowing why some workers leave—in a particular place at a
given point in time—enhances retention planning. The fact remains, however, that this
information does not automatically give leaders all they need to know and do to
improve retention. In other words, turnover information is a necessary, but insufficient
component in a comprehensive, coherent, and effective retention plan. 

Retention planning is a key component in overall organizational plans for optimizing
and stabilizing the workforce. This workforce-oriented retention planning revolves
around three basic questions. How will Commissioners get the most talented and
appropriate people into their workforces? How can they subsequently position and sup-
port them to do good work? And, how can they encourage and reward them to stay so
that the agency, its clientele, and the surrounding community benefit from the commit-
ments and expertise offered by a stable, high quality workforce?

Eight related components comprise this workforce optimization and stabilization agenda. 
1.  Recruitment mechanisms: What the agency does to attract suitable candidates; 
2.  Selection mechanisms: How the agency picks the best candidates from its pool—

including the influence of civil service rules; 
3.  Preparation mechanisms: State and agency training and other preparation initiatives; 
4.  Deployment mechanisms: The extent to which the new and veteran workers are placed

in the best jobs—ones that match their competencies and aspirations;
5.  Support mechanisms: Starting with the agency’s mechanisms for inducting and social-

izing new workers, these mechanisms span organizational structures and processes
which provide supports, services, and resources to the workforce;

6.  Advancement and enrichment mechanisms: Mechanisms for supporting promotions,
providing professional development, and capitalizing on workers’ talents and aspira-
tions to improve the agency;

7. Succession planning mechanisms: Mechanisms for stabilizing the workforce in anticipa-
tion of retirements, resignations, and leaves; and

8.  Job redesign and systems change mechanisms: Mechanisms for improving and changing
jobs and the system “as it is” and developing an ideal system. Commissioners, 
directors and local leaders might use this eight component typology to review local
workforce structures and operations. 

This planning also includes at least three kinds of “fit”—correspondence involving each
worker, the agency, and the agency’s environment. These three kinds are:
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1.  The workers’ “fit” with the organization’s orientation and characteristics;
2.  The workers’ fit with the job and the work; and
3.  The workers’ life-work fit, which involves family and community factors. This

“goodness of fit” comprises a centerpiece in retention planning. Turnover research
alone will not provide all of the requisite information. 

With good reason, then, it is best to reserve “retention” to refer to the organization’s plan
to prevent good workers from leaving—mindful that keeping and supporting a high quality
workforce is the primary means for attaining the agency’s mission and goals. Additionally, a
high quality, stable workforce, operating in a high performing agency is the best way to
prevent legal challenges and, even worse, tragedies such as child deaths. 

Retention planning is not merely each agency’s responsibility. As a close companion to
each agency’s retention plan, OCFS also may develop a retention initiative. For example,
the state may influence incentives, rewards, and civil service system “by-passes” and “exit
slips.” The result would be a two-tiered, nested approach in which the state’s and each
agency’s plans are dovetailed. In other words, OCFS and county agencies can and should
work collaboratively around the critical issues of workforce optimization and stabilization. 

A final note: A narrow retention plan—one that views retention “by any means neces-
sary” and one divorced from agency characteristics and performance—won’t benefit the
field or the people it must serve. For example, SWEC researchers learned vicariously
that some NYS systems have a special “retention problem.” In some systems, an unde-
sirable pattern had developed in which workers who were ill suited for the job stayed
while the best workers left. While questions remain about this pattern, one implication
is clear. Retention alone is not necessarily the mark of a high quality child welfare sys-
tem. Retention without high quality agency operations and overall improvements in
performance is a hollow achievement. 

2. Three of the 12 “low turnover systems” in upstate NYS have workforce and orga-
nizational profiles that mirror those of systems with high turnover.

The initial workforce survey of “high turnover systems” identified four main reasons
why workers have looked to leave: Salary/benefits, heavy caseloads, burnout, and orga-
nizational/administrative concerns. These same factors, together with substantial por-
tions of the workforces stating that they had considered leaving in the past year, were
identified in the three of the systems with low turnover. 

This critical finding cautions against sweeping generalizations about turnover, retention,
and their relationships with organizational factors, especially agency leadership. In
brief, systems with consistently high turnover are not automatically “bad” or “flawed,”
and systems with low turnover are not automatically exemplary. 

This finding also suggests that local and regional factors play a role in workforce reten-
tion and turnover. For example, a system may have low turnover, not because it excels
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in its organization and operations, but because there are no other good jobs in the area
for people who are firmly rooted in surrounding, local communities. 

Frankly, this finding raises more questions than it answers. For example, do systems with
consistently low turnover consistently achieve better outcomes than systems with high
turnover? Future SWEC research will begin to address important questions like this one.

3. Turnover is not automatically a problem, i.e., a bad thing. 

The above-mentioned retention problem—when workers not suited for the job stay
while those who are leave—supports the above claim. Put differently, some turnover
may be desirable (e.g., when workers who leave are ill suited for the job) and even ben-
eficial (e.g., workers without the required competencies and commitments leave and are
replaced by new workers with better preparation, expanded competence, and firmer
commitments). This kind of turnover is called “functional turnover” in some of the lit-
erature on workforce development (e.g., Maertz & Campion, 1998). 

That said, there appears to be a threshold at which time too much turnover becomes
problematic. This threshold has not been determined yet.

4.  Some turnover cannot be prevented. 

Examples include retirements, moving to another location with a family or partner, and
death. This kind of turnover is called “unavoidable turnover” in some of the literature
(e.g., Maertz & Campion, 1998). 

5. Although high turnover is perceived as a universal problem in NYS, in fact it is
not. OCFS studies conducted since 2000 indicate that turnover cycles occur; and that
most such cycles are restricted to a select number of county systems. 

To reiterate, SWEC researchers began with 13 NYS systems with high turnover.
Twelve of the thirteen counties had turnover exceeding 25% for two consecutive years
in 2000 and 2001. One county had turnover of more than 25% for one of the two
years. Eleven counties had an average turnover exceeding 25% for five years. Twenty-
one counties never experienced high turnover during the five years observed.

When workers in these high turnover systems were surveyed, the “turnover problem”
became apparent. Of the 409 participants completing a large-scale survey, approximately
three quarters (72%) of the workers and supervisors indicated that they had considered
looking for a new job within the past year. Since intent to leave tends to predict actual
turnover, this was a significant finding.

6. The large-scale survey conducted in upstate systems compared 9 low turnover sys-
tems with 12 high turnover comparison systems. These contrasts hold promise for
future turnover prevention and reduction initiatives.
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Approximately 20% fewer workers in low turnover systems identified their intention to
leave their jobs. This result led to further inquiry into the differences between high
turnover counties (HTCs) and low turnover counties (LTCs) with regard to their
demographic information, practice characteristics, organizational features, and 
supervisory factors. 

DEMOGRAPHIC DIFFERENCES

■ Workers in LTCs are, on average, 3 years older and have been with the agency 3
years longer than those in the HTCs.

■ Participants in LTCs report average salaries between $35,000 and $45,000; these
amounts are approximately $5,000 a year more than their counterparts in HTCs
receive. 50% or more of workers in these LTCs are satisfied with both salaries and
benefits. In short, salaries and benefits matter. 

PRACTICE DIFFERENCES

■ The participants in LTCs spend approximately three hours more per week on direct
service than their counterparts in HTCs. LTC respondents spend slightly less time
on paperwork (approx. 2 hours).

■ LTC workers have lower median caseload. This lower caseload, coupled with 
supervisor support in completion of required paperwork, may allow workers more
time to spend directly with clients.

ORGANIZATIONAL/SUPERVISORY FACTORS

■ In comparison with HTC workers, workers in the LTCs identified higher levels of
clarity and coherence of practice. (This finding may suggest that LTCs have clearer
job descriptions and more agreement regarding competent practice.)

■ These LTC systems seem to have higher levels of supportive collegiality. In 
other words, participants felt more support from fellow coworkers and other 
external professionals.

■ There was a sense of flexibility and professionalism in these LTC counties that
seemed to increase the level of work-life fit the workers feel. 

■ Although there was no difference between HTCs and LTCS on supervisor factors,
quality supervision in both groups was negatively associated with intention to leave
across both cohorts. Quality supervision consists of two components:
1.  Supportive supervision;
2.  Technically competent supervision. This NYS finding dovetails with others’

research on the critical role played by supervisors in retention.

7. The qualitative interviews conducted in each county reinforced the initial findings,
identified and clarified the organizational and administrative issues, and identified
new reasons to leave (e.g., training and support needs, lack of external supports, effec-
tiveness problems, inter-agency relationships, life-work fit).

Workers, when interviewed, often cite more than one factor. Significantly, nearly every
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one of these reasons to leave can become a priority for both retention planning and
overall agency improvement planning. In other words, something can be done about
these correlates and causes of undesirable turnover. In fact, this is why this kind of
turnover is classified as “preventable.”

8. Workers’ perceptions of the goodness of fit between their jobs and their personal
lives are instrumental in their decisions to leave or stay. 

This life work fit is a multi-dimensional construct. It is especially important for NYS’
gendered, public child welfare workforce, one that includes women with multiple roles
and responsibilities.

Life-work fit includes, for example, “on call duties,” especially when workers are
assigned without being consulted. It includes job stress, the workload-caseload relation-
ship, and, in some county systems, time required for travel. It also includes emergent
factors such as safety at the agency and in the field. It encompasses the loneliness work-
ers shoulder because of confidentiality requirements. And, it is becoming increasingly
apparent that an untold number of caseworkers are victims of secondary (vicarious)
trauma, and this trauma spills over into their personal lives, exacting health costs and
personal relationship costs.

On the retention side, some workers and supervisors identified “comp time” and “flex
time” arrangements as holding special promise for improving life-work fit. These arrange-
ments also help reduce workload burdens as they interact with personal responsibilities. 

9. Turnover becomes a problem when good people leave despite the agency’s efforts to retain
them. This “preventable turnover” is the main priority for workforce efforts in NYS. 

This “preventable turnover” manifests itself in one or more of the following situations. 
■ Too many workers leave, for whatever reason, at the same time, which causes perva-

sive instability and a host of related problems in the agency. 
■ While the overall percentage of workers who leave may not reach a threshold level,

workers representing one unit (e.g., CPS) leave in considerable numbers, perhaps
emptying entire units.

■ While turnover may not be an agency-wide problem, key people leave, especially ones
who perform vital, and sometimes “hidden”, functions for the agency. Examples include
effective supervisors; senior caseworkers who mentor newcomers; and veteran workers
who steward co-workers’ morale and promote healthy work climates and cultures.

■ When newly hired employees with promise and talent leave within 2-3 years, i.e.,
workers in whom the agency has invested scarce, precious resources.

In all such cases, turnover is undesirable. Because, in principle, this kind of turnover
can be prevented, it is the main focus for the OCFS-SWEC partnership. 
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10. Persistent, high turnover destabilizes child welfare systems. This destabilization is
intensified when there are delays in hiring, training, and deploying replacement
workers; and when workers are transferred involuntarily from one unit (e.g.,
Preventive Services) to another (e.g., Child Protective Services). 

Vicious cycles develop in systems with consistently high turnover. Figure 2 (attached)
depicts one such vicious cycle; it derives from the research on counties with high turnover.

The destabilization caused by so many interlocking needs and problems is difficult to
reverse. In fact, persistent turnover creates conditions conducive to more turnover. As
Figure 2 suggests, the longer this turnover problem persists, the more comprehensive
and multi-faceted the intervention-improvement strategies aimed at addressing this
problem must be. 

11. Intent to leave is a good predictor of actual turnover.

The literature indicates that workers start thinking about leaving in advance of their resig-
nations. For a host of reasons, many of which are detailed in this report, they begin a
process of withdrawal. Their thoughts (called “cognitions”) of leaving are called “with-
drawal cognitions.” Once these withdrawal cognitions start, they are difficult to reverse. At
some undetermined threshold level, i.e., individuals’ tolerance levels vary—workers, in
essence, reach a tipping point or turning point. This critical decision to leave often is
marked by statements such as “I’ve had it.” Then they leave (e.g., Mitchell & Lee, 2001).

The point is, these workers looked to leave before they left. Here, it is important that
more than two-thirds of the workers in SWEC’s survey of high turnover systems indi-
cated that they had looked to leave within the past year. Although workers in the
majority of the low turnover systems had not looked to leave in such numbers, the fact
remains that, even in the systems with the most favorable profiles, at least one-third of
the workers had looked to leave during the past year. These data comprise an early
warning signal because intent to leave predicts actual leaving.

For example, Smith (2005) completed a SWEC follow-up study of workers in high
turnover counties who expressed their intent to leave. Smith found that intent to leave
is a predictor for actual turnover. 

12. When high turnover persists, the casualties include shared, ready understanding
of both written and unwritten polices and procedures, interpersonal and inter-unit
relationships, and consensus regarding routine work responsibilities and processes.
These problems snowball, and they contribute to related problems (e.g., service gaps
for clients, increased workloads because it takes so long to get simple things done, and
relationship problems in the workplace).

SWEC’s Children’s Bureau turnover prevention initiative, which involves agency-based
design and improvement teams, has provided this knowledge. When too many workers
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leave, newcomers increasingly comprise the workforce. These newcomers are strangers
to each other, the work, and to the agency. In contrast to stable, veteran workforces—
who possess rich stocks of shared understanding about each other, work routines, and
effective practices—these newcomers literally do not know how to proceed. 

Upon reflection, this makes sense: When strangers interact with strangers—because
many are new to their jobs and to the work—and when shared understanding about
rules and routine processes is lost, every work task takes more time and effort. Other
problems follow—for example, case transfers are cumbersome, inter-system relations
are burdensome, and paperwork is not completed on time and properly. These prob-
lems snowball, and ultimately they may cause people to think about leaving.

Workers and supervisors in pilot agencies in the Children’s Bureau initiative have rec-
ognized this problem. Therefore, they have appointed teams of workers and supervisors
to, in essence, write job descriptions, identify work rules and processes, and script inter-
unit relationships (e.g., how CPS will communicate with Preventive Services). Agency-
commissioned process reviews conducted by colleagues at Cornell University also have
been facilitators for this important work whereby relationships, rules, and work
processes are identified, clarified, and improved. 

13. Ineffective, inefficient relations with other systems (e.g., the judicial system, the
school system, the mental health system, the juvenile justice system) contribute to the
turnover problem.

Some high turnover counties manifest obvious needs for improved communication,
coordination, and collaboration, especially for clients with multiple, co-occurring
needs. Interviews with workers yielded this predictable finding: The absence of solid,
sustainable relations with other systems impedes workers’ effectiveness, intensifies their
work loads, limits services and resources available to clients, and, at times, makes the
job feel “thankless.”

14. Undesirable, preventable turnover exacts economic and social costs.

Much of the work on the social and economic costs of turnover lies ahead. The litera-
ture provides useful categories, especially where the direct and indirect economic costs
of turnover are concerned.

For example, Mor Barak, Nissly, & Levin (2001) identify three kinds of direct economic costs:
■ Separation costs—including exit interviews, separation pay, and unemployment tax
■ Replacement costs—including advertising job vacancies, interviews for candidates,

and administration of exams
■ Training costs—including state and local training as well as on-the-job job shadow-

ing, mentoring and coaching.

Turnover is expensive. For example, a SWEC study conducted in an upstate, rural
county system indicated that the separation and replacements total some $25,000 for
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each worker who leaves, with training costs consuming the majority of the expense.
Open cases, some of which remain open because the caseworkers change constantly,
also exact economic costs. 

Indirect economic costs are easy to identify, but difficult to measure. These indirect
costs include inefficiencies in the organization, losses in productivity, and reductions in
effectiveness (Mor Barak, Nissly, & Levin, 2001). 

Beyond the dollars, turnover exacts social costs. For example, the helping relationship
depends fundamentally on trust and open communications, and these qualities of the
helping relationship tend to be casualties when workers leave. In other words, vulnera-
ble children and families are not likely to receive high quality services that yield good
results when their caseworkers change constantly.

15. Recruitment and selection problems play a role in workforce turnover. 

Retention planning encompasses the processes and mechanisms agencies employ to
attract, recruit, select, and place new workers. Workers and supervisors interviewed by 
SWEC researchers identified both recruitment and selection problems. 

