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Learning, Negotiating, and Surviving in Child Welfare:  

Social Capitalization Among Recently-hired Workers 

Abstract 

 

In the child welfare workplace, accessible relationships and support, though understudied, are 

vital to worker success.  Using telephone interviews with a statewide sample of recently-hired, 

frontline workers (N = 38), this study applied a social capital framework to consider support 

functionality or capitalization.  Findings highlight that although nearly all workers recognized 

the importance of instrumental and expressive support, many workers did not capitalize on 

support.  Agencies may benefit from an atmosphere focused on collective interests rather than 

individual survival.  Policy can promote supportive atmospheres through providing agencies with 

the ability and time to foster recently-hired workers’ skills.   

 

Keywords: social support, child welfare workers, child protection investigators, case managers, 

retention, social capital, capitalization  
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Child welfare, one of the most challenging areas of social service work, is charged with 

protecting and serving vulnerable children and families facing maltreatment allegations.  The 

workforce environment is a complex system where workers coordinate care under federal, state, 

and local regulations.  On the frontlines, child welfare workers investigate allegations of 

maltreatment, work with families, and, when necessary, facilitate out-of-home placements.  

Typically, workers take approximately two years to develop the necessary skills, expertise, and 

dispositions to work independently in this unique environment (Louisiana Office of Community 

Services Job Task Force, 2000).  Relationships and support are vital to worker success and 

longevity, particularly among recently-hired workers (e.g., Chenot, Benton, & Kim, 2009; Lee, 

Forster, & Rehner, 2011).  Although annual turnover rates vary by state and locale, rates 

typically range from 20-40% ([STATE] Department of Children and Families, 2016; General 

Accounting Office [GAO], 2003).  Turnover is particularly high among new hires as the average 

job tenure is two years (GAO, 2003), and workers typically decide whether or not to remain in 

child welfare within this time frame (Chenot et al., 2009). 

Work attributes including job unpredictability, high job demands, high caseloads, long 

work hours, low salaries, and high emotional tolls all contribute to turnover (Benton, 2016; Lee 

et al., 2011; GAO, 2003; Whiting Blome & Steib, 2014).  Child welfare workers identified 

inadequate supervision, stressful workplace environments, poor co-worker relationships, and a 

lack of work-family balance as primary workplace stressors that influenced their job perceptions 

and their decisions to remain in child welfare (Lee et al., 2011).  Despite support’s potential 

importance (e.g., Chenot et al., 2009), limited research describes recently-hired child welfare 

workers’ experiences and utilization of support as they learn their jobs.  In this study, we 

examine use of support among recently-hired frontline child welfare workers in [STATE]. 
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Theoretical Framework and Literature Review 

Social capital, or the available support from one’s social network (Bourdieu, 1986), is an 

important resource that influences workplace survival (Boyas & Wind, 2010).  According to 

Bourdieu (1986), relationships and behavioral exchanges with others can serve as critical sources 

of support in helping people both survive and maximize health and wellbeing.  Extensive 

literature suggests that social capital relates to success on a wide array of employment, health, 

educational, and quality of life outcomes (e.g., House, Umberson, & Landis, 1988).  Although 

social capital includes social relationships, structural resources, and cultural capital, we focus on 

workers’ ability to capitalize on social relationships because of its centrality to social capital 

(Lin, 1999) and to job success (Boyas & Wind, 2010), particularly as individuals adjust to new 

environments, such as the child welfare workforce.  

Capitalization 

The ability for workers to access and use, or mobilize, social capital is capitalization.  

Capitalization, or the lack thereof, explains how individuals in the same organization or with 

similar support networks may perceive varying levels of support.  Individuals’ perceive 

collective norms or culture and access to structural resources differently and this variation leads 

to disparate social capital levels (Lin, 1999).  For example, if a supervisor tells workers that she 

has an open door policy, one worker may elect to interrupt her supervisor because she trusts that 

the supervisor indeed does not mind whereas another worker may elect to wait with her 

questions because she fears bothering her supervisor.  Although little, if any, work explicitly 

examines capitalization among child welfare workers, the inability to capitalize on available 

resources may be particularly relevant for them.  For example, child welfare workers without a 

norm of trust in their organization reported greater job-related stress (Boyas & Wind, 2010).   