For example, recruitment is a problem when the job is “sugarcoated”—i.e., it is pre-
sented as something other than what the work actually entails. The stage is set for
turnover when newcomers bring inaccurate and unrealistic expectations for the job and
the work. They encounter reality shocks, and some never recover from the accompany-
ing feelings of disillusionment and anger. 

While recruitment focuses on how the public child welfare agency tries to attract the
best possible pool of candidates, selection focuses on how hiring decisions are made.
The Civil Service System weighs heavily in the selection process. OCFS and SWEC
leaders are conducting discussions with system representatives on how to improve the
selection processes.

SWEC research also has uncovered other, local factors that influence the candidate
pool. For example, in at least one NYS county, a “residents only” rule applies. Selection
rules like this restrict the candidate pool; and, when the candidate pool is restricted, the
chances of getting the most qualified and best-suited candidates diminish. Ill-suited
candidates are less likely to stay in the agency; and, even if they stay, they often stymie
efforts to improve the agency and its performance. 

16. When training does not correspond to job and work realities, training systems also
play a role in turnover.

Workers and supervisors reported in their interviews gaps between the state’s core training and
the everyday realities of the job and the work. As with sugarcoated recruitment, when every-
day realities clash with training content and process, newcomers experience reality shocks. 
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These reality shocks are especially severe when newcomers encounter practice problems
for which they are unprepared. Because newcomers’ training does not correspond to
work demands and realities, the stage is set for turnover. 

17. Local training is a necessary follow-up and extension of state training, and the
two programs must be dovetailed coherently and effectively. 

In some high turnover counties, this close dovetailing is missing. In some ways, this
conflict can be understood as the difference between practice and the child welfare sys-
tem as it could, or should be—as presented in the state’s core training—and practice as
it is interpreted, implemented, evaluated, and rewarded in the host agency. 

This finding about conflicts is not an invitation to take sides regarding which training
and practice orientation is superior. Rather, the finding points to a factor that con-
tributes to turnover. 

It also signals a priority for retention planning: Strategies aimed at rectifying this prob-
lem and maintaining a close articulation between local and state efforts will help
address the turnover problem, while promoting effectiveness.

In the same vein, initiation-induction programs aimed at “learning organizational
ropes,” becoming “an insider,” and being mentored and coached by senior caseworkers
apparently get short shrift in agencies SWEC researchers have studied. In fact, in some
agencies there is no formal plan in place. In others, these plans are among the casualties
of persistent turnover. Some veterans who once performed these coaching and mentor-
ing functions have left. Some who remain are shouldering heavy caseloads, including
open cases they’ve inherited from departed workers, thus preventing them from men-
toring and coaching new workers. 

These related findings about induction-initiation, mentoring, and coaching are impor-
tant. Workers reported in their interviews that these initiation-induction programs have
the potential to reduce and prevent undesirable turnover while enhancing training and
promoting effectiveness.

18. Effectiveness criteria and practice models are intertwined with turnover problems. 

Some workers and their supervisors identify ineffectiveness and its correlates (e.g.,
inability to meet timelines and achieve outcomes) as causes of turnover. Conversely,
workers who indicated that they intend to stay on the job cite their effectiveness, i.e.
the ability to make a difference in the lives of children and families, as a key reason.
SWEC researchers’ interviews with workers and supervisors enabled greater under-
standing of these basic findings. 

The research literature provides an important distinction, which illuminates some of
the main ideas in this claim (e.g., Smith & Donovan, 2003). This is the distinction
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between casework as “people-processing” and casework as “people-changing work.” Each
concept has its own effectiveness criteria and its own practice model and strategies.

Risking over-simplification, people processing work proceeds without accountability for
improved results for children and families. Completed paperwork, on time and in the
proper format, is the main effectiveness criterion. In this framework, casework is a
scripted performance involving the same routines. Supervision focuses on compliance
with the routines and the paperwork indicative of competent performance. 

In contrast, people-changing work requires a research supported practice model and
accompanying helping strategies. Workers are compelled to find the best strategies that
respond to the needs of the people they serve, requiring solid, accurate assessments,
intervention plans and follow-up protocols. Improved results for children and families
comprise most important effectiveness criterion, and the agency’s workforce holds itself
accountable for these results. 

SWEC research has highlighted the importance of this effectiveness concept and its
sister concept, practice competence. Significantly, in some systems with high turnover
workers cite completed, on time paperwork as the criterion for their effectiveness. In
many high turnover systems, workers are split; some are oriented toward people pro-
cessing, while others are oriented toward people-changing work. 

In some agencies, there appears to be no general consensus on the defining features of
competent practice and exceptional practice. This is an important organizational prob-
lem, one that doubles as a retention and agency performance priority. In short, the
agency’s definitions of, and approaches to, both effectiveness and practice models matter. 

When agencies adopt, promote, and reward a research-supported practice model, they
have made significant strides in retention planning and, at the same time, in improving
client outcomes and agency performance. Such a practice model encompasses the risk
assessment protocols used at intake, the direct service strategies used with clients
already in the system, and the protocols for evaluating and learning from practice,
including the success stories, the lingering problems, and the mistakes. In brief, practice
is the driver for what the agency is and does, and it weighs heavily in workforce devel-
opment and stabilization. 

19. External regulations and their correlates (e.g., paperwork, computer-based report-
ing systems) weigh heavily on agencies, and these external regulations pose special
challenges when agencies create their own layers of requirements, policies and rules,
especially duplicative and redundant ones. These regulatory policy mechanisms add to
the workload problem and indirectly contribute to turnover. 

To reiterate, some workers told researchers that completed, up-to-date paperwork—not
improved client outcomes—is the measure they use for their effectiveness. The differ-
ence between caseload and workload enters here, and so does their relationship. The
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actual caseload, some workers told researchers, often was less of a problem than the
amount of paperwork needing to be completed. As indicated above, several retention
and agency improvement priorities are wrapped up in this problem. 

20. Some workers interviewed in upstate agencies with high turnover identify a top-
down, autocratic management and supervision structure, along with petty bureaucratic
rules and routines, as reasons to leave. 

Overall, the low quality of mutual treatment and workplace interactions causes some
turnover. “Organizational-administrative concerns” and “lack of respect” are code
words for these organizational problems. 

For example, workers and supervisors interviewed by SWEC researchers emphasized
the need for more professionalism (even though they did not define it) as well as a
workplace supportive of their professionalism. Notably, workers and supervisors want
to be consulted on issues that concern them and their jobs. They want more “say so” in
agency decisions. They want to be viewed, treated, and respected as professionals; and,
when they aren’t, some leave. 

Research in other states highlights a key distinction---commitments to the work versus
commitments to the agency. In short, some workers leave, not because they do not like
and cannot perform casework; or because they lack commitments to serving vulnerable
children and families. They leave because the agency provides an inhospitable, unsup-
portive working environment. This SWEC finding mirrors research completed else-
where (e.g., Landsman, 2001).

For example, SWEC researchers interviewed workers and supervisors who had left
one NYS child welfare agency in favor of another. They changed jobs because they
viewed the old agency as unsupportive and even flawed. And, they announced their
long term commitments to child welfare—their intentions to stay in their new
agency—because the organizational environment was supportive of them, their work,
and their career needs. 

21. Workers’ perceptions of their organization’s support for them and their work
weigh heavily in both turnover and retention.

This finding derives from two sources: Smith’s (2005) SWEC research and the work of
agency-based design and improvement teams (the Children’s Bureau initiative). It is
supported by an identifiable theory—perceived organizational support—and it is related
to the research identified earlier (i.e., low commitment to the agency, high commitment
to the work). 

Smith’s research (2005) indicates that organizational characteristics affect the likelihood
of staying. Workers in her research were more likely to stay in their jobs when they
perceived that their job allowed for life-work balance, their supervisor was supportive
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and competent, and few other job alternatives were available. In addition, workers were
more likely to stay if they worked in organizations with relatively low turnover.
Generally, extrinsic rewards promoted job retention.

Consistent with this line of reasoning, workers on local district design and improve-
ment teams report informally that the mere fact that commissioners supported and
promoted the development of these teams—and invited workers’ input into agency
operations—sends the meta-message that top level leaders care about them and do
want to support them.

Several lines of research point in the same direction. More specifically, when leaders
invest in key organizational priorities, making explicit their caring and concern for
workers’ job satisfaction, effectiveness, and well being, retention is enhanced. These
organizational priorities include manageable caseloads and workloads, clear purposes
and priorities, and both incentives and rewards for jobs done well. 

22. Some workers supported by their agency in the completion of a Masters of Social
Work (MSW) Degree express an intent to leave because their jobs do not change even
after they’ve completed their advanced study; and also when they are not promoted.

This important finding from SWEC research in New York City’s ACS has implications
for other systems intent on enriching their workforce with more MSWs. It points to
two significant priorities: Creating workplaces supportive of professionalism and offer-
ing career ladders for persons who have completed advanced degree programs and cer-
tification programs. Especially in NYS, with its mixed workforce, there appears to be a
need and an opportunity to develop unique strategies aimed at recruiting and retaining
MSWs for special leadership roles in agency’s mixed workforces, i.e., workforces that
include persons without formal training in social work education programs. 

Research in other states on MSW retention emphasizes another reason to leave, one
that is relevant to NYS with its mixed workforce. In other states, workers with MSWs
leave because workers without social work training and degrees also are called social
workers. MSWs, wanting unique professional recognition and identification, leave
when external publics and agency leadership treat them the same as workers without
formal social work credentials. 

23. A recent national study of states and a recent national review of the research on
turnover and retention provide findings and implications that amplify and extend
SWEC’s findings in NYS.

The American Public Human Services Association workforce survey research (2005)
and the systematic research review completed by Zlotnik, DePanfilis, Daining, & Lane
(2005) provide findings and recommendations that amplify and extend the NYS find-
ings generated by SWEC researchers. 
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Here are key examples of the reasons why workers stay in child welfare:
■ A sense of purpose
■ Career ladders and opportunities for promotion
■ Preference for work with children and families 
■ Adequate wages and benefits
■ Co-worker support
■ Supervisor support, made possible in part from better supervisor-worker ratios
■ Appropriateness of the job assignment
■ Personal investment (called “investiture” and probably signally firm commitments)
■ Self-efficacy (a “can do” attitude that enables workers to persist even when challenged)
■ Effective training
■ Workers’ safety is ensured
■ Perceived organizational (and administrative) support, commitment, and cooperation 
■ Age: Older workers are more likely to remain. 
■ Good external and community relations through strategic public relations 
■ Social supports from friends, family, and co-workers 
■ Better service delivery strategies

Reasons Why Workers Leave 
■ Burnout, especially emotional exhaustion and, to a lesser degree, depersonalization
■ Inadequate supervision 
■ Heavy workloads and high caseloads 
■ Low salaries
■ Lack of opportunities for promotion
■ Perceived lack of recognition for the work
■ Risk of violence (concerns about safety)
■ The lack of organizational socialization – manifested in learning how to practice and

work “through the grapevine” 
■ Depersonalization in the agency

As with SWEC’s research and development initiatives in NYS, the national research
points to a complex interplay of individual, family, organizational, community, and poli-
cy factors. Mirroring SWEC researchers’ findings and conclusions, this national review
also found an insufficient amount of research with too much of it manifesting uneven
quality and yielding inconsistent findings.

To reiterate, lists of reasons why people leave and stay, such as the ones provided above,
are helpful and informative. That said, these lists beg for better classification if they are
to serve as the basis for comprehensive, coherent, and effective retention planning.

Mitchell and Lee (2001) provide two such classifications for the organizational and
environmental factors involved in turnover and retention. 

■ Push factors are the organizational and environmental factors that cause people to look to
leave and actually leave. Examples include problematic managerial styles, negative

SEPTEMBER  2005 27

A Report to Commissioners



and defensive organizational cultures and climates, inadequate supervision, insufficient
training, and the lack of community supports and resources. A thorough integration
of these push factors will benefit retention planning because, in principle, commis-
sioners, directors and their designated leaders can influence and control these factors. 

■ Pull factors are the external environmental mechanisms that lure workers away,
despite efforts to retain them. Pull factors include other jobs in the area, especially
those in the human services that provide better working conditions, supports, and
rewards. Other child welfare agencies also operate as pull factors. For example,
SWEC researchers found some workers who didn’t leave child welfare, nor did they
have to move their families. They were lured away by an adjacent county agency.
This amounts to “Robbing Peter to Pay Paul”, of course. But it’s a different kind of
turnover, and it needs to be understood. A third classification also is helpful

■ Keep factors are the mechanisms that enable commissioners, directors and their agen-
cies to retain staff. Clearly, some such factors are central components in a retention
plan. For example, SWEC research identified the fit between life and work (life-
work fit) as a reason why workers stay; it’s a prominent keep factor. Other keep fac-
tors are circumstantial and environmental. For example, the lack of other jobs in the
immediate vicinity, especially for people with firm local roots, is a keep factor. Several
of NYS’ rural systems gain retention benefits from this factor. 

This three-fold classification—consisting of push, pull, and keep factors—provides a
useful framework for summarizing findings and organizing retention planning. Look
for it in the concluding section of this report, starting with Figure 10. 

Clearly, more work needs to be done, and it needs to be informed by the strengths and
the limitations of previous research. This is what the OCFS-SWEC-Commissioner-
Director, Partnership in NYS is designed to do. Recent lessons learned will facilitate
future improvements. 

SECTION 2: LESSONS LEARNED

The six lessons learned provided in this section derive from direct interactions with
workers, supervisors, managers, directors and commissioners in a sample of NYS public
child welfare systems. They recommend new ways of doing business in agencies. 

1. Workers, especially front-line workers and their supervisors, have expertise 
about agency  characteristics, operations, and performance, and some of their recom-
mended  improvements promise to enhance effectiveness, better the agency, and reduce
undesirable turnover.

Two examples illustrate this claim. One stems from the survey research and personal
interviews conducted in “high turnover” systems. When SWEC researchers shared
each agency’s research findings with the workers, workers were asked to identify
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improvement strategies that would reduce turnover, enhance retention, and improve
agency performance. Figure 3 (attached) lists a composite of these recommendations.
Management’s respect for workers and due recognition of their dedication and good
performances are central to these recommendations. Significantly, many of these rec-
ommendations indicate needs to improve the quality of treatment and interaction in
agencies, along with the organizational supports provided workers. It is important to note
that national research on turnover and agency improvement has identified some of the
same improvements NYS workers’ have identified. 

The second example stems from the SWEC’s Children’s Bureau turnover prevention
initiative. Design and improvement teams consisting of workers, supervisors, managers,
deputy commissioners and deputy directors have yielded unique knowledge about
turnover, retention, and overall improvement strategies. Formal research, involving a
large scale survey and in-depth interviews with individuals, did not by itself provide a
complete picture of needs, problems, aspiration, opportunities, and improvement prior-
ities. These teams provided processes and mechanisms for “drilling down” to get to
deeper, agency-specific concerns and needs.

2. Workers’ stress, burnout, vicarious (secondary) trauma, and safety at the agency
and in the field are organizational support priorities.

Significantly, these problems are not priorities in some agencies, and this oversight or
neglect explains why workers consider leaving and then turnover. In the same vein,
when special programs and opportunities exist, or are launched, an important stride
toward retaining workers and safeguarding their health and well being has been made.
Workers interviewed in the research and design and improvement team members have
identified and supported this lesson.

For example, one NYS agency has deployed an MSW worker to debrief and counsel
workers who have experienced traumatic events. Other agencies provide passes or
reduced membership fees at the local YMCA. Others have fortified safety procedures
and mechanisms at the agency and for workers while they are in the field. 

3. Solid, positive relationships with co-workers and supervisors are important reten-
tion and job satisfaction enhancements, especially when these social supports are dove-
tailed with organizational supports. 

Work in public child welfare is inherently stressful, and sometimes it is dangerous. This
inescapable reality raises a fundamental question: What can be done to reduce stress
and danger, and, at the same time, to enhance workers’ effectiveness and well being?

Participants in SWEC research projects consistently identified “relationships with co-
workers” as a reason to stay. Others talk openly in the same, positive manner about
their relationships with their supervisors. This lesson implicates both the informal side
of organizational life as well as its formal characteristics, especially its climate and cul-

SEPTEMBER  2005 29

A Report to Commissioners



ture, and it dovetails with others’ research findings (e.g., Mor Barak, Nissly, & Levin,
2001; Zlotnik, DePanfilis, Daining, & Lane, 2005). 

For example, Barbara Drake, a county commissioner in Colorado and a consultant to
SWEC’s Children’s Bureau initiative, has used activities such as community service
events and festivals to bring workers closer together and, at the same time, connect
them with their local communities in non-traditional ways. She’s also commissioned,
from an internal work group, a formal agency report aimed at celebrating the diversity
of the workforce and improving the co-worker relations. 

Innovations like these make a difference in how workers perceive each other and the
organization—and especially, whether both are supportive. Social supports provided by
co-workers and supervisors in combination with organizational supports initiated by
commissioners and other top level leaders help reduce workers’ stress. These three
kinds of supports—from co-workers, supervisors, and the organization—signal man-
agement’s respect and concern, and they help buffer workers from inherent stress and
dangers. All three kinds of supports merit more attention in retention planning and in
future research. 

4. Some agencies lack a solid, sustainable plan for capitalizing on the expertise and
special talents of veteran (senior) caseworkers. When they leave, the agency has lost
more than a worker. 

Veteran, successful workers learn how to negotiate the multiple, sometimes competing
demands of their jobs, including multi-tasking responsibilities. Many also know how to
see client progress and success and gauge their own effectiveness in minute progress indi-
cators and achievements. They often have solid relationships with other service systems. 

This expert knowledge apparently is under-utilized in many systems, and it’s perishable—
when workers leave, it goes with them. Strategies aimed at tapping, formalizing, disseminat-
ing, and evaluating this knowledge promise to enhance effectiveness, enhance agency
climate, and improve retention. 

5. Some high turnover, rural counties lack the special services and resources workers
want and client systems need, and, in the current fiscal and policy climate, it is
unlikely that they will be able to develop them independently. Inter-system and inter-
county collaborations may offer benefits to workers, families, and leaders alike.

This lesson stems from SWEC research on “high turnover counties.” In this perspec-
tive, cross-county resource sharing makes “good cents.” More importantly, it offers
resources to workers and better, more accessible services to children and families. 

6. Research designs that include commissioners, directors and their designated leaders
as co-researchers improve the quality, validity, dissemination, and use of 
research findings. 

30 RETENTION PLANNING TO REDUCE WORKFORCE TURNOVER IN NEW YORK STATE’S PUBLIC CHILD WELFARE SYSTEMS

A Report to Commissioners



The SWEC research experience is an exemplar for this claim, and the same is true of
the Children’s Bureau turnover initiative. While there are always trade-offs with partic-
ipatory designs, the resultant research designs, instruments, implementation, dissemina-
tion, and uses have been improved significantly because of the participation and leader-
ship of commissioners, directors and their designated leaders. In short, responsive
research, like responsive practice, has a higher probability of improving results.

In the same vein, the SWEC experience has demonstrated the unique, important roles
NYS universities and their social work education programs can play in workforce develop-
ment and stabilization efforts. Unquestionably, these roles are important because they have
been developed in close partnership with NYS DSS Commissioners, directors and OCFS
leaders. These roles include research, training and capacity building, dissemination of
innovations via national networking, and, perhaps above all, serving as an intermediary
with OCFS, Directors, Commissioners, and the NYS public child welfare workforce. 

For example, SWEC researchers have been gratified by comments from Commissioners,
Directors, managers, supervisors, and caseworkers to the effect that the research we’ve con-
ducted has given voice and the stamp of legitimacy to their needs and concerns. The same
kinds of comments have accompanied the work of design and improvement teams in pilot
NYS agencies. They indicate that the SWEC partnership has been a worthwhile investment. 

SECTION 3: EMERGENT RETENTION PLANNING PRIORITIES

This report concludes with explicit retention priorities—seven immediate targets for
planning and action. Far from the last word on the subject, they nevertheless enable
work on a coherent, comprehensive, feasible, and effective agenda that accomplishes
three related goals:
1.  It improves the retention of good workers;
2.  It improves overall agency characteristics and performance; and
3.  It improves outcomes for children and families.

Figure 4 (attached) provides a context for these retention priorities. It indicates what
everyone knows—namely, that federal and state regulatory legislative and funding
mechanisms often are outside the influence and control of local leaders and their agen-
cies. Insofar as these external factors cause workers to leave, there is little agency leaders
can do to stop it.

However, this report indicates that something can be done to reduce turnover, improve
retention, and enhance overall agency performance and characteristics. The inner four
boxes in Figure 4 begin to identify these retention priorities. 

1. The agency and its workforce benefit significantly from an explicit, research-supported
practice model and accompanying strategies. 

SWEC research yielded three critical findings. First: Workers in the same agencies
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lacked a unity of purpose (they were not “on the same page”). Second: They did not
agree on indicators of effectiveness. Third: Workers in some of these agencies cited
completed paperwork—not client outcomes—as the most important measure of their
effectiveness. All three findings indicate sub-optimal operations. 

These three findings also indicate the need for an agency-wide practice model, one
endorsed and promoted by commissioners, other top level leaders, managers and super-
visors, and veteran caseworkers. Agency-wide agreement on an effective practice model
facilitates unity of purpose—where nearly everyone in the agency is “on the same page.”
Such a retention facilitator for workers has the added benefit of yielding improved results
for clients. In short, planning for an effective practice model facilitates workforce retention
and, at the same time, promises better results for clients.

What are the defining features of an effective, justifiable practice model? For starters,
SWEC’s workforce survey includes several items, which together comprise an impor-
tant conceptual category called clarity and coherence of practice. 

Practice is clear when workers understand it and are able to implement all that it
entails. In everyday language, they know it when they see it; and they can learn how to
do it. Moreover, they are able to identify, describe, explain, and assess progress indica-
tors and success measures for their practice. 

Moreover, practice is coherent when it is logical, rational, and consistent. Perhaps
above all, the various parts of practice fit together, just as the pieces in a jigsaw puzzle
fit together to reflect the picture on the top of the puzzle box. 

Importantly, when practice is clear and coherent, it is a retention facilitator. It also
appears that some workers leave when practice is not clear and coherent. 

Common sense reasoning helps account for this retention influence. When practice is
clear and coherent, and when workers develop practice competence, they are able to gain
the benefits, both intrinsic and extrinsic, from a job well done. They also are likely to
develop a “can do attitude”—called efficacy, which enables them to persist even when
cases present multiple challenges. All things being equal, these workers are more likely
to have higher levels of job satisfaction as well as higher commitments to the work (and
perhaps the agency) than workers who do not see practice as clear or coherent. 

In short, clear and coherent practice matters, especially with three key additions. The
first is research supported practice—meaning that the practice has been tested; and that it
has a high probability of yielding desired results. 

The second is consensus-based practice, which has two related meanings. The first is con-
sensus at all levels of the organization regarding the defining features of competent
practice, consensus that is reflected in unity of purpose and shared accountability for
results. The second is consensus with client systems—children, youth, parents, other
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adults, and entire families, consensus that facilitates casework because clients assume
joint responsibility and accountability for results.

The third is collaborative practice, and it stems from a fundamental reality. Child welfare
systems, clients, and workers cross the boundaries of several systems and organizations.
These systems and organizations include schools, the courts, mental health, juvenile
justice, domestic violence, public health, and substance abuse. Simply put, child welfare
workers cannot “do it all, alone”, and stand-alone, isolated child welfare organizations
will not achieve needed results. 

Thus, one ideal way to describe practice is rather long-winded, but it describes what’s
needed in retention planning. The ideal is a clear, coherent, research-supported, consensus-
based, and collaborative practice model. As practice in the agency approaches this ideal,
both retention and effectiveness will be facilitated. In other words, competent practice,
retention, and effectiveness go hand-in-hand.

One final note: Ken Patterson, Director of a County System in California and a con-
sultant to SWEC’s retention work, is among the national leaders who have added to
their agency’s practice model an innovative, “front-end” risk assessment and deploy-
ment systems. In essence, the agency deploys some of its best workers in this assess-
ment system with the aim of differentiating among different kinds of reports involving
possible child abuse and neglect. These workers make prudent decisions about which
cases require urgent investigations and which ones do not. This practice system effec-
tively reduces caseworkers’ and supervisors’ workloads, and it a valuable facilitator for
their time management. This system merits review in agencies persistently challenged
by an excessive numbers of reports which, without such a risk assessment and work-
force deployment system, command equal time, attention, and staffing, thereby adding
to workloads and stress and contributing to turnover. 

2. The relationship between practice demands and job demands is an important reten-
tion priority.

This relationship, depicted at the center of Figure 4, is critical to retention and overall
agency characteristics and performance. Figure 5 (attached) summarizes the key aspects of
each and emphasizes the need to harmonize them. SWEC work in some high turnover sys-
tems indicates that when they are “out of sync,” workers leave and the agency also suffers. 

3. Workloads and caseloads need to be reduced or streamlined.

Job overloads stem from a combination of workloads and caseloads, and both stress and
burnout are correlates. All cause workers to leave. Figure 6 (attached) provides a pre-
liminary planning inventory to reduce and streamline workloads and caseloads.

4. Caseworkers, senior caseworkers, and supervisors’ jobs, roles, and relationships need
to be aligned, harmonized, and synchronized.

SEPTEMBER  2005 33

A Report to Commissioners



Figure 7 (attached) provides a planning and assessment template, one that is predicated
on a shared, solid, and explicit foundation for agency operations. It implicates an array of
agency operations—e.g., supportive and competent supervision, mechanisms for men-
toring new workers, mechanisms for developing expertise from practice, etc. When this
kind of framework is not in place, turnover often occurs and agency performance suffers. 

5. The agency’s climate and culture are retention priorities, and so are its’ relation-
ships with OCFS operations and functions.

Figure 8 (attached) outlines some of the key components in this part of the retention
agenda. Communication mechanisms merit special emphasis because SWEC research
indicates that ineffective and inefficient top-down and bottom-up communications sys-
tems cause untold problems. Initially these problems affect morale, and ultimately they
are associated with the reasons why people leave. 

The “disconnects” listed in this figure merit special attention because SWEC research
indicates that they are associated with turnover. These disconnects may be endemic in
public child welfare systems. In other words, the retention priority is not necessarily to
eliminate them. The priority is to acknowledge them and make every effort to reduce
them and their impacts on workers. Presently, in some high turnover systems they are
not acknowledged or addressed. For workers afflicted by them, the silence is deafening.

6. Design and improvement teams, which provide workers’ with genuine voice in agency
operations and job performances, engender commitments and facilitate retention.

The large scale survey and the personal interview guide employed by SWEC researchers
asked workers to identify the reasons why they stay. Reasons to stay included relation-
ships with co-workers, commitments to their local communities, their love for the
work, the fit between their job and their personal lives, and, for senior workers, their
investments in the system (implying significant costs or sacrifices associated with leav-
ing). These responses provide some of the substantive content for retention planning,
including recruitment-related planning. 

In fact, these responses correspond to a new model for retention planning proposed by
Mitchell and Lee (2001). This model calls to commissioners’ attention the importance of
securing workers’ active engagements (“embeddedness”) in their jobs and organizations.

Mitchell and Lee’s (2001) retention model also emphasizes three main constructs—Fit,
Links, and Sacrifice. Workers responses in SWEC research can be interpreted anew in
the light of these three categories. 

Fit, for example, encompasses the harmony workers experience with living in the local
community, working in this particular child welfare agency, and holding a rewarding
and meaningful job. Links refer to relationships in the community and in the organiza-
tion, notably relationships with, and supports provided by, co-workers, supervisors, and
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managers. Sacrifices refer to the costs and adverse consequences of leaving—e.g., lost
salary and benefits and also investments made in the job and the agency that can never
be regained. 

This new model, freely translated, yields the beginnings of a simple, yet powerful
approach to retention. 
■ Ask workers why they stay and also ask them about the changes, which will encour-

age them to stay. 
■ Then develop processes and mechanisms for reinforcing the reasons why they stay;

and for effecting the changes that will encourage them to stay. 

In this simple approach, retention is facilitated when workers’ voices are heard and,
where possible, heeded. 

Thanks to support from the US Children’s Bureau as well as leadership from Commis-
sioners and Directors in 5 pilot organizations, SWEC researchers and their agency
partners have developed design and improvement teams that give voice to workers,
engage them in improving their jobs and agencies, advise leadership, and, all in all,
facilitate improvement planning and communications in the agency. These teams con-
sist of workers representing the various key roles in the agency—new caseworker, sen-
ior caseworker, supervisor, staff developer, manager, and deputy-commissioner-director.
Together they’ve developed improvement plans, including plans specifically focused on
retention. These team development and planning protocols are among the resources
SWEC now offers to commissioners and directors. 

7. Leadership matters, and commissioners/directors have vital roles to play in reten-
tion and, in turn, overall agency characteristics and performance.

While it’s true that commissioners/directors can only do so much, SWEC research also
has indicated that there’s much they and their designated officials can do. Figure 9
(attached) lists some of these roles and functions. 

SECTION 4: CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS

This report has presented developing knowledge about turnover, selected lessons
learned, and emergent retention priorities. Definitive in some respects, in other areas
the state of knowledge and understanding merits the label “under construction.” In still
other areas, the questions outstrip the answers. 

UNDERSTANDING TURNOVER 

Some turnover cannot be prevented, and not all turnover is problematic. For example,
some turnover is beneficial (or functional) insofar as it provides opportunities to hire
more qualified workers. Some new workers may have new competencies and leadership
abilities, which will help the agency achieve its missions and perform its functions.
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This report also indicates that not all retention is automatically beneficial. For example,
when workers ill-suited for the job, the work, and the agency remain, and they focus on
people processing, retention is a problem. In all likelihood, commissioners, directors,
managers, and supervisors would prefer that workers fitting this description would
leave. They would deem this kind of turnover as desirable. 

That said, pervasive turnover involving good workers destabilizes and impairs opera-
tions in child welfare agencies. Rampant turnover also limits the quality of services to
children, families and communities, also impairing the agency’s ability to achieve the
outcomes for which it is responsible and accountable. 

TOWARD COMPREHENSIVE, COHERENT, AND EFFECTIVE RETENTION PLANNING

Thus, this report has focused on comprehensive, coherent, and effective retention
planning aimed at keeping good workers—people the agency call ill afford to lose.
For lack of better terms, this kind of turnover can be classified as “undesirable 
(preventable) turnover.” 

Commissioners, directors and other leaders can do something to reduce and prevent
this kind of undesirable turnover. Their special plans must start with mechanisms and
processes for recruitment, selection, and training. They include a clear, research-sup-
ported practice model, one that builds consensus and promotes unity of purpose. These
plans also need to be dovetailed with improvements aimed at agency characteristics and
performance. These plans’ emphasis on the agency, especially its characteristics and perform-
ance, is crucial because organizational characteristics, especially the organization’s purposes, prac-
tice models, cultures, and climates, weigh heavily in the best workers’ decisions to stay or leave. 

Put bluntly, agency characteristics often are instrumental in pushing people out. They
cause workers to wonder about whether there’s hope for a good fit involving their
career plans and the agency’s working conditions. 

Mindful that some agencies push workers out, the three categories provided earlier—
push factors, pull factors, and keep factors—may prove to be useful in this retention
planning. Figure 10 provides a summary list of these three kinds of factors. This figure
indicates that retention planning needs to be aimed in two directions:
1. Preventing push factors—the organizational features that cause people to think about

leaving and then leave; and,
2. Developing and strengthening keep factors—the organizational features that encour-

age and reward good people to stay and commit to making the agency better. 

TOWARD EARLY WARNING AND RAPID RESPONSE SYSTEMS

Upon closer inspection, turnover often is a gradual process. It begins when workers
first think about leaving. Absent targeted interventions, these “withdrawal cognitions”
ultimately lead to a yet-undetermined tipping point or threshold, at which time work-
ers actually look for other jobs. When workers actually start looking to leave, it may be
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too late to intervene because SWEC research, like other research, indicates that intent
to leave predicts actual turnover.