Social Capitalization Among Child Welfare Workers  5 

To learn their jobs and reach organizational goals, workers can capitalize on relationships 

with others to provide instrumental support or expressive support (Pascoe, Ialongo, Horn, 

Reinhart, Perradatto, 1998).  Moreover, studies indicate that child welfare workers are highly 

reliant on instrumental and expressive support in order to succeed and stay in their jobs (e.g., 

Chenot, et al., 2009; Koeske & Koeske, 1989).  

Instrumental Support  

Workers often rely on instrumental support from their agencies to complete job tasks, 

including conducting home visits, documenting completed tasks, processing paperwork, and case 

planning within specified time frames (Blome & Stieb, 2014; Lee et al., 2011; Van Hook & 

Rothenberg, 2009).  Recently-hired child welfare workers, particularly, rely heavily on their 

supervisors for guidance specific to job-related tasks, and workers without such support are more 

likely to leave their jobs (Chen & Scannapieco, 2010).  Administrators and supervisors also can 

provide instrumental support through workplace policies.  For example, providing flexible hours, 

overtime, or supplemental mentorship affords workers the opportunity to complete their jobs 

effectively (e.g., Morazes, Benton, Clark, & Jacquet, 2010; Strand, Spath, Bosco-Ruggiero, 

2010).  Co-workers provide another source of instrumental support to recently-hired workers 

(Boyas & Wind, 2010) because they often share similar experiences and challenges (Altman & 

Cohen, 2016; Jack & Donnellan, 2010; Lizano & Mor Barak, 2012).  In terms of capitalization, 

workers who capitalize on instrumental support access colleagues to assist with job tasks, such as 

accompanying them on a home visit or assisting with required documentation.  Alternatively, 

workers could capitalize on a spousal relationship to provide child care in order to facilitate 

overtime hours.   

Expressive Support 
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Similar to the importance of instrumental support, workers often rely on others for 

expressive support to process thoughts and feelings related to their work (Altman & Cohen, 

2015; Morazes et al., 2010).  Morazes and colleagues (2010) found that child welfare workers 

valued supervisor support to process traumatic on-the-job experiences.  Supportive supervisors 

provide guidance on job-related emotions through providing a space and time for their workers 

to discuss work stresses and offering strategies to balance job tasks (Yankeelov, Barbee, 

Sullivan, & Antle, 2009).  As such, supportive supervisory relationships can counterbalance job 

stress, high caseloads, and long hours (Kruzich, Mienko, & Courtney, 2014).   Likewise, co-

workers can serve as sources of support (Altman & Cohen, 2016).  Workers in one agency found 

a new worker support group was invaluable in navigating emotional aspects of child welfare 

work (Csiernik, Smith, Dewar, Dromgole, & O’Neil, 2010).  Recently-hired workers benefit 

from available and trusting co-workers to process their emotional reactions to their work.  In 

addition, experienced co-workers can use their early-career experiences to normalize experiences 

of those recently hired (Coleman & Clark, 2003).  Many child welfare workers also rely on 

supportive family and friends outside of the workforce to handle work-related stress (Csiernik et 

al., 2010; Jack & Donnellan, 2010).  In exploring the experiences of recently-hired child welfare 

workers in England, Jack and Donnellan (2010) found support from friends and families 

positively influenced job satisfaction as workers negotiated work-life balance.  These outside 

supports also buffer against the emotionally and psychologically draining job stressors and 

promote worker wellbeing (Nissly, Mor Barak, & Levin, 2005).  

Available Support 

 Despite much evidence that identifies the importance of support (e.g., Altman & Cohen, 

2016; Jack & Donnellan, 2010; Morazes et al., 2010), few studies examine workers’ experiences 
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and use of support.  In one examination of recently-hired workers’ agency experiences, Gibbs 

(2009) identified that most workers in one Australian agency perceived little instrumental and 

expressive support.  Workers perceived little available supervision, sought guidance from anyone 

available, completed procedures and tasks without a framework to understand them, and learned 

through making mistakes.  In addition, workers perceived an “us vs. them” mentality in which 

experienced co-workers did not care about recently-hired workers’ emotional wellbeing.  

Additionally, in a study of caseworkers in New York and Chicago, approximately 36% of 

workers reported unsupportive, disorganized agency administration, and unprofessional, 

unqualified co-workers (Zell, 2006).  Alternatively, in another study examining peer support 

among one training cohort, workers described supportive relationships and camaraderie among 

their training cohort that provided them both opportunities to troubleshoot difficult cases (e.g., 

instrumental support) and vent (e.g., expressive support) (Jack & Donnellan, 2010).  Although 

these studies provide indication of workers’ support levels, importantly, these studies did not 

explicitly examine the breadth or depth of support environments or capitalization, areas of focus 

for our study. 

Contribution of the Current Study 

Faced with complex tasks, child welfare workers often utilize instrumental and 

expressive forms of social capital to fulfill their job responsibilities and survive (e.g., Boyas & 

Wind, 2010; Morazes et al., 2010).  Although substantial literature attests to the importance of 

supportive organizational climates and work-family balance (e.g., Ellett, Ellis, Westbrook, & 

Dews, 2007; Jack & Donnellan, 2010), current literature describes little about how child welfare 

workers experience and utilize support within and outside of the child welfare workforce, 

particularly as they form relationships and adjust to their new positions.  As such, this study 
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considers how recently-hired workers capitalize on support in light of organizational culture and 

resources.  Specifically, we asked: How do relationships and supports function for recently-hired 

child welfare workers?  

Methodology 

Study Context 

 The study took place in all six Department of Children and Families (DCF) regions in 

[STATE], a state that captures the racial, economic, and age diversity of US residents and 

includes urban and rural areas.  In [STATE], approximately 36,000 children received child 

welfare services in 2014-15 ([STATE] Department of Children and Families [DCF], 2015).  

Available workplace support is agency and unit specific.  For example, some agencies employ 

dedicated trainers to help new hires for the first several weeks, others provide reduced caseloads 

for experienced workers to mentor workers, and others rely on supervisors to acclimate workers. 

Procedure 

 The [STATE] Study of Professionals for Safe Families (FSPSF), is a longitudinal, 

statewide project of child protective investigators and case managers hired in [STATE] between 

September 2015 and September 2016.  With a response rate of 84% of all hired workers, FSPSF 

was designed to identify factors that influence worker satisfaction and turnover.  This qualitative 

sub-study was designed to understand the training and transition experiences of recently-hired 

workers.  In efforts to capture wide variation on worker experiences, we employed a purposive 

sample including at least one child protective investigator and one case manager from each of the 

six DCF regions in the state.  We emailed invitations to participate in telephone interviews to a 

randomly-selected, geographically diverse group of FSPSF respondents including investigators 

and case managers.  The sample includes FSPSF study respondents who had acquired 
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independent caseloads and had retained employment as frontline child welfare workers.   

Participants completed a consent form and selected an interview time online and 

interviewers, including the first author and trained graduate students, confirmed appointments 

and phone numbers with participants prior to the interviews.  Interview guide topics included 

training (e.g., tell me about your impressions of the training), transition (e.g., describe your 

transition from being in training to having an independent caseload), supervision (e.g., describe 

the supervision that you receive on the job now) and support (e.g., how well does your agency 

support you in your work?).  Participants received a $25 electronic gift card as compensation.  

Interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed by a professional transcription company.  The 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the authors’ university approved the study protocol. 