Figure 11 depicts this withdrawal process. It emphasizes the influence of push and pull
factors in workers’ thinking about leaving and then their active pursuit of other jobs.
These “withdrawal cognitions” are like early warning signals; they provide important
opportunities for early interventions and preventive initiatives. 

As Figure 11 also indicates, commissioners and their designated leaders can do the
equivalent of “early warning work and rapid response work.” This kind of retention
planning requires three related mechanisms:
■ Mechanisms for finding out which workers have started to think about leaving
■ Mechanisms for identifying the reasons why they are considering leaving, including

the creation of a open, trusting organizational environment in which workers feel
safe and even rewarded when they make these disclosures

■ Mechanisms such as agency-based design and improvement teams for acting on these
reasons for leaving—namely, processes and structures for effecting improvements
that remedy problems and encourage retention.

This early warning and rapid response system is one component in comprehensive,
coherent, and effective retention plans. 

This emphasis on “plans” rather than a one best plan is intentional. SWEC’s research
and development efforts have yielded this firm conclusion: Agencies vary, and every
improvement plan must take into account local uniqueness. 

That said, every agency has needs for a highly qualified and stable workforce. Every
agency also has needs for organizational learning and improvement systems. Retention
planning aimed at turnover prevention and workforce quality provides timely opportu-
nities for this organizational learning and improvement. 

In other words, retention planning is not another competing priority. It needs to be
dovetailed with comprehensive initiatives aimed at improving all that the agency is and
does. And no wonder: The agency’s present status and future directions depend funda-
mentally on the quality and stability of its workforce. 

EXIT INTERVIEWS AND EVALUATIONS TO IMPROVE RETENTION AND THE AGENCY

Figure 11 indicates a “back end” component to the agency’s “front end” early warn-
ing and rapid response system. This after-the-fact system is designed to gain infor-
mation about why workers leave. As with the early warning system, the commission-
ers, directors and their designated leaders need mechanisms for harvesting and using
this information. Here, it is noteworthy that SWEC researchers learned, through
their research, that, while agencies conduct exit interviews, some do little or nothing
with the information gained.
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SWEC researchers have developed a battery of new instruments, all of which can be
adapted for use in exit interviews and agency self-evaluations. Four turnover prevention
inventories are provided in Appendix B—one for caseworkers, one for CPS workers in
New York City, another for supervisors, and a third for managers and commissioners.
Commissioners also may use these detailed inventories for self-evaluations and, of
course, they can be translated into planning checklists that commissioners and man-
agers can use to develop retention planning priorities. Other planning instruments
developed by SWEC (e.g., an instrument to assess the quality of the physical work
environment; a job satisfaction survey) are available upon request. 

ASPIRATION-BASED RETENTION PLANNING

Understandably, many retention plans start with needs and problems. More specifically,
when plans exist, they often focus on all that’s wrong that causes people to leave. 

In contrast, plans may be launched in relation to strengths, aspirations, and oppor-
tunities. For example, the following two aspiration-oriented questions can facilitate
retention planning. 
■ What organizational characteristics and working conditions need to be in place in

order for workers at all levels of the system to enjoy meaningful, rewarding work,
especially work that enhances their overall well being? 

■ What changes need to be made in order to get from “here” (the current state of
operations) to “there”—the idealized organizational state where workers enjoy mean-
ingful, rewarding work that enhances their well being?

These questions may help leaders to envision workplaces other than rigid, compliance-
oriented public bureaucracies. They point toward workplaces supportive of a high 
quality, stable, and professionalized workforce. 

OCFS AS A RETENTION PLANNING PARTNER

SWEC research to date indicates that OCFS leaders must become genuine partners
in this comprehensive, integrated approach to retention planning. After all, the 
regulatory environment matters in everything these agencies and their workforces
attempt and do. 

For example, every new federal, legislative and OCFS requirement, regardless of the
good intentions that drive it, has the potential to add to the turbulence, complexity, and
sheer work overload experienced by workers at every level of the agency. In a nutshell,
just as the support provided by their commissioner or director, and their agency influ-
ences caseworkers and supervisors, so too does the support provided by OCFS influ-
ence commissioners and their designated leaders. 

It follows that every new requirement merits intensive discussion between OCFS lead-
ers and commissioners with an eye toward the influence this requirement may have on
workforce quality, stabilization, and performance. Ultimately, this means a dual change
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management strategy—one at the state level and one at each local agency—with effec-
tive ways to harmonize and synchronize the two. 

Perhaps the time has arrived to create a formal partnership structure consisting of
OCFS representatives and representative NYS commissioners and directors with an
explicit charge: To broaden the scope of existing, joint planning to include an explicit,
ongoing focus on workforce optimization and stabilization. After all, there’s only so
much each can do alone. However, they can do a great deal of good work together,
working in close partnership and communicating effectively about what helps and also
what impairs the kind of retention planning called for in this report. 

NEXT STEPS

Clearly, training alone is not the answer to “the turnover problem” and to overall plans for
workforce optimization and stabilization. Training is a necessary, but insufficient, way to
build much-needed capacities. Other mechanisms include work process reviews provided
by colleagues at Cornell University, and the kinds of multi-level, organizational interven-
tions provided by SWEC’s Children’s Bureau initiative—namely cross-role, intra-agency
design and improvement teams combined with management consultations. 

It’s also clear that the work that lies ahead will require significant investments from OCFS,
County Commissioners, and ACS in New York City. SWEC representatives are “on
call” to facilitate, this critical work, serving as a dependable intermediary organization. 

Once the economic and social costs of turnover are calculated, it will become apparent
that these retention-focused investments of time, leaders’ commitments, and resources
are worthwhile. NYS’ public child welfare system simply will not improve if it does not
enjoy the services provided by a high quality, stable workforce. 

If this report helps commissioners, directors and their designated leaders get started
with comprehensive, coherent, and effective retention planning, also working in close
partnership with their counterparts from OCFS, it has achieved its primary aim. If this
work also includes more state wide dialogue and action planning focused on these
important priorities, so much the better. 
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The Agency's Local, State, and Federal Environments:
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FIGURE 1. 
Workforce Quality and Stabillity as a Key Driver 

of Agency Characteristics and Performance 
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FIGURE 2. 
Staffing Problems as One Cause of Turnover’s Vicious Cycles 
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FIGURE 3. 
An Ideal Type for Improvements Suggested by Workers

RECOMMENDED IMPROVEMENT BARRIER/PROBLEM/NEED

Provide more timely hiring, training, agency initiation,
and deployment of new workers; do not assign cases 
to trainees 

Many of the problems and "spillover effects" listed in
Figure 1, including premature assignment of caseloads
to novice workers; and excessive caseloads

Exercise care when making internal transfers; and, con-
sult workers and supervisors before transferring them

Destabilization of workers’ lives and loss of their pri-
mary work commitments; nested problems stemming
from “robbing Peter to pay Paul”

Implement "flex time" and "comp time" arrangements
Conflicts between work and personal life associated
with turnover; and some job demands related to burnout

Develop consensus on effective practice and overall job
performance

Limitations in training and worker performance; prob-
lems with aspects of the agency's organizational climate

Develop a coherent plan for initiation into the agency,
including mentoring by expert, veteran workers

Over-reliance on training; individualistic, "sink or swim"
socialization, which is associated with lower effective-
ness and may sow the seeds for worker turnover

Capitalize on the expertise of effective, veteran workers
in local training and agency initiation

Unavoidable selectivity and limitations of state and
agency training regarding how to negotiate work
demands in our county

Improve training quality and timing
Lack of correspondence between aspects of training and
actual work demands ("sugarcoating of the job")

Ensure that workers have access to competent, support-
ive supervisors

Effectiveness problems, agency climate, and their rela-
tions with burnout and turnover

Implement strengths-based, solution-focused, and
improvement-oriented supervision and management
procedures

Morale and commitment problems caused by perceived
lack of appreciation and trust as well as maltreatment

Streamline paperwork requirements and provide clerical
assistance 

Heavy workloads, together with perceived absence of
supports, and their relations with burnout and turnover

Improve caseloads (size and equity)

Excessive caseloads; caseloads that have a dispropor-
tionate number of hardest to serve clients; special 
challenges of open cases inherited from workers who
have left

Assign cases, wherever possible, that are close to work-
ers' homes 

The challenges of travel in Suffolk County, including the
amount of time it takes workers to get home and the
stress travel involves

Employ and deploy strategically more parent aides, 
clerical aides, and transportation aides

Lack of services, especially preventive services, for client
systems; problems with paperwork requirements; exces-
sive workloads related to burnout and turnover

Celebrate and reward "small wins" and big 
success stories

Workers' needs to feel appreciated and rewarded when
they have performed effectively, especially good per-
formance under extraordinarily challenging conditions

Convene listening circles, forums, and problem-solving
sessions

Perceived lack of input by workers, together with lack of
interest and knowledge by administration, including the
negative effects of the agency's climate; need to develop
the feeling that "we're all in the same boat here."

Improve screening and hiring processes and criteria
Need to increase a sense of professionalism among the
workers and improve the agency's climate

Support and promote ethnic-minority workers
Perceived barriers to promotion and development;
needs for diverse leaders

Add more county cars Transportation challenges and needs

Work with the local media to promote success stories
and to improve public awareness and appreciation of
the agency and the workers

Perceived lack of appreciation and respect, which threat-
en to make the job "thankless" and reduce commitments
to the job and the agency
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FIGURE 4. 
The Top Four Priorities for Agency-based, Child Welfare 

Workforce Development and Retention 

Practice Competence 

■ Access to safety assurances & supports
■ Clear success criteria, including measurable

progress indicators; and, both incentives and
rewards for success

■ Possession of knowledge, skills, and sensitivi-
ties for successful practice
■ Quality of state & agency training
■ Assessment competence & supports
■ Intervention competence & supports
■ Adaptive competence (able to fit the intervention

to the client)
■ Evaluative learning competence (able to develop

expertise from practice)
■ Access to resources needed for clients
■ Inter-system supports (e.g., from schools, men-

tal health, substance abuse & courts)
■ High level of efficacy (“can do attitude” even

when the challenges mount)
■ Access to expert mentors and coaches
■ Access to competent supervisors
■ Professional development supports
■ Co-worker supports and efficacy
■ Access to people and processes for reducing

stress, preventing burnout, and addressing trauma
& vicarious trauma

Job Description

■ Clear, coherent, and feasible job description:
Challenge without threats

■ Feasible workload and caseload, preventing
service rationing & burnout

■ Caseload and workload equity
■ Factors encouraging commitment to, and identi-

fication with the job 
■ Factors encouraging life-work fit
■ Streamlined job processes, especially working

relations with other departments (CPS, Foster
care, prevention, etc.)

■ Flexible work schedules
■ Clear parameters for job autonomy
■ Clear, effective lines of supervision
■ Clear, firm ties among job description, agency

missions, and rewards
■ Technology supports for the job and the work
■ Suitable office space and job supports (e.g.,

transportation, parent aides, safety supports,
computer equipment)

■ Appropriate salary and benefits
■ Input into job and agency processes
■ Career development opportunities (e.g., promo-

tions, access to MSW programs)

FIGURE 5. 
Key Components in the Development of a Positive Relationship 

Between Practice Competence and the Job 
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WORKLOAD REDUCTION STRATEGIES

■ Develop with the County or City Boards of Supervisors timely replacement and hiring mechanisms, includ-

ing “on call” enriched staffing in anticipation of resignations and retirements

■ Tighten job descriptions—e.g., eliminate unnecessary expectations and requirements; reassign responsibilities

■ Clarify and disseminate widely a condensed, efficient version of intra-agency policies, procedures,

requirements, expectations, roles, and rules

■ Improve inter-unit (inter-departmental) communications, work processes and case transfer mechanisms

involving CPS, foster care, prevention, adult protection, legal department

■ Improver inter-system communications, assessment protocols, data systems, work processes and 

integrated service delivery mechanisms involving schools, mental health, domestic violence, substance

abuse, and TANF

■ Enhance clerical supports

■ Enhance practice supports, especially parent-family aides and transportation aides

■ Improve relations with the courts to reduce waiting time

■ Streamline agency paperwork, dovetailing this priority with streamlined state expectations and 

requirements for paperwork

■ Stabilize computer-based work technologies, reducing the time, energy, and emotional costs associated

with every new computer program

■ Develop, in concert with caseworkers and supervisors, improved systems for determining overtime and

scheduling “on call” duties

■ Reduce involuntary transfers to other units because it destabilizes two units and also creates additional

workload problems

■ Others?

CASELOAD REDUCTION STRATEGIES

■ Develop with the County or City Boards of Supervisors timely replacement and hiring mechanisms, 

including “on call” enriched staffing in anticipation of resignations and retirements

■ Develop refined assessment-intake procedures and mechanisms for child protection systems (“multi-track”

or “dual track” systems), separating crises requiring immediate responses from low risk cases that do not

require rapid response, same day attention

■ Reduce the severity of cases, along with the time and resources needed for services, by emphasizing

early detection, prevention and timely intervention through voluntary services and through partnerships

with schools, family support agencies, and neighborhood organizations

■ Reduce the number of cases through community- and neighborhood-based child protection teams and

child abuse and neglect collaboratives

■ Recruit, train, and deploy parent paraprofessionals for supportive work with low risk cases

■ Prioritize case closure as workers’ leave, reducing the number of open, challenging cases that caseworkers

and supervisors must shoulder

■ Develop firm, collaborative partnerships with mental health, substance abuse, schools, and domestic 

violence, gaining in-kind supports and case management services from other systems for clients with

multiple needs (“multi-system children and families”)

■ Prioritize reductions in recidivism and develop targeted practice improvements, which make services

more efficient, effective, and lasting

■ Use cost of failure and return on investment policy research, which documents the economic and social 

benefits stemming from an expanded workforce and the lower caseloads it provides, to gain new

resources from politicians

■ Others?

FIGURE 6. 
An Ideal Type for Improvements Suggested by Workers
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FIGURE 7. 
Aligning Jobs and Roles to Improve Relations and Supports Among Key Workers 

SENIOR CASEWORKERS

■ Mentor new caseworkers,

including “learning the ropes”

associated with the job and

the organization

■ Introduce new and less experi-

enced caseworkers to veteran

caseworkers in the same unit

and in other agency units to

facilitate communications and

develop co-worker supports

■ In close collaboration with

supervisors, coach casework-

ers, enabling them to develop

expertise from their practice

■ Help caseworkers balance

workload, caseload, and life

demands

■ Introduce caseworkers to 

key contacts in other service

systems

■ Help caseworkers learn quickly

how to streamline work

processes without sacrificing

work quality

■ Help caseworkers “piece out”

their practices, seeing progress

indicators and knowing how to

build on them to achieve success

■ Help caseworkers “re-frame”

the client’s presenting need

and problem; and then to find,

implement, and evaluate a

best practice strategy 

■ Assist in the identification of

caseworkers’ needs for train-

ing, professional development,

burnout prevention, stress

reduction, and trauma-related

interventions

■ Serve as a role model and a

career development resource

NEW & VETERAN
CASEWORKERS

■ Promote and model standards

of professionalism, including

honoring confidentiality require-

ments and respectful, ethical

treatment of clients, co-work-

ers, supervisors, and managers

■ Request as needed resources

for training, technical assis-

tance, mentoring, supervision,

burnout prevention, and

stress-trauma reduction 

■ Help co-workers, especially

new workers, learn job-work

shortcuts 

■ Help co-workers, especially

new workers, “learn the ropes”

and move quickly from the sta-

tus of outsider-rookie to veter-

an friend and colleague

■ Promote and support collec-

tive efficacy and accountability

for results

■ Promote and support high

work standards, including sat-

isfaction associated with

accomplishments with clients

and practice innovations

■ Admit mistakes and overwhelm-

ing challenges to caseworkers

and supervisors, gaining the

capacity to learn, improve, and

become more expert

■ Actively seek the counsel of

senior caseworkers and super-

visors regarding career develop-

ment and job assignment needs

■ Contribute to a work culture

that prizes job satisfaction,

commitment to the job and the

agency, and ongoing profession-

al development and innovation

SUPERVISORS 

■ Facilitate the organizational

initiation and induction of 

new caseworkers

■ Provide supportive and compe-

tent supervision. For example:

■ Help ensure worker safety

in the office and in the field

■ Assist in decision-making

involving difficult cases

■ Reinforce evidence-based

practices

■ Assist with inter-system work

■ Ensure that reporting

requirements are met

■ Help negotiate the legal

system

■ Coach caseworkers, enabling

them develop expertise 

from practice

■ Mediate relations among  

people (caseworkers, man-

agers, top level leaders) and

units (CPS, foster care)

■ Help to ensure equitable 

workloads and caseloads

■ Identify, recognize, and reward

competent practices and

exceptional achievements

■ Identify collective professional

development & training needs

■ Reinforce state and agency

training and professional

development

■ Provide, as needed and able,

supports aimed at preventing

and alleviating stress, trauma,

and burnout

■ Develop individual and collec-

tive efficacy among caseworkers

■ Be a “tone setter” for 

professionalism

CORE ELEMENTS IN A COMMON FOUNDATION 

■ Shared language systems (e.g., strength-based, solution-focused, family-centered language); and shared
principles, values, and ethics

■ Shared responsibilities for making the agency the best it can be, including commitments toward innova-
tions and accompanying learning systems

■ Shared commitments to the development, support, efficacy, effectiveness, and retention of the workforce
■ Input at all levels into pivotal decisions that affect people, their jobs, and the organization as a whole
■ Shared commitments to respectful, positive, sensitive communications and tone setting for the agency’s

workforce and for clients
■ An unwavering commitment to improve results for children and families manifesting needs (and not merely

processing people & rationing services)
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CORE COMPONENTS AND PRIORITIES IN THE AGENCY’S CULTURAL FOUNDATION

■ Shared language systems (e.g., strength-based, solution-focused, family-centered  language); and shared
principles, values, and ethics

■ Shared responsibilities for making the agency the best it can be, including commitments toward needed
innovations and accompanying learning systems

■ Shared commitments to the development, support, efficacy, effectiveness, and retention of the workforce

■ Input at all levels into pivotal decisions that affect people, their jobs, and the organization as a whole,
especially its vision, missions, goals, and objectives

■ Shared commitments to respectful, positive, sensitive communications and tone setting for the agency’s
workforce and for clients

■ An unwavering commitment to improve results for children and families manifesting needs (and, not
merely processing people and rationing services)

CLEAR, COHERENT, COMPREHENSIVE, INCLUSIVE, AND EFFECTIVE SYSTEMS FOR LEADERSHIP,
MANAGEMENT, AND GOVERNANCE

Leadership ensures that the right things are done.  Management, with supervision as an ally, ensures that
things are done right; and that accountabilities are achieved.  Governance provides steering and controls
aimed at the agency’s vision and mission.
■ Commitment-generating leadership and management take precedence over punishment-driven, compli-

ance oriented leadership and management 

■ Workforce professionalism is supported and rewarded, especially in supervision 

■ Workforce input and consensus-development processes and mechanisms yield a compelling vision and
mission as well as achievable performance goals and objectives

■ Consensus has been achieved on the agency’s role and responsibility to help and change children and
families in lieu of becoming merely a “people processing system”

■ Success, effectiveness, and accountability criteria are clear, coherent, and justifiable; and incentives,
rewards, training, supervision, and professional development are “in sync” in relation to these criteria

■ Workers at all levels enjoy ready access to evidence-based and research-supported practices, including
supports, resources, incentives, and rewards for implementing them. 

■ Leaders and managers continuously complete environmental scanning in anticipation of new opportuni-
ties, resources, and innovations

■ Leaders and managers continuously promote the agency, its workers, and their accomplishments with
agency boards and the local media

■ Regular workforce needs assessments and embedded evaluations serve as drivers for learning, improve-
ment systems, and innovation development

■ Top level leadership cooperates with state and other system leaders to reduce, eliminate, and prevent
“disconnects” and contradictions involving key inter-system interfaces.  Specifically:

■ Disconnects among the state core training, agency training, and agency practice (as it is presented,
encouraged, supervised, evaluated and rewarded)

■ Disconnects between best practice standards for caseloads and workloads and actual caseloads and
workloads

■ Disconnects between best practice standards (e.g., tailoring each intervention to the specific need of
the child and family) and actual practice expectations and standards (e.g., cookie cutter service strate-
gies)

■ Disconnects among social work education, the state core training, agency training and agency practice

■ Disconnects between the research-supported and evidence-based practices available and those dis-
seminated in training and rewarded in practice

■ Disconnects between research-supported and evidence-based practices and what the courts mandate
for children and families

■ Disconnects among the information caseworkers and supervisors prize, the agency’s reporting
requirements, state reporting requirements, and federal ASFA requirements

■ Disconnects between recruitment mechanisms and selection criteria and the actual requirements of
the job and the work

■ Disconnects between norms and standards of professionalism and actual workplace policies and pro-
cedures, including lack of clerical and service supports and deplorable office conditions

■ Disconnects between the supervision, management, and leadership aspirations of newly-prepared
MSW workers and their agency job descriptions and assignments

■ Inter-system disconnects (e.g., assessment protocols, interventions, timelines, reporting requirements)
involving the schools, mental health, substance abuse, domestic violence, and TANF.

FIGURE 8. 
Key Components in the Agency’s Agenda to Develop 

and Retain a High Quality Workforce
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POSITIVE, PROACTIVE AGENCY CLIMATE AND CULTURE THAT PROMOTE JOB SATISFACTION,
INDIVIDUAL AND COLLECTIVE EFFICACY, THE ACHIEVEMENT OF CLIENT OUTCOMES, AND RETENTION

Climate is the “here and now”, social-psychological state of the workforce.  Culture often is influenced by cli-
mate, but it also can resist quick climate shifts caused by short term changes in the workforce.  The agency’s
culture lasts longer.  It has a history, and it lives on through stories and social memories.  

■ Workers at all levels trust and respect each other

■ Communications are timely, effective, open, and honest

■ Transparency is the norm in all operations

■ Workers at all levels promote and help enforce behavioral norms that guide how they’ll treat and interact
with each other; and how they’ll treat and interact with clients

■ Leaders, managers, supervisors, and senior caseworkers make special efforts to identify, reward, publi-
cize, and celebrate special achievements, important innovations, and success stories

■ Leaders, managers, supervisors, senior caseworkers, caseworkers, and staff operate with the assumption
that “mistakes are our friends when they enable powerful learning, systems improvements, and workforce
development

■ Leaders, managers, supervisors, senior caseworkers, caseworkers, and staff participate routinely in “lis-
tening circles” aimed at airing grievances, identifying needs, and making improvements

■ Leaders, managers, supervisors, senior caseworkers, caseworkers, and staff attend joint training and
learning seminars aimed at agency-wide improvements

■ Leaders, managers, supervisors, senior caseworkers, caseworkers, and staff routinely focus on issues of
equity, fairness and justice in workload assignments, promotions, recognition, and rewards

■ Supervisions, senior caseworkers, and caseworkers have easy access to stress and trauma-related
debriefing, therapy, and prevention supports

■ Supervisions, senior caseworkers, and caseworkers have input in determining when they work overtime
and are assigned to “on call” duties 

■ Leaders, managers, supervisors, senior caseworkers, caseworkers, and staff accept shared responsibility
for positive “tone setting” (climate development)

■ Leaders, managers, supervisors, senior caseworkers, caseworkers, and staff accept joint responsibility for
strengths-based, solution focused communications, also minimizing finger-pointing, blaming, and shirk-
ing personal responsibilities

FIGURE 8. 
(continued from page 47)
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POLITICAL SUPPORTS

■ The commissioner effectively educates the County Board of Supervisors (or the City Government Oversight
Board) regarding the needs, strengths, and achievements of the agency’s workforce, especially front 
line caseworkers

■ The commissioner gets timely approvals to replace workers who have resigned and retired

■ The commissioner gets help from local officials and residents in facilitating the recruitment and selection
of new staff

■ The commissioner gets help in facilitating the retention of veteran staff.

■ The commissioner cooperates with the state training leaders to ensure that training is timely and “on 
target” in relation to agency replacement and enhancement needs

■ The commissioner develops effective relationships with mayors, city managers, city-county executives,
school superintendents, other agency heads, and city-town councils to secure their support, joint 
advocacy, and resources; and to facilitate inter-agency collaboration

■ The commissioner in close consultation with university, the New York State Office of Child and Family
Services, and state policy researchers develops and delivers presentations for multiple audiences on the
costs of failure with children and families; returns on investments when children and families are kept out
of the system and serviced out of it; the costs of workforce turnover; and investment returns on policies
that retain qualified workers

COMMUNITY RECOGNITION

■ The commissioner works effectively with the local media, gaining their support and resources in support
of a positive image in the community; and publicizing continuously the agency’s achievements with 
children, families, and communities

■ The commissioner and managers work effectively with local organizations (e.g., neighborhood organiza-
tions, faith-based organizations) and coalitions to gain their support for the prevention of, and early inter-
vention for, child abuse and neglect, school failure, and juvenile delinquency

■ The commissioner and managers work effectively with local organizations (e.g., neighborhood organiza-
tions, faith-based organizations) to build their awareness of how substance abuse, mental health prob-
lems, domestic violence, employment challenges, housing stress, and isolation are implicated in child
abuse and neglect, also gaining their assistance in early detection and prevention

■ The commissioner and managers persuade community and neighborhood leaders to take these several mes-
sages to other constituencies, effectively “spreading the word” in support of the agency and its workforce

INTER-SYSTEM WORK

■ The commissioner and managers work effectively with top level leaders and managers of other systems
to develop shared responsibility for supporting and strengthening families and communities; and prevent-
ing child abuse and neglect

■ The commissioner and managers work effectively with other systems (e.g., schools, mental health, domes-
tic violence, TANF, housing) to develop common assessment protocols and shared information systems

■ The commissioner and managers work effectively with top level leaders and managers of other systems
to develop “cross-training” in support of interprofessional collaboration and integrated services

■ The commissioner and managers work effectively with top level leaders and managers of other systems to
develop timely inter-system innovations (e.g., community partnerships, neighborhood-based service teams)

■ The commissioner and managers work effectively with top level leaders and managers of other systems,
as well as with political leaders, to pool and braid resources in support of sustainable innovations that
prevent child abuse and neglect, school failure, and juvenile delinquency

ACTING ON WORKERS’ NEEDS AND CONCERNS

■ The commissioner routinely convenes “listening circles” to learn about workers’ needs, concerns, aspira-
tions, and achievements; and then uses this information to improve the agency’s image in the community
and its working relationships with other systems

■ The commissioner, in concert with agency staff, develops, disseminates, and distributes public relations
materials such as brochures, newsletters, and listservs

■ The commissioner ensures that the agency’s communication mechanisms are effective; and that “good
news” from external sources routinely reaches every worker 

FIGURE 9. 
The Commissioner’s Role in Workforce Development and Retention 

in the Agency’s Near Environments
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PUSH FACTORS: FEATURES OF THE AGENCY, JOB, WORK AND COMMUNITY THAT LEAD TO TURNOVER
■ Inadequate salaries and benefits
■ Heavy caseloads
■ Heavy workloads caused in part by excessive, redundant paperwork
■ Lack of safety protocols and supports at the office and in the field
■ Stress, emotional exhaustion, and vicarious trauma induced by the work
■ Lack of supports and interventions aimed at preventing burnout and trauma
■ A depersonalized environment in which “a job is a job”
■ Lack of supportive and competent supervision
■ Lack of support from co-workers
■ “Tighten the screws”, compliance-oriented supervision and management
■ Lack of rewards for competent practice and for extraordinary achievements
■ Lack of fit between career goals and actual job and work requirements
■ Agency’s demands interfere with personal needs and requirements
■ Lack of career ladders
■ Perceptions of unjust practices (e.g., assigning caseloads, granting promotions)
■ An agency-wide emphasis on people processing instead of people changing practice 
■ Reality shocks caused by recruitment and training that do not match the job and the work
■ “Sink or swim” organizational socialization: New workers must fend for themselves
■ Lack of mentoring and coaching by veteran and senior caseworkers
■ For workers with MSW’s, lack of opportunities to use their knowledge and skills
■ Lack of solid, effective working relationships with other systems (e.g., courts, schools)
■ A passive, defensive, and reactive agency climate and culture
■ Lack of visionary leadership, which builds commitments and unity of purpose
■ External demands, controls, and regulations, which handcuff local leaders

PULL FACTORS: EXTERNAL FEATURES AND FORCES THAT LURE PEOPLE AWAY
■ Recruitment by child welfare systems in other counties and states
■ Recruitment by other human services systems in the area
■ Job opportunities outside the human services in the area
■ Pressures and demands by family, significant others, and friends to quit
■ The lure of living in another town or city, which provides life-work fit
■ The lure of a different career
■ The opportunity to “go back to school” to secure a graduate degree

KEEP FACTORS: INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL FORCES AND FACTORS THAT ENCOURAGE RETENTION
1.  Factors the agency can influence and control: Hence, retention planning priorities
■ Effective improvements focused on the retention priorities in Figures 5-9 in this report
■ Public child welfare is a career, not just a job, because the agency supports and promotes career development
■ Adequate wages and benefits
■ Mechanisms for recruitment, selection, state and local training, organizational socialization, and job place-

ments are aligned and harmonized.
■ Caseworkers, supervisors and managers perceive that the agency supports them
■ Workers at all levels feel supported by the co-workers
■ Workers at all levels of the agency have input into processes and structures that influence them, especially their

job placements and the work routines
■ Workers are provided with suitable office space and equipment and good transportation
■ Workers at all levels have a stake in agency and steward its development and image
■ All workers enjoy unity of purpose; everyone knows what success entails
■ The agency promotes and rewards research-supported, collaborative practice models
■ A “can do” attitude—individual and collective efficacy—is pervasive in the agency
■ New workers are provided with mentoring and coaching 
■ Supervision is both supportive and competent, and supervisors’ loads are manageable
■ Caseworkers are able to learn and develop expertise from their practice
■ Caseloads are harmonized with overall workloads, and both are manageable
■ Life-work fit is an organizational priority, and workers have “say so” in improving it
■ Workers at all levels of the agency are rewarded for competent practice and recognized for their 

extraordinary achievements
■ Burnout, stress, and trauma prevention and reduction interventions are readily available
■ The agency provides safety protections in the office and in the field
■ The job and the work are meaningful and rewarding; they enhance workers’ well being
■ The job, the work, and life in the agency build and strengthen commitments to the career and to the agency 
■ The agency and its workers enjoy solid, effective ties with other service systems, enabling case coordination and

collaboration to meet clients’ co-occurring needs
■ The agency gains the support of workers’ family and friends, making them retention resources 
■ The agency has implemented early detection and rapid response systems aimed at preventing workers from

even thinking about leaving (withdrawal cognitions)
■ The agency’s climate and culture are nurturing, positive, and proactive
■ The agency has procedures for initiating newcomers into the local community and strengthening their ties to it
■ The agency has a clear, effective plan for deploying workers with MSWs and other advanced, graduate degrees
■ The agency functions as a high performing, learning organization; it has mechanisms for detecting and cor-

recting errors and improving as it does

2.  Factors outside the agency’s influence and control
■ Lack of other job opportunities in the area
■ Firm ties to the community through two-career relationships and family needs

FIGURE 10. 
Examples of Push Factors, Pull Factors, and Keep Factors
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TURNOVER PREVENTION INVENTORIES

A TURNOVER PREVENTION INVENTORY FOR COMMISSIONERS
AND MANAGERS

PURPOSES AND RATIONALE

Purposes

This aim for this inventory is to enable staff at all levels of public child welfare agencies
to reduce and prevent undesirable turnover. More specifically, it is designed to achieve
three purposes:

1. To identify, describe, and explain the key causes and consequences of preventable,
undesirable turnover. 

2. To facilitate the development and implementation of effective improvements.

3. To enhance evaluation and research.

IMPROVEMENT PRIORITIES FOR PREVENTING UNDESIRABLE TURNOVER

In this inventory, turnover prevention priorities are grouped under the following headings: 

■ The Regulatory Environment (including both state and federal constraints 
and requirements)

■ The Near Environments for the Agency (including local communities)

■ Agency Factors (i.e., organizational characteristics, influences, and causes)

■ People-related Factors (i.e., influences and causes associated with Commissioners,
Managers, Supervisors, Child protective services workers, Clients, and relationships
among them).