Analysis 

The first two authors utilized NVivo 11 qualitative data analysis software (QSR 

International, 2012) to conduct a seven-stage thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). To 

begin, we read through eight diverse transcripts to become familiar with the data and each 

generated initial codes independently.  We then searched for themes by discussing identified 

codes and recognizing overarching themes, or patterns of meaning in the data (Braun & Clarke, 

2006).  We produced a coding framework and two of the interviewers coded all transcripts 

independently.  We then reviewed the themes and conducted queries with the qualitative data 

analysis software to examine if themes varied by position (i.e., child protective investigator or 

case manager) as well as whether or not the worker had any previous experience working in 

child welfare.  We completed the thematic analysis by defining and naming the themes and 

identifying illustrative quotes in order to produce the report.   

Sample 
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 Of the 96 email invitations sent to potentially-eligible participants, 42 agreed to 

participate, 48 did not respond, 6 declined, and 4 later decided not to participate due to 

scheduling, resulting in 38 interviews and a 40% response rate.  The sample included recently-

hired child protective investigators (n = 21) and case managers (n = 17) who had been on the job 

for an average of 7 months.  Most workers had previous experience working in child welfare 

prior to their current job (n =25).  Workers were diverse in age (from 21 to 59 years; M = 33) and 

education level (all had Bachelor’s degrees; 11 had Master’s degrees).  Most workers were 

female (n = 29) and most were White (n = 21) or Black (n = 9).  Interviews ranged from 22 to 68 

minutes, averaging 43 minutes.  Worker demographic and support characteristics in the 

qualitative subsample did not differ statistically from the larger FSPSF sample. 

Prior to the telephone interview, most (n = 34) FSPSF participants completed a 

quantitative instrument that included multiple items on support. While the information was not 

used in the qualitative analysis, the frequencies related to support are important characteristics of 

the sample.  Participants reported a wide range of instrumental (i.e., help getting your job done) 

and expressive (i.e., listen to your work-related problems) support from “not at all” (0) to “very 

much” (3).  On average from their combination of sources, workers received some instrumental 

support (µ = 1.68, SD = 0.84) and some expressive support (µ = 2.09, SD = 0.66).  Sources of 

support from supervisors, co-workers, and family or friends were correlated to each other (α = 

0.22 - 0.51) as were expressive and emotional support (α = 0.70).  Workers who voiced support 

in one area (e.g., supervisors) or in one form (e.g., instrumental) typically voiced support in other 

areas and forms (e.g., co-workers; emotional). 

Results 

The study focused on functionality of supports among recently-hired frontline child 



Social Capitalization Among Child Welfare Workers  11 

welfare workers and factors that contribute to workers’ experiences of instrumental and 

expressive support (see Figure 1).  Social capital created through relationships with others when 

utilized appropriately provided critical, often informal, resources.  Workers’ prioritization of 

relationship development and maintenance reflects the importance of the presence and utilization 

of social capital for work-related challenges.  Workers pursued instrumental and expressive 

support within the workplace and, to a lesser extent, outside of it.  Some workers discussed their 

success at mobilizing or capitalizing on available resources while others struggled to find or 

capitalize on needed support.  Figure 1 displays identified components of capitalization that 

contributed to effective instrumental and expressive support. 

Results indicated a wide range of support in each area, yet there were no systematic 

differences between child protective investigators and case managers or between those with and 

without prior experience working in child welfare.  According to the quantitative survey 

responses, most frequently, participants who felt support in one area also felt support in other 

areas and vice versa.  However, several workers expressed nuanced differences in feeling 

supported.  Most often, workers with such feelings lacked workplace guidance and support, but 

had support outside of the workplace.  These workers explained the importance of “detaching” 

and not allowing work frustrations to disturb their supportive family lives. 

Use of Support 

Instrumental support. Workers consistently discussed the need for workplace support in 

order to learn and complete job responsibilities, conceptualized here as instrumental support.  