The following inventory is one of three developed to tap the knowledge of three kinds of agency
staff: Child protective services workers, Supervisors, and Managers/Commissioners. Everyone is
asked to respond to the first three sections of the inventory 1) the Regulatory Environment, 2)
the Near Environments for the Agency and Its Staff, and 3) Agency Factors. The last section is
role-specific, thus you are being asked to respond to issues that concern your agency role as a
Commissioners or Manager.

On a scale of 1 (no problem) to 10 (severe problem), how would you rate the degree
that retention is a problem for your agency (please check only one):
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Please indicate the extent to which you feel the following statements are a problem at
your agency. Please check only one answer.

THE REGULATORY ENVIRONMENT

THE NEAR ENVIRONMENTS FOR THE AGENCY AND ITS STAFF

AGENCY FACTORS
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Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

1. Workers leave because ruless and protocols
are overwhelming, confusing, or contardictory.

2.
Workers leave because they see paperwork
requirements as unnecessary, redundant and
excessive.

3. Workers leave because funding mechanisms
are confusing, tangled, and insufficient. 

4.
Workers leave because they perceive that
public officials do not support their work and
the agency. 

5.
Workers leave because they are dissatisfied
with the new workers yielded by the civil
service system.

Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

6.
Workers leave because they feel unappreci-
ated and de-valued by the County Board/
City Council.

7.
Workers leave because the County
Board/City Council takes too long to author-
ize replacements for workers who have left.

8.
Workers leave because the County
Board/City Council does not authorize suffi-
cient funding and other needed resources. 

9.
Workers leave because effective relations
have not been established with the courts, law
enforcement, schools, mental health, domestic
violence, substance abuse, and TANF

10.
Workers leave because the people in their
local communities do not understand or
appreciate them and the work they perform.

Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

MANAGEMENT ISSUES

11.
Workers leave because they are blamed
when high profile cases occur (e.g., a child
death, severe cases of abuse and neglect) 

12.
Workers leave because many feel that they
are “out of the communication loop” and
“left in the dark.” 

13.
Workers leave because they perceive
favoritism by their superiors, including
“behind closed doors deals” and promo-
tions for family and friends of management.

14.
Workers leave because experience deperson-
alization, i.e., they feel like just another face-
less worker, just another “cog in the bureau-
cratic machine.”

15.
Workers representing racial and ethnic
minority groups leave because they perceive
discrimination by co-workers and superiors.

16.
Workers who need and want a sense of
accomplishment leave because there are
few or no incentives and rewards from man-
agement for their achievements.
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Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

17.
Workers leave because their co-workers are
obedient, subservient, conformity-oriented,
and fearful of managers and supervisors.

18.
Workers leave because they cannot toler-
ate the widespread evasion and deception
employed to "CYA" and avoid punishment.

19.
Workers leave because known problems
and flaws are “swept under the carpet”
and not open to public discussion (i.e.,
they are “off limits”).

20.
Workers leave because they are pun-
ished for discussing “off limits” prob-
lems and flaws.

21.
Veteran workers leave because they 
lack input when they are transferred to
another unit.

22.
Veteran workers leave because their
requests for transfers to different units
are ignored or denied.

23. Workers leave because it's not safe to
admit problems and ask for help. 

24. Workers leave because they are punished
for predictable, unavoidable mistakes.

25.
Workers leave because no one accepts
responsibility for identifying and rectify-
ing flaws and solving serious problems.

26.
Workers leave because they perceive 
limited, or blocked, opportunities for 
promotion.

27.
Workers leave because opportunities for
advanced education and career develop-
ment are limited or non-existent. 

28. Workers leave because they are not
involved in decisions that affect their jobs. 

29.
Workers leave because what the agency
announces and its leaders espouse are
at odds with actual priorities.

30. Workers leave because ineffective work-
ers are rewarded and promoted. 

REGULATORY/RULES ISSUES

31.
Workers leave because they perceive that
the agency's leadership is preoccupied
with making rules instead of supporting
workers and improving the agency. 

32. Workers leave because the petty, overly
restrictive rules make the job stressful.

33.
Workers leave because they are required
to do everything "by the book;" and, they
have no input into rule-driven, "follow
the numbers" service strategies

34.
Workers leave because they perceive
rules, policies, and procedures are not
applied justly and consistently. 

35.
Workers leave because the agency’s
rules, regulations, and protocols inter-
fere with their work with clients. 

36.
Workers leave because completing 
paperwork and following the rules are
more important than improved outcomes
for clients

37.
Workers leave because they are required
to use the agency’s traditional service
protocols, protocols that have little or no
research in support of their effectiveness.

RELATIONSHIPS WITH CO-WORKERS

38. Workers leave because adversarial rela-
tionships are widespread in the agency.
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Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

39. Workers leave because adversarial relation-
ships are widespread in the agency.

40.
Workers leave because no one is willing
to step forward and claim responsibility
for the agency's needs and problems.

41.
Workers leave because everyone blames
somebody else for the agency’s needs
and problems.

42.
Workers leave because of a perceived
lack of social support from staff at all
levels of the agency. 

43.
Workers leave because they perceive
that everyone in the agency is always on
the defensive and reacts passively to the
external concerns and demands.

PRACTICE AND ACCOMPLISHMENT
ISSUES

44.
Workers who need a sense of accom-
plishment leave because their co-
workers don’t share this need.

45.

Workers leave because co-workers,
supervisors, managers, and commission-
ers define both “success” and "account-
ability" as services delivered instead of
improved outcomes for clients.

46.

Workers leave because co-workers,
supervisors, managers, and commission-
ers define both “success” and "account-
ability" as paperwork completed instead
of improved outcomes for clients.

47.
Workers leave because there are few, or
no, opportunities for continuous profes-
sional development.

48.
Workers leave because the agency does
not prioritize the on-going search for
innovative, high quality services.  

49.
Workers leave because they feel that
they have little or no discretion and
autonomy.

50. Workers leave because the agency
depersonalizes clients.

51.

Workers leave because evaluation and
supervision are inconsistent and seem
arbitrary instead of being tied to clear,
valid performance measures and
accountability criteria.

52. Workers leave because there is no con-
sensus on competent, effective practice. 

53.
Workers leave because suspect, 
ineffective practices are not detected
and corrected.

54. Workers leave because best practices
are not adopted.

55.
Workers leave because the agency does
not develop case management teams to
address clients’ multiple, co-occurring
needs. 

56.
Workers leave because the agency
emphasizes traditions and actively
resists innovative service technologies.

57.
Workers leave because they learn that
they do not like working with certain
kinds of clients.

CASELOAD ISSUES

58.
Both new and veteran workers leave
because hiring and deployment delays
result in heavy, unmanageable case-
loads.
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Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

59.
Veteran workers leave because they 
regularly inherit open caseloads from
departing workers, adding to their loads
and increasing their stress.

ALLOCATION OF RESOURCES ISSUES

60.
Workers leave because the agency does
not provide them with adequate
resources.

61.
Workers leave because the agency does
not provide adequate resources for
clients. 

Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

62m
Managers leave because they perceive
that the Commissioner does not advo-
cate effectively with the County Board.

63m
Managers leave because the
Commissioner does not advocate 
effectively with the legislature.

64m

Managers leave because they perceive
that the Commissioner and managers
have not developed effective inter-
agency and interprofessional working
arrangements.

65m
Managers leave because rifts and 
conflicts in the agency's management
system result in conflicts at all levels
of the agency. 

66m
Managers leave because they perceive
that management is not sensitive to
the needs of clients.

67m Managers leave because they feel they
are not valued.

68m Managers leave because their expert-
ise is under-utilized.

69m Managers leave because the pay is 
too low.

70m Managers leave because the benefits
are not sufficient.



A TURNOVER PREVENTION INVENTORY FOR SUPERVISORS

PURPOSES AND RATIONALE

Purposes

This aim for this inventory is to enable staff at all levels of public child welfare agencies
to reduce and prevent undesirable turnover. More specifically, it is designed to achieve
three purposes:

4. To identify, describe, and explain the key causes and consequences of preventable,
undesirable turnover. 

5. To facilitate the development and implementation of effective improvements.

6. To enhance evaluation and research.

IMPROVEMENT PRIORITIES FOR PREVENTING UNDESIRABLE TURNOVER

In this inventory, turnover prevention priorities are grouped under the following headings: 

■ The Regulatory Environment (including both state and federal constraints and
requirements)

■ The Near Environments for the Agency (including local communities)

■ Agency Factors (i.e., organizational characteristics, influences, and causes)

■ People-related Factors (i.e., influences and causes associated with Commissioners,
Managers, Supervisors, Child protective services workers, Clients, and relationships
among them).

The following inventory is one of three developed to tap the knowledge of three kinds of agency staff:
Child protective services workers, Supervisors, and Managers/Commissioners. Everyone is asked to
respond to the first three sections of the inventory 1) the Regulatory Environment, 2) the Near
Environments for the Agency and Its Staff, and 3) Agency Factors. The last section is role-specific,
thus you are being asked to respond to issues that concern your agency role as a Supervisor.

On a scale of 1 (no problem) to 10 (severe problem), how would you rate the degree
that retention is a problem for your agency (please check only one):
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Please indicate the extent to which you feel the following statements are a problem at
your agency. Please check only one answer.

THE REGULATORY ENVIRONMENT

THE NEAR ENVIRONMENTS FOR THE AGENCY AND ITS STAFF

AGENCY FACTORS
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Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

62. Workers leave because rules and protocols are
overwhelming, confusing, or contradictory.

63.
Workers leave because they see paperwork
requirements as unnecessary, redundant and
excessive.

64. Workers leave because funding mechanisms
are confusing, tangled, and insufficient.

65.
Workers leave because they perceive that
public officials do not support their work and
the agency.

66.
Workers leave because they are dissatisfied
with the new workers yielded by the civil
service system. 

Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

67.
Workers leave because they feel unappreci-
ated and de-valued by the County Board/City
Council.

68.
Workers leave because the County Board/
City Council takes too long to authorize
replacements for workers who have left.

69.
Workers leave because the County Board/
City Council does not authorize sufficient
funding and other needed resources.

70.
Workers leave because effective relations
have not been established with the courts, law
enforcement, schools, mental health, domestic
violence, substance abuse, and TANF.

71.
Workers leave because the people in their
local communities do not understand or
appreciate them and the work they perform.

Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

MANAGEMENT ISSUES

72.
Workers leave because they are blamed
when high profile cases occur (e.g., a child
death, severe cases of abuse and neglect)

73.
Workers leave because many feel that they
are "out of the communication loop" and
"left in the dark."

74.
Workers leave because they perceive
favoritism by their superiors, including
"behind closed doors deals" and promo-
tions for family and friends of management.

75.
Workers leave because experience deper-
sonalization, i.e., they feel like just another
faceless worker, just another "cog in the
bureaucratic machine."
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Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

76.
Workers representing racial and ethnic
minority groups leave because they 
perceive discrimination by co-workers
and superiors.

77.
Workers who need and want a sense of
accomplishment leave because there are
few or no incentives and rewards from
management for their achievements.

78.
Workers leave because their co-workers
are obedient, subservient, conformity-
oriented, and fearful of managers and
supervisors.

79.
Workers leave because they cannot 
tolerate the widespread evasion and
deception employed to "CYA" and 
avoid punishment.

80.
Workers leave because known prob-
lems and flaws are “swept under the
carpet” and not open to public discus-
sion (i.e., they are “off limits”).

81.
Workers leave because they are pun-
ished for discussing “off limits” prob-
lems and flaws.

82.
Veteran workers leave because they
lack input when they are transferred to
another unit.

83.
Veteran workers leave because their
requests for transfers to different units
are ignored or denied.

84. Workers leave because it's not safe to
admit problems and ask for help.

85. Workers leave because they are punished
for predictable, unavoidable mistakes.

86.
Workers leave because no one accepts
responsibility for identifying and rectify-
ing flaws and solving serious problems.

87.
Workers leave because they perceive
limited, or blocked, opportunities for 
promotion.

88.
Workers leave because opportunities for
advanced education and career develop-
ment are limited or non-existent.

89. Workers leave because they are not
involved in decisions that affect their jobs.

90.
Workers leave because what the agency
announces and its leaders espouse are
at odds with actual priorities.

91. Workers leave because ineffective 
workers are rewarded and promoted.

REGULATORY/RULES ISSUES

92.
Workers leave because they perceive that
the agency's leadership is preoccupied
with making rules instead of supporting
workers and improving the agency.

93. Workers leave because the petty, overly
restrictive rules make the job stressful.

94.
Workers leave because they are
required to do everything "by the book;"
and, they have no input into rule-driven,
"follow the numbers" service strategies.

95.
Workers leave because they perceive
rules, policies, and procedures are not
applied justly and consistently. 

96.
Workers leave because the agency’s
rules, regulations, and protocols inter-
fere with their work with clients.

97.
Workers leave because completing
paperwork and following the rules are
more important than improved out-
comes for clients.
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Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

98.
Workers leave because they are required
to use the agency’s traditional service
protocols, protocols that have little or no
research in support of their effectiveness.

RELATIONSHIPS WITH CO-WORKERS

99. Workers leave because adversarial rela-
tionships are widespread in the agency.

100.
Workers leave because nothing is done
to address adversarial relationships in
the agency.

101.
Workers leave because no one is willing
to step forward and claim responsibility
for the agency's needs and problems.

102.
Workers leave because everyone
blames somebody else for the agency’s
needs and problems.

103.
Workers leave because of a perceived
lack of social support from staff at all
levels of the agency. 

104.
Workers leave because they perceive
that everyone in the agency is always
on the defensive and reacts passively to
the external concerns and demands. 

PRACTICE AND ACCOMPLISHMENT
ISSUES

105.
Workers who need a sense of 
accomplishment leave because their 
co-workers don’t share this need.

106.

Workers leave because co-workers,
supervisors, managers, and commission-
ers define both “success” and "accounta-
bility" as services delivered instead of
improved outcomes for clients.

107.

Workers leave because co-workers,
supervisors, managers, and commission-
ers define both “success” and "accounta-
bility" as paperwork completed instead
of improved outcomes for clients.

108.
Workers leave because there are few, or
no, opportunities for continuous profes-
sional development.

109.
Workers leave because the agency does
not prioritize the on-going search for
innovative, high quality services.

110.
Workers leave because they feel that
they have little or no discretion and
autonomy.

111. Workers leave because the agency
depersonalizes clients.

112.

Workers leave because evaluation and
supervision are inconsistent and seem
arbitrary instead of being tied to clear,
valid performance measures and
accountability criteria.

113. Workers leave because there is no con-
sensus on competent, effective practice. 

114.
Workers leave because suspect, 
ineffective practices are not detected
and corrected.

115. Workers leave because best practices
are not adopted.

116.
Workers leave because the agency 
does not develop case management
teams to address clients’ multiple, 
co-occurring needs.

117.
Workers leave because the agency
emphasizes traditions and actively
resists innovative service technologies.
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Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

118.
Workers leave because they learn that they
do not like working with certain kinds of
clients.

CASELOAD ISSUES

119.
Both new and veteran workers leave
because hiring and deployment delays
result in heavy, unmanageable caseloads.

120.
Veteran workers leave because they 
regularly inherit open caseloads from 
departing workers, adding to their loads 
and increasing their stress.

ALLOCATION OF RESOURCES ISSUES

121. Workers leave because the agency does not
provide them with adequate resources.

122. Workers leave because the agency does not
provide adequate resources for clients.

Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

INEFFECTIVE SUPERVISION &
REWARD SYSTEMS

62s.
Supervisors leave because their superi-
ors provide inconsistent messages
regarding competent practice and its
progress indicators.

63s.
Supervisors leave because they feel
caught in the middle and powerless to
resolve conflicts between managers
and child protective services workers.

64s.
Supervisors leave because the agency
does not provide incentives and
rewards for competent practice. 

65s.
Supervisors leave because ineffective
supervisors receive identical treatment,
evaluations, and rewards.

66s.
Supervisors leave because they per-
ceive that managers and commission-
ers are not supportive.

67s.
Supervisors leave because their efforts
to "weed out" ineffective child protec-
tive services workers are not supported
by management.

68s.
Supervisors leave because their
attempts to encourage innovative child
protective services worker practices are
not supported by management. 