Instrumental support included accessible colleagues, knowledge sharing colleagues, and flexible 

schedules. 

Accessible colleagues. Workers valued accessible colleagues, as defined as the people 
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they worked with including co-workers, supervisors, and administrators.  Those with accessible 

colleagues commonly voiced that their colleagues facilitated a team-based approach to child 

protection in which “the whole team is behind you.”  Workers with accessible colleagues 

appreciated open door policies in which they felt that they could drop by for questions at any 

time.  One worker described that early in her transition to the job she “could just go and ask [the 

supervisor] anything.”  She elaborated, “there was no time that…somebody in the unit wasn’t 

available to help.”   

Accessibility spanned into the field and outside of traditional working hours.  One worker 

pleased with her supervisory support commented:  

We're not here for a 9:00 to 5:00; we're [here] to make sure the kids are safe. And 

sometimes that means calling [supervisors] at midnight or calling at 2:00 in the morning 

to make sure that we're doing everything that we need while we're there. 

While some workers had supervisors and co-workers available to them to assist them at any time 

they needed, workers in some units also learned from job coaches who followed them “24/7” to 

answer any questions and offer suggestions for improvement.   

Workers with accessible colleagues emphasized how the support allowed them to learn 

their job.  One worker explained how her supervisor’s accessibility helped her: 

I don't sometimes know what I'm doing, but having a supervisor that's always accessible, 

whether it be a text message, via phone, e-mail; I think that means a lot because it lets me 

know that if I have questions or if I don't feel comfortable making a decision, I'm not 

alone.   

The accessibility of colleagues provided recently-hired workers the information they needed to 

complete their job responsibilities.  
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Most workers discussed that supervisors promoted accessibility, yet availability did not 

materialize for some.  One worker explained her frustration in her supervisor’s limited 

availability: 

[S]he's never in the office.  I have no idea where she is, but it feels like she's never in the 

 office.  So if I do need something signed, or if I do need to ask a question, most times 

 she's not there. 

Workers also described that they sometimes missed scheduled supervision appointments due to 

work emergencies and had to wait until the following week to meet due to supervisors’ busy 

schedules.  Most workers defended their supervisors and colleagues recognizing that everyone 

was overworked.  For example, one worker expressed common sentiment explaining how her 

experienced co-worker had “her own cases and backlogs” and her supervisor was “trying to do a 

million other things.”  Another worker explained how the job was “a very solo job” in which 

“supervisors are there for minimal stuff [because] they have a lot that they have to do.”    

Regardless of why colleagues were unavailable, workers without available support 

struggled to learn and complete the job successfully.  One worker’s comment summarizes 

common feelings among those who struggled without accessible colleagues: 

…I was not ready for the lack of support, the lack of leadership, the lack of mentorship, 

the lack of guidance…I figured whatever I was lacking in, either my supervisor or 

somebody closer to him would be assigned to…help me and guide me through it. 

Whereas, I found myself guiding myself through it the best I could, which brought on 

more stress because I'm kind of winging it, hoping I'm doing the right thing because 

there's no support there for me. 

  Knowledge sharing colleagues. In addition to accessibility, workers valued knowledge 
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sharing colleagues: colleagues with knowledge about child protection and a willingness to teach.  

When available, on-the-job training from colleagues was helpful. One worker estimated that he 

learned 60-70% of the job in training and the remainder on-the-job from his unit.  One worker 

with knowledge sharing colleagues explained the difference that led to her successful transition, 

“having just an overwhelming wealth of knowledge come from my team and the support I get, 

that is a difference.”  Likewise, workers benefited from colleagues who taught skills rather than 

simply provided answers.  For example, one worker noted the benefit of a supervisor teaching: 

[T]he good thing about my supervisor is that he doesn't just give me the answers when I 

ask a question; he'll actually in turn ask me a question and try and make me think about 

what the answer is.  He tries to lead me to the answer instead of just giving it to me. 

Workers also valued the time that colleagues spent with them teaching them the nuances of 

agency-specific procedures.  For example, one worker noted her experience with a co-worker: 

My coworker explained, ‘There's a lot of things [trainers] don’t explain in training 

because it's pretty much the agency policy, but nobody sits there and goes over it with 

you.’  This co-worker literally spent four hours with me one evening ensuring that I had 

everything that I needed to have done in order to be prepared. 

The less-structured transfer of knowledge was common among workers with strong support in 

units that used a team-based approach.   

 Although workers benefited from on-the-job training, it was not uniformly available.  

Those without colleagues providing on-the-job training commonly noted that they were expected 

to know how to do tasks that they had not learned in training.  Workers recounted instances in 

which they were reprimanded for not completing tasks that they never learned.  One worker 

explained this frustration: 
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It's pretty overwhelming when you have the anxiety and you're thinking, ‘I don't know 

how to do this,’ and you need your supervisor to help you and they expect you to know it 

or they don't have time to help you and no one else does. 

Furthermore, workers commented that although questions may be encouraged, recently-hired 

workers often do not know the questions to ask.  For example, one worker recalled when she 

commented in a staff meeting that she could not follow her supervisor’s recommendation of “if 

you don’t know, ask” because she did not know what to ask.  Everyone started laughing because 

they felt the same way.   

Some workers expressed that their supervisors did not possess the skillset to train and 

monitor recently-hired workers.  One worker explained that her supervisor professed this 

shortcoming: 

[S]he told me she's not really good with new employees and I don't think she has the 

patience for new employees, so that makes it a little tougher.  She just expects you to do 

it, know it, and go.  She just wants you to close your cases, which I would do if I knew 

how to do it. 

Likewise, another worker’s experience with her supervisor highlights the problematic nature 

when supervisors are not effective teachers: 

I can ask for help and guidance.  It doesn't mean that I will necessarily get it back in a 

way that's helpful.  Because if you ask someone something and they just repeat the same 

thing over and over again without breaking things down to you, then you kind of feel 

stupid, and so you're just like, ‘Okay, well never mind.’ 

This worker identified the importance of knowledge sharing colleagues and its importance to 

capitalization, a key component of social capital.  
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Flexible schedules. Supervisors and administrators also provided instrumental support by 

allowing schedule flexibility where workers could work different hours or overtime.  Several 

workers noted workplace flexibility allowed them to complete their jobs around doctor’s 

appointments or child care responsibilities without requiring formal leave.  Workers with job 

flexibility could arrive and leave the office at various times and were not beholden to strict work 

hours.  Schedule flexibility also meant allowing overtime. Although some workers expressed 

frustration in being reprimanded for completing overtime hours without approval, those 

permitted to use overtime valued this time.  For example, when asked about job supports, one 

worker explained, “the biggest support to me is allowing the number of hours it takes to figure 

this [job] out.”  Although almost all workers recognized that the job extended beyond traditional 

business hours, workers appreciated supervisors that actively promoted schedule flexibility 

including overtime. 

Expressive support.  Due in part to the difficult nature of child welfare work, workers 

valued on-the-job expressive support from colleagues, as well as off-the-job support from family 

and friends.  

On-the-job expressive support. Workers valued caring colleagues.  In some instances, 

caring meant simple courtesies.  One worker explained her supportive atmosphere with 

supervisors and upper management: “If they see you in the hallway they're asking, ‘Hey, how are 

you doing?  How is your caseload going?  How is your time management doing?  Let me know 

if you need any help.’”  For some, colleagues exceeded courtesies and workers described their 

colleagues as family they could rely on.  For example, one worker described her unit’s closeness: 

I'm surrounded by a lot of very caring individuals who not only care about the kids and 

the families that they're helping, but their team members.  They're someone that I can fall 
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back on if I'm having a moment and likewise.  I'm there for them as well.  It's almost like 

a little bit of a family of our own. 