EFFICACY & AUTONOMY

69s.
Supervisors leave because, absent con-
sensus on competent practice, they are
unable to competently coach and evalu-
ate child protective services workers. 

70s. Supervisors leave because they lack a
sense of personal accomplishment. 

71s. Supervisors leave because they are not
committed to the work.

72s.
Supervisors leave because, while they
are committed to the work, they are not
committed to the agency.

73s.
Supervisors leave because they lack
sufficient autonomy and discretion, and
they feel "second-guessed" and under
surveillance
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Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

JOB CHARACTERISTICS

74s.

Supervisors leave because their job
imposes contradictory demands, plac-
ing them in “double binds” in which
they are “darned if they do, and darned
if they don’t.” 

75s. Supervisors leave because they can’t
do their job within the time allotted.

76s.
Supervisors leave because their val-
ues, principles, and preferences con-
flict with the agency’s priorities and
effectiveness indicators.

77s. Supervisors leave because they do not
believe that they can do the job.

78s. Supervisors leave because they per-
ceive that their loads are inequitable.

79s.
Supervisors leave because the job
interferes with their ability to meet 
personal and family needs.

BURNOUT AND EMOTIONAL LABOR

80s
Supervisors leave because of the long
hours on the job and the absence of "flex
time" and "comp time" arrangements.

81s.
Supervisors leave because of severe
stress, and the agency does little or
nothing to alleviate it.

82s.
Supervisors leave because they are
emotionally exhausted, and the agency
does little or nothing to help them.

83s.
Supervisors leave because they 
experience secondary (vicarious) 
trauma, and the agency does little or
nothing to alleviate it. 

RESOURCE ALLOCATION

84s.
Supervisors leave because they can't
get enough resources and supports for
their child protective services workers.

85s.
Supervisors leave because they are 
not provided with time, resources, 
and supports to read and discuss
research articles. 

86s.
Supervisors leave because they are 
not provided with time, resources, and
supports for career-related profession-
al development.

87s. Supervisors leave because the pay is
too low.

88s. Supervisors leave because the bene-
fits are not sufficient.

AGENCY LOCATION

89s. Supervisors leave because they don’t
want to live in the local community.

PROFESSIONAL SOCIAL WORK
ISSUES

90s.

Supervisors with social work degrees
leave because, while they are commit-
ted to social work, they are not com-
mitted to public child welfare practice
in this agency. 

91s.
Supervisors with master’s degrees
leave because they agency doesn’t tap
what they know and are able to do. 

92s. Supervisors with social work degrees
leave because they are not promoted.
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Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

NEW SUPERVISOR ISSUES

93s.
New supervisors leave because they
encounter "sink or swim" socialization,
causing them to feel lonely, isolated, over-
whelmed, and ineffective. 

94s. New supervisors leave because the agency
does not provide them with mentors.

95s.
New supervisors leave because the
agency's orientation system and training
are inadequate or ineffective, resulting in
job ambiguity and confusion.

96s. New supervisors leave because state/city
training and agency training are contradictory.
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A TURNOVER PREVENTION INVENTORY FOR CHILD PROTECTIVE
SERVICES WORKERS 

PURPOSES AND RATIONALE

Purposes

This aim for this inventory is to enable staff at all levels of public child welfare agencies
to reduce and prevent undesirable turnover. More specifically, it is designed to achieve
three purposes:
7. To identify, describe, and explain the key causes and consequences of preventable,

undesirable turnover. 
8. To facilitate the development and implement effective improvements.
9. To enhance evaluation and research.

IMPROVEMENT PRIORITIES FOR PREVENTING UNDESIRABLE TURNOVER

In this inventory, turnover prevention priorities are grouped under the following headings: 
■ The Regulatory Environment (including both state and federal constraints and

requirements)
■ The Near Environments for the Agency and Its Staff (including local communities)
■ Agency Factors (i.e., organizational characteristics, influences, and causes)
■ People-related Factors (i.e., influences and causes associated with Commissioners,

Managers, Supervisors, Child protective services workers, Clients, and relationships
among them).

The following inventory is one of three developed to tap the knowledge of three kinds of agency
staff: Child Protective Services Worker, Supervisors, and Managers/Commissioners. Everyone is
asked to respond to the first three sections of the inventory 1) the Regulatory Environment, 2)
the Near Environments for the Agency and Its Staff, and 3) Agency Factors. The last section is
role-specific, thus you are being asked to respond to issues that concern your agency role as a
Child Protective Services Worker.

On a scale of 1 (no problem) to 10 (severe problem), how would you rate the degree
that retention is a problem for your agency (please check only one):

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10



Please indicate the extent to which you feel the following statements are a problem at
your agency. Please check only one answer.

THE REGULATORY ENVIRONMENT

THE NEAR ENVIRONMENTS FOR THE AGENCY AND ITS STAFF

AGENCY FACTORS

Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

123.
Workers leave because rules and protocols
are overwhelming, confusing, or 
contradictory.

124.
Workers leave because they see paperwork
requirements as unnecessary, redundant
and excessive.

125. Workers leave because funding mechanisms
are confusing, tangled, and insufficient.

126.
Workers leave because they perceive that
public officials do not support their work
and the agency. 

127.
Workers leave because they are dissatisfied
with the new workers yielded by the civil
service system.

Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

128.
Workers leave because they feel unappreci-
ated and de-valued by the County
Board/City Council.

129.
Workers leave because the County Board/
City Council takes too long to authorize
replacements for workers who have left.

130.
Workers leave because the County Board/
City Council does not authorize sufficient
funding and other needed resources.

131.
Workers leave because effective relations
have not been established with the courts, law
enforcement, schools, mental health, domestic
violence, substance abuse, and TANF.

132.
Workers leave because the people in their
local communities do not understand or
appreciate them and the work they perform.

Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

MANAGEMENT ISSUES

133.
Workers leave because they are blamed
when high profile cases occur (e.g., a child
death, severe cases of abuse and neglect) 

134.
Workers leave because many feel that they
are "out of the communication loop" and
"left in the dark."

135.
Workers leave because they perceive
favoritism by their superiors, including
"behind closed doors deals" and promotions
for family and friends of management.

136.
Workers leave because experience deper-
sonalization, i.e., they feel like just another
faceless worker, just another "cog in the
bureaucratic machine." 

137.
Workers representing racial and ethnic
minority groups leave because they per-
ceive discrimination by co-workers and
superiors.

138.
Workers who need and want a sense of
accomplishment leave because there are
few or no incentives and rewards from
management for their achievements.
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Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

139.
Workers leave because their co-work-
ers are obedient, subservient, conform-
ity-oriented, and fearful of managers
and supervisors.

140.
Workers leave because they cannot
tolerate the widespread evasion and
deception employed to "CYA" and
avoid punishment.

141.

Workers leave because known prob-
lems and flaws are “swept under the
carpet” and not open to public discus-
sion (i.e., they are “off limits”). do their
job within the time allotted.

142.
Workers leave because they are pun-
ished for discussing “off limits” prob-
lems and flaws.

143.
Veteran workers leave because they
lack input when they are transferred to
another unit.

144.
Veteran workers leave because their
requests for transfers to different units
are ignored or denied.

145. Workers leave because it's not safe to
admit problems and ask for help. 

146.
Workers leave because they are 
punished for predictable, unavoidable
mistakes.

147.
Workers leave because no one accepts
responsibility for identifying and rectify-
ing flaws and solving serious problems.

148.
Workers leave because they perceive
limited, or blocked, opportunities for
promotion.

149.
Workers leave because opportunities for
advanced education and career develop-
ment are limited or non-existent.

150.
Workers leave because they are not
involved in decisions that affect their
jobs. 

151.
Workers leave because what the agency
announces and its leaders espouse are
at odds with actual priorities.

152. Workers leave because ineffective
workers are rewarded and promoted.

REGULATORY/RULES ISSUES

153.
Workers leave because they perceive that
the agency's leadership is preoccupied
with making rules instead of supporting
workers and improving the agency.

154. Workers leave because the petty, overly
restrictive rules make the job stressful.

155.
Workers leave because they are
required to do everything "by the book;"
and, they have no input into rule-driven,
"follow the numbers" service strategies.

156.
Workers leave because they perceive
rules, policies, and procedures are not
applied justly and consistently. 

157.
Workers leave because the agency’s
rules, regulations, and protocols inter-
fere with their work with clients. 

158.
Workers leave because completing
paperwork and following the rules are
more important than improved out-
comes for clients.

159.

Workers leave because they are
required to use the agency’s traditional
service protocols, protocols that have
little or no research in support of their
effectiveness.
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Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

RELATIONSHIPS WITH CO-WORKERS

160.
Workers leave because adversarial
relationships are widespread in the
agency.

161.
Workers leave because nothing is
done to address adversarial relation-
ships in the agency.

162.
Workers leave because no one is willing
to step forward and claim responsibility
for the agency's needs and problems.

163.
Workers leave because everyone
blames somebody else for the
agency’s needs and problems.

164.
Workers leave because of a perceived
lack of social support from staff at all
levels of the agency. 

165.
Workers leave because they perceive
that everyone in the agency is always
on the defensive and reacts passively
to the external concerns and demands. 

PRACTICE AND ACCOMPLISHMENT
ISSUES

166.
Workers who need a sense of 
accomplishment leave because their
co-workers don’t share this need.

167.

Workers leave because co-workers,
supervisors, managers, and commission-
ers define both “success” and "accounta-
bility" as services delivered instead of
improved outcomes for clients. 

168.

Workers leave because co-workers,
supervisors, managers, and commission-
ers define both “success” and "accounta-
bility" as paperwork completed instead 
of improved outcomes for clients.

169.
Workers leave because there are few,
or no, opportunities for continuous
professional development.

170.
Workers leave because the agency
does not prioritize the on-going search
for innovative, high quality services. 

171.
Workers leave because they feel that
they have little or no discretion and
autonomy.

172. Workers leave because the agency
depersonalizes clients. 

173.

Workers leave because evaluation and
supervision are inconsistent and seem
arbitrary instead of being tied to clear,
valid performance measures and
accountability criteria.

174.
Workers leave because there is no
consensus on competent, effective
practice.

175.
Workers leave because suspect, inef-
fective practices are not detected and
corrected.

176. Workers leave because best practices
are not adopted.

177.
Workers leave because the agency
does not develop case management
teams to address clients’ multiple, co-
occurring needs. 

178.
Workers leave because the agency
emphasizes traditions and actively
resists innovative service technologies.

179.
Workers leave because they learn that
they do not like working with certain
kinds of clients.



70 RETENTION PLANNING TO REDUCE WORKFORCE TURNOVER IN NEW YORK STATE’S PUBLIC CHILD WELFARE SYSTEMS

Appendix B

CHILD PROTECTIVE SERVICES WORKER : PEOPLE-RELATED FACTORS

Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

CASELOAD ISSUES

180.
Both new and veteran workers leave
because hiring and deployment delays
result in heavy, unmanageable caseloads.

181.
Veteran workers leave because they regu-
larly inherit open caseloads from departing
workers, adding to their loads and increas-
ing their stress.

ALLOCATION OF RESOURCES ISSUES

182. Workers leave because the agency does
not provide them with adequate resources.

183. Workers leave because the agency does
not provide adequate resources for clients.

Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

INEFFECTIVE SUPERVISION &
REWARD SYSTEMS

62c.
Child protective services workers leave
because their superiors provide incon-
sistent messages regarding effective
practice and its progress indicators.

63c.
Child protective services workers leave
because they are not rewarded for com-
petent and optimal practices.

64c.
Effective child protective services work-
ers leave because ineffective workers
receive identical treatment, evaluations,
and rewards.

65c.
Child protective services workers leave
because they perceive their supervisor
is not supportive.

66c.
Child protective services workers leave
because they perceive that their super-
visor is not competent.

67c.
Competent child protective services
workers leave because there are no
apparent incentives and rewards for
competent practice.

68c.
Child protective services workers leave
because their extraordinary efforts and
achievements are not recognized and
rewarded.

69c.
Child protective services workers leave
because they learn that casework is a
like a dead-end job, and not a career with
clear, attainable opportunity pathways.

70c.
Child protective services workers leave
because their office facilities do not sup-
port professional norms, values, and stan-
dards (e.g., for confidentiality with clients).

EFFICACY & AUTONOMY

71c.
Child protective services workers leave
because they lack a sense of personal
accomplishment.

72c.
Child protective services workers leave
because they are not committed to the
work.

73c.
Child protective services workers leave
because, while they are committed to
the work, they are not committed to the
agency.
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Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

74c.
Child protective services workers leave
because they are unable to meet the
needs of racially, ethnically, and culturally
diverse clients.

75c.

Child protective services workers leave
because they lack sufficient autonomy and
discretion, i.e., they feel "second-guessed,"
under surveillance, and "hand-cuffed" by
required rules, service plans and routines.

76c.
Child protective services workers leave
because they don’t experience a sense 
of professional achievement and 
accomplishment.

77c.
Child protective services workers leave
because they are not provided with time,
resources, and supports to discuss pro-
fessional literature.

78c.
Child protective services workers leave
because they are not provided with time,
resources, and supports for career-related
professional development.

79c.
Child protective services workers with
master’s degrees leave because the
agency doesn’t tap what they know and
are able to do.

JOB CHARACTERISTICS

80c.

Child protective services workers leave
because their job imposes contradictory
demands, placing them in “double
binds” in which they are “darned if they
do, and darned if they don’t.”

81c.
Child protective services workers leave
because they can’t do their job within
the time allotted.

82c.
Child protective services workers leave
because they want to be specialists and
their job requires them to be generalists.

83c.
Child protective services workers leave
because their values, principles, and
preferences conflict with the agency’s
priorities and effectiveness indicators.

84c.
Child protective services workers leave
because they do not believe that they
can do the job and achieve their goals.

85c.
Child protective services workers leave
because of widespread beliefs among
their co-workers that no one can do their
jobs and achieve their goals.

86c.

Child protective services workers leave
because their superiors do not help
them deal with their responsibilities as
caregivers, parents, and partners in com-
mitted relationships. 

87c.
Child protective services workers leave
because they perceive that caseloads
are too big.

88c. Child protective services workers leave
because caseloads are inequitable.

89c.
Child protective services workers leave
because they are unable to develop posi-
tive, solid relations with co-workers.

BURNOUT AND EMOTIONAL LABOR

90c.
Child protective services workers leave
because job-related stress and burnout
have adverse effects on their personal lives.

91c.

Child protective services workers leave
because they cannot continue to put in
such long hours, and management has
refused or ignored their requests for "flex
time" and "comp time" arrangements.
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Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

92c.
Child protective services workers leave
because of severe stress, and the agency
does little or nothing to alleviate it.

93c.
Child protective services workers leave
because they are emotionally exhaust-
ed, and the agency does little or noth-
ing to help them.

94c.
Child protective services workers leave
because they experience secondary
(vicarious) trauma, and the agency does
little or nothing to alleviate it.

RESOURCE ALLOCATION ISSUES

95c.
Child protective services workers leave
because they are unable to get the
resources they need for clients.

96c.
Child protective services workers leave
because they lack aides for clerical work,
home visits, and client transportation.

97c.
Child protective services workers leave
because of the computer system and
record-keeping system add to the job
burden.

98c.
Child protective services workers leave
because the agency does not provide
them with cars.

99c. Child protective services workers leave
because the pay is insufficient.

100c. Child protective services workers leave
because the benefits are insufficient.

AGENCY LOCATION

101c.
Child protective services workers leave
because they don’t want to live in the
surrounding community.

CLIENT CHARACTERISTICS

102c.
Child protective services workers leave
because they do not want to serve the
clients they are assigned.

103c.

Child protective services workers leave
because they are afraid of certain fami-
lies and neighborhoods, and they worry
about the security of their cars and per-
sonal property.

104c.
Workers leave because the agency's
required strategies and protocols sim-
ply don't work with the clients. 

PROFESSIONAL SOCIAL WORK ISSUES

105c.

Child protective services workers with
social work degrees leave because,
while they are committed to social
work, they are not committed to public
child welfare practice in this agency.

106c.

Child protective services workers with
social work degrees and licenses leave
because the agency does not support
their profession’s missions, code of
ethics, norms, and values.

107c.
Child protective services workers with
recent M.S.W. degrees leave because
they are not promoted to the rank of
supervisor.