Several workers mentioned that the stressful daily responsibilities (e.g., unwelcomed 

home visits, non-compliant parents, documented abuse) require decompressing, venting, or even 

laughing with people who understand.  Workers commented that people outside of the profession 

often do not understand what child welfare workers experience daily.  One worker explained: 

“[I]t helps…when you have people that you can laugh with, especially during stressful 

times…feeling like…we're a pack, feeling that makes work a lot easier.”  Often, a family-like 

atmosphere translated to lunches with co-workers, pizza nights, or social outings.  One worker 

described how her supervisor encouraged her to develop bonds with her co-workers and 

decompress: “[W]e'll form a bond and we'll go to lunch in town …take an hour to maybe talk 

about things, but also to take that time away from the office.” 

Workers without expressive support from their colleagues were keenly aware of its 

absence.  Several clarified that they could approach their supervisors with job-related questions, 

but not about feeling stressed or emotionally-drained.  One worker summarized, “I feel like the 

times where I have expressed emotion [I was] told ‘That’s part of the job.  You have good days 

and bad days and this is something you need to learn how to deal with,’ basically.”  Trepidation 

about approaching others with emotional needs was well founded at times.  For example, one 

worker talked to her supervisor about how she felt overwhelmed with the work.  In response, the 

supervisor handed her a flyer for counseling.  The worker explained: “[The recommendation for 

counseling] hit me really hard because I didn't feel like I needed counseling.  I felt like I just 

needed a little bit more supervision or support in regards to my job and I would've been fine.”  In 

another instance, a worker asked her supervisor to take her off of rotation for new cases, a 
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common practice when caseloads get too large or intense.  The worker recalled the supervisor’s 

response: "You're a [child protection investigator], and it's your job to take cases every day…I'm 

not going to stop giving cases just because you can't handle it." This worker, like others without 

on-the-job expressive support, felt frustration with the absence of support.   

   Off-the-job expressive support. Despite the high demands of child welfare workers, the 

majority of workers felt supported outside of the workplace by family and friends.  Several 

workers explained how their spouses and children supported them when they worked late.  For 

example, one worker shared how her husband sends her a text message checking on her when 

she is out late.  In another instance, when asked about the supportiveness of his spouse, one 

worker was clear about the importance of the support: “If she wasn't, I'd be divorced by now.  If 

she wasn't supportive of me, she would've left me already.”  Similar to this worker, others 

mentioned that given the job’s long hours and unpredictable schedules, they would not have 

accepted the position without supportive families.   

In addition to support and understanding for the job, many workers discussed how friends 

and family in child protection or related fields including emergency medical technicians, 

paramedics, and law enforcement understood the work and allowed workers to share unidentified 

cases or frustrations from work.  For example, one worker explained, “I have some girlfriends 

that are in the therapy world.  We like to share information on…ins and outs of our jobs.  And 

maybe [I] get perspective on something I haven’t thought of.” 

Some workers lacked support from their colleagues, yet had support from family and 

friends. The off-the-job support sometimes counterbalanced a lack of workplace support.  One 

worker explained how his wife, friend, and fellow church members supported him: “They come 

up to me, giving me that positive feedback that I don't get at work.  They're giving it to me 
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[saying], ‘You're doing a good job. You're doing an important job.  You're doing a needed job.’"  

Another worker described the importance of support through her church: “If it was not for going 

to church, oh my God, I probably would have snapped a long time ago.” 

Those without off-the-job expressive support noted its absence.  Several workers 

explained that their social networks outside of child welfare did not provide them with 

mechanisms to decompress from work because their friends and family may worry about them or 

simply not understand.  One worker summarized common worker sentiment among those 

without support: “when you have that real abuse you're not going to have someone who is going 

to be able to listen to that unless they're doing this job.” 