108c.

Child protective services workers with
recent M.S.W. degrees leave because they
are stuck are in their old jobs, and they are
unable to use their newly-acquired knowl-
edge, values, sensitivities, and skills.
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Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

109c.
Child protective services workers with
social work degrees leave because
other workers without formal degrees
and licenses are called “social workers.”

NEW CHILD PROTECTIVE SERVICES
WORKER ISSUES

110c.

New child protective services workers
leave because they encounter "sink or
swim" socialization, causing them to
feel lonely, isolated, overwhelmed, and
ineffective.

111c.
New child protective services workers
leave because the agency does not pro-
vide them with mentors.

112c.
New child protective services workers
leave because they are not provided
with supportive, competent supervision.

113c.

New child protective services workers
leave because the agency's orientation
system and training are inadequate or
ineffective, resulting in job ambiguity
and confusion. 

114c.
New child protective services workers
leave because they are assigned cases
prematurely, i.e., before they have
"learned the ropes." 

115c.
New child protective services workers
leave because they experience reality
shocks and felt recruiters and trainers
"sugarcoated" the job.

116c.
New child protective services workers
leave because there are assigned invol-
untarily to jobs they do not want.

117c.

New child protective services workers
leave because they are not allowed to
be beginners (e.g., they are assigned too
many cases before they are ready, and
not provided with coaching and sup-
ports from supervisors and co-workers).

118c.

New child protective services workers prac-
tice privately, and they feel lonely and iso-
lated; and, they leave because their co-
workers have not developed strong, sup-
portive professional communities.

119c.
New child protective services workers
leave because state/city training and
agency training contradict each other. 

120c.
New child protective services workers
leave because training does not 
prepare them for the actual demands 
of practice. 

121c.
New child protective services workers
leave when co-workers ridicule and
devalue what trainers have presented
as “best practices.” 
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A TURNOVER PREVENTION INVENTORY FOR CASEWORKERS
PURPOSES AND RATIONALE

Purposes

This aim for this inventory is to enable staff at all levels of public child welfare agencies
to reduce and prevent undesirable turnover. More specifically, it is designed to achieve
three purposes:
10.  To identify, describe, and explain the key causes and consequences of preventable,

undesirable turnover. 
11.  To facilitate the development and implement effective improvements.
12.  To enhance evaluation and research..

IMPROVEMENT PRIORITIES FOR PREVENTING UNDESIRABLE TURNOVER

In this inventory, turnover prevention priorities are grouped under the following headings:
■ The Regulatory Environment (including both state and federal constraints and

requirements)
■ The Near Environments for the Agency and Its Staff (including local communities)
■ Agency Factors (i.e., organizational characteristics, influences, and causes)
■ People-related Factors (i.e., influences and causes associated with Commissioners,

Managers, Supervisors, Case workers, Clients, and relationships among them).

The following inventory is one of three developed to tap the knowledge of three kinds of agency
staff: Case worker, Supervisors, and Managers/Commissioners. Everyone is asked to respond to
the first three sections of the inventory 1) the Regulatory Environment, 2) the Near
Environments for the Agency and Its Staff, and 3) Agency Factors. The last section is role-spe-
cific, thus you are being asked to respond to issues that concern your agency role as a Case worker.

On a scale of 1 (no problem) to 10 (severe problem), how would you rate the degree
that retention is a problem for your agency (please check only one):

Please indicate the extent to which you feel the following statements are a problem at
your agency. Please check only one answer.

THE REGULATORY ENVIRONMENT

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

184.
Workers leave because rules and 
protocols are overwhelming, confusing, 
or contradictory.

185.
Workers leave because they see paperwork
requirements as unnecessary, redundant
and excessive.

186. Workers leave because funding mechanisms
are confusing, tangled, and insufficient.

187.
Workers leave because they perceive that
public officials do not support their work
and the agency.

188.
Workers leave because they are dissatisfied
with the new workers yielded by the civil
service system.
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THE NEAR ENVIRONMENTS FOR THE AGENCY AND ITS STAFF

Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

189.
Workers leave because they feel unappreci-
ated and de-valued by the County Board/
City Council.

190.
Workers leave because the County Board/
City Council takes too long to authorize
replacements for workers who have left.

191.
Workers leave because the County Board/
City Council does not authorize sufficient
funding and other needed resources.

192.
Workers leave because effective relations
have not been established with the courts, law
enforcement, schools, mental health, domestic
violence, substance abuse, and TANF.

193.
Workers leave because the people in their
local communities do not understand or
appreciate them and the work they perform.

AGENCY FACTORS

Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

MANAGEMENT ISSUES

194.
Workers leave because they are blamed
when high profile cases occur (e.g., a
child death, severe cases of abuse and
neglect)

195.
Workers leave because many feel that
they are "out of the communication
loop" and "left in the dark."

196.

Workers leave because they perceive
favoritism by their superiors, including
"behind closed doors deals" and 
promotions for family and friends of
management.

197.
Workers leave because experience
depersonalization, i.e., they feel like just
another faceless worker, just another
"cog in the bureaucratic machine."

198.
Workers representing racial and ethnic
minority groups leave because they 
perceive discrimination by co-workers
and superiors.

199.
Workers who need and want a sense of
accomplishment leave because there are
few or no incentives and rewards from
management for their achievements.

200.
Workers leave because their co-workers
are obedient, subservient, conformity-
oriented, and fearful of managers and
supervisors.

201.
Workers leave because they cannot tol-
erate the widespread evasion and
deception employed to "CYA" and avoid
punishment.

202.
Workers leave because known prob-
lems and flaws are “swept under the
carpet” and not open to public discus-
sion (i.e., they are “off limits”).

203.
Workers leave because they are 
punished for discussing “off limits”
problems and flaws.

204.
Veteran workers leave because they
lack input when they are transferred to
another unit.

205.
Veteran workers leave because their
requests for transfers to different units
are ignored or denied.
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Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

206. Workers leave because it's not safe to
admit problems and ask for help.

207. Workers leave because they are punished for
predictable, unavoidable mistakes.

208.
Workers leave because no one accepts
responsibility for identifying and rectifying
flaws and solving serious problems.

209. Workers leave because they perceive limit-
ed, or blocked, opportunities for promotion.

210.
Workers leave because opportunities for
advanced education and career development
are limited or non-existent.

211. Workers leave because they are not
involved in decisions that affect their jobs.

212.
Workers leave because what the agency
announces and its leaders espouse are at
odds with actual priorities.

213. Workers leave because ineffective workers
are rewarded and promoted.

REGULATORY/RULES ISSUES

214.
Workers leave because they perceive that the
agency's leadership is preoccupied with
making rules instead of supporting workers
and improving the agency. 

215. Workers leave because the petty, overly
restrictive rules make the job stressful.

216.
Workers leave because they are required to
do everything "by the book;" and, they have
no input into rule-driven, "follow the num-
bers" service strategies.

217.
Workers leave because they perceive rules,
policies, and procedures are not applied
justly and consistently. 

218.
Workers leave because the agency’s rules,
regulations, and protocols interfere with
their work with clients.

219.
Workers leave because completing paper-
work and following the rules are more
important than improved outcomes for clients.

220.
Workers leave because they are required to
use the agency’s traditional service proto-
cols, protocols that have little or no research
in support of their effectiveness.

RELATIONSHIPS WITH CO-WORKERS

221. Workers leave because adversarial relation-
ships are widespread in the agency.

222.
Workers leave because nothing is done to
address adversarial relationships in the
agency.

223.
Workers leave because no one is willing to
step forward and claim responsibility for
the agency's needs and problems.

224.
Workers leave because everyone blames
somebody else for the agency’s needs and
problems.

225.
Workers leave because of a perceived lack
of social support from staff at all levels of
the agency. 

226.
Workers leave because they perceive that
everyone in the agency is always on the
defensive and reacts passively to the exter-
nal concerns and demands. 
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CASE WORKER : PEOPLE-RELATED FACTORS

Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

PRACTICE AND ACCOMPLISHMENT ISSUES

227.
Workers who need a sense of accomplish-
ment leave because their co-workers don’t
share this need.

228.
Workers leave because co-workers, supervisors,
managers, and commissioners define both
“success” and "accountability" as services deliv-
ered instead of improved outcomes for clients.

229.

Workers leave because co-workers, supervi-
sors, managers, and commissioners define
both “success” and "accountability" as
paperwork completed instead of improved
outcomes for clients.

230.
Workers leave because there are few, or no,
opportunities for continuous professional
development.

231.
Workers leave because the agency does
not prioritize the on-going search for inno-
vative, high quality services. 

232. Workers leave because they feel that they
have little or no discretion and autonomy.

233. Workers leave because the agency deper-
sonalizes clients.

234

Workers leave because evaluation and
supervision are inconsistent and seem 
arbitrary instead of being tied to clear, 
valid performance measures and 
accountability criteria.

235. Workers leave because there is no consen-
sus on competent, effective practice. 

236. Workers leave because suspect, ineffective
practices are not detected and corrected.

237. Workers leave because best practices are
not adopted.

238.
Workers leave because the agency does
not develop case management teams to
address clients’ multiple, co-occurring needs.

239.
Workers leave because the agency empha-
sizes traditions and actively resists innova-
tive service technologies.

240. Workers leave because they learn that they do
not like working with certain kinds of clients.

CASELOAD ISSUES

241
Both new and veteran workers leave
because hiring and deployment delays
result in heavy, unmanageable caseloads.

242.
Veteran workers leave because they regu-
larly inherit open caseloads from departing
workers, adding to their loads and increas-
ing their stress.

ALLOCATION OF RESOURCES ISSUES

243. Workers leave because the agency does
not provide them with adequate resources.

244. Workers leave because the agency does
not provide adequate resources for clients. 

Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

INEFFECTIVE SUPERVISION & REWARD
SYSTEMS

62c.
Case workers leave because their superiors
provide inconsistent messages regarding
effective practice and its progress indicators.



78 RETENTION PLANNING TO REDUCE WORKFORCE TURNOVER IN NEW YORK STATE’S PUBLIC CHILD WELFARE SYSTEMS

Appendix B

Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

63c.
Case workers leave because they are not
rewarded for competent and optimal 
practices.

64c.
Effective case workers leave because inef-
fective workers receive identical treatment,
evaluations, and rewards.

65c. Case workers leave because they perceive
their supervisor is not supportive.

66c. Case workers leave because they perceive
that their supervisor is not competent.

67c.
Competent case workers leave because
there are no apparent incentives and
rewards for competent practice.

68c.
Case workers leave because their extraordi-
nary efforts and achievements are not rec-
ognized and rewarded.

69c.
Case workers leave because they learn that
casework is a like a dead-end job, and not
a career with clear, attainable opportunity
pathways.

70c.
Case workers leave because their office
facilities do not support professional
norms, values, and standards (e.g., for 
confidentiality with clients).

EFFICACY & AUTONOMY

71c. Case workers leave because they lack a
sense of personal accomplishment.

72c. Case workers leave because they are not
committed to the work.

73c.
Case workers leave because, while they are
committed to the work, they are not com-
mitted to the agency.

74c.
Case workers leave because they are
unable to meet the needs of racially, ethni-
cally, and culturally diverse clients. 

75c.

Case workers leave because they lack suffi-
cient autonomy and discretion, i.e., they feel
"second-guessed," under surveillance, and
"hand-cuffed" by required rules, service
plans and routines.

76c.
Case workers leave because they don’t
experience a sense of professional achieve-
ment and accomplishment.

77c.
Case workers leave because they are not
provided with time, resources, and supports
to discuss professional literature.

78c.
Case workers leave because they are not
provided with time, resources, and supports
for career-related professional development.

79c.
Case workers with master’s degrees leave
because the agency doesn’t tap what they
know and are able to do.

JOB CHARACTERISTICS

80c.
Case workers leave because their job
imposes contradictory demands, placing
them in “double binds” in which they are
“darned if they do, and darned if they don’t.”

81c. Case workers leave because they can’t do
their job within the time allotted.

82c.
Case workers leave because they want to
be specialists and their job requires them
to be generalists.

83c.
Case workers leave because their values,
principles, and preferences conflict with 
the agency’s priorities and effectiveness
indicators.
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Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

84c.
Case workers leave because they do not
believe that they can do the job and
achieve their goals.

85c.
Case workers leave because of widespread
beliefs among their co-workers that no one
can do their jobs and achieve their goals. 

86c.
Case workers leave because their superi-
ors do not help them deal with their
responsibilities as caregivers, parents, and
partners in committed relationships.

87c. Case workers leave because they perceive
that caseloads are too big.

88c. Case workers leave because caseloads are
inequitable.

89c.
Case workers leave because they are
unable to develop positive, solid relations
with co-workers.

BURNOUT AND EMOTIONAL LABOR

90c.
Case workers leave because job-related
stress and burnout have adverse effects on
their personal lives.

91c.

Case workers leave because they cannot
continue to put in such long hours, and
management has refused or ignored their
requests for "flex time" and "comp time"
arrangements.

92c.
Case workers leave because of severe
stress, and the agency does little or noth-
ing to alleviate it.

93c.
Case workers leave because they are emo-
tionally exhausted, and the agency does lit-
tle or nothing to help them.

94c.
Case workers leave because they experi-
ence secondary (vicarious) trauma, and the
agency does little or nothing to alleviate it.

RESOURCE ALLOCATION ISSUES

95c. Case workers leave because they are unable
to get the resources they need for clients.

96c.
Case workers leave because they lack
aides for clerical work, home visits, and
client transportation.

97c.
Case workers leave because of the com-
puter system and record-keeping system
add to the job burden.

98c. Case workers leave because the agency
does not provide them with cars.

99c. Case workers leave because the pay is
insufficient.

100c. Case workers leave because the benefits
are insufficient.

AGENCY LOCATION

101c. Case workers leave because they don’t
want to live in the surrounding community. 

CLIENT CHARACTERISTICS

102c. Case workers leave because they do not
want to serve the clients they are assigned.

103c.
Case workers leave because they are
afraid of certain families and neighbor-
hoods, and they worry about the security of
their cars and personal property.

104c.
Workers leave because the agency's
required strategies and protocols simply
don't work with the clients. 



Item No
Problem

Slight
Problem

Moderate
Problem

Significant
Problem

Severe
Problem

PROFESSIONAL SOCIAL WORK ISSUES

105c.
Case workers with social work degrees
leave because, while they are committed to
social work, they are not committed to
public child welfare practice in this agency.

106c.
Case workers with social work degrees
and licenses leave because the agency
does not support their profession’s mis-
sions, code of ethics, norms, and values.

107c.
Case workers with recent M.S.W. degrees
leave because they are not promoted to
the rank of supervisor.

108c.

Case workers with recent M.S.W. degrees
leave because they are stuck are in their
old jobs, and they are unable to use their
newly-acquired knowledge, values, sensi-
tivities, and skills.

109c.
Case workers with social work degrees
leave because other workers without for-
mal degrees and licenses are called “social
workers.”

NEW CASE WORKER ISSUES

110c.
New case workers leave because they
encounter "sink or swim" socialization,
causing them to feel lonely, isolated, over-
whelmed, and ineffective.

111c. New case workers leave because the agency
does not provide them with mentors.

112c.
New case workers leave because they are
not provided with supportive, competent
supervision. 

113.
New case workers leave because the
agency's orientation system and training
are inadequate or ineffective, resulting in
job ambiguity and confusion. 

114c.
New case workers leave because they are
assigned cases prematurely, i.e., before
they have "learned the ropes." 

115c.
New case workers leave because they
experience reality shocks and felt recruiters
and trainers "sugarcoated" the job.

116c.
New case workers leave because there 
are assigned involuntarily to jobs they do
not want.

117c.

New case workers leave because they are
not allowed to be beginners (e.g., they are
assigned too many cases before they are
ready, and not provided with coaching and
supports from supervisors and co-workers).

118c.

New case workers practice privately, and
they feel lonely and isolated; and, they
leave because their co-workers have not
developed strong, supportive professional
communities.

119c.
New case workers leave because state/city
training and agency training contradict
each other. 

120c.
New case workers leave because training
does not prepare them for the actual
demands of practice. 

121c.
New case workers leave when co-workers
ridicule and devalue what trainers have
presented as “best practices.” 
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