 Although discussed less frequently, workers without supportive networks blamed the 

job’s time demands and the difficult nature of the work for their lack of support outside the 

workplace.  For example, when asked to describe his outside support, one worker explained: 

I moved down here for this job.  Now I have to supervise visits on the weekend…and it 

just really sucks because I want to be able to get out there and get some more social life 

because that's something that always helps me relieve stress by socializing and 

interacting. 

Another worker described her family as supportive, but noted, “they get unhappy because I’m 

not always home at night.”   

Variation in Support 

Workers recognized agencies and units varied considerably in the levels of support 

available to workers as they learned their jobs. When discussing the presence of support, workers 

commonly noted their “luck” or lack thereof, often beginning with the supervisor.  One worker 

explained, “it all depends on the type of supervisor that you get…and I got a sorry one.”   



Social Capitalization Among Child Welfare Workers  20 

Alternatively, a worker who appreciated her supervisor noted, “I thank God every day basically 

that I have a supervisor who has a good attitude and will go to bat for us because she sees how 

hard we work.”  One worker described the wide variation between her unit supervisor and her 

sister, or neighboring, unit supervisor: 

[T]he variation between supervisors is really, really dramatic and I know they have a big 

emphasis of having a sister unit…but the sister unit supervisor is possibly the most 

terrifying [person] I've ever met and I don't like having conversations with that woman.  

So if I have to have a closure consult, I'll wait a day until my supervisor comes back 

versus having a closure consult with her. 

Although workers most commonly noted supervisor variation, several workers noted 

variation with attitudes of administrators and co-workers.  Workers without supportive 

colleagues generally noted that high turnover translates to individual survival rather collective 

action.  For example, one worker noted, “[W]ith the turnover rate that happens, [the lack of 

support] is what it is and you just kind of have to make do.”  Several workers with supportive 

colleagues expressed feeling lucky; they emphasized their supportive units were unusual 

qualifying that colleagues were helpful “in my particular unit” or “just this office here.”  One 

worker with a supportive workplace explained that her office is “really different” because they 

socialize after work and do non-work related activities.   

Mobilization of Support  

Although most workers recognized that support varied by agency and unit, workers also 

mentioned the importance of reaching out for support and being assertive, or in the words of one 

worker being “real loud about asking for support.”  One worker explained her approach to 

getting the support that she needed: 
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If you have a difficult case and [the supervisor has] a couple minutes, ok, ‘hey, can I talk 

to you for a minute?  What do I need to do?’  And they will let you know…they have a 

lot on their plate due to everything, so you…have to…really initiate the supervision. 

Similarly, another worker explained that although he and his supervisor work well together, he 

recognized,  

If I didn’t ask her for help, then I’d probably be in trouble. That’s why you got to ask for 

help so I don’t mind asking for help… Sometimes I can go to my director; sometimes I 

can go to the other supervisor. You just kind of make it work. 

This worker explained the importance of reaching out to his supervisor as well as being willing 

to go to additional people when needing help.  Not all workers, however, felt comfortable 

reaching out for support.  For example, one worker explained her hesitation: 

 Maybe you could reach out to the higher ups, but you don't want to do that because you 

 don't know…how it's going to come back or may be misinterpreted, so you don't do it.  

 They say they're available, but you don't want to chance it. 

In addition to fear of being misinterpreted, several workers voiced hesitation about approaching 

their colleagues because of the high workloads.  For example, one worker explained: 

I really didn't want to bother other people or distract them from what they were doing 

because I just had one case [initially]. They had 40…I understand how busy they 

were…and so I didn't want to come in and continue to ask questions. 

For this worker, the support may have been available, but the worker did not capitalize on it, 

perhaps due to workplace norms of individual survival.  

Discussion 

 This study applied a social capital framework to consider support experiences and 
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capitalization among recently-hired child welfare workers.  Findings illuminated workers’ 

feelings about support such that they felt a range of support depending on the type (i.e., 

instrumental or expressive) and source (e.g., supervisor, co-worker, family, friends).  Although 

nearly all workers recognized the importance of support to learn and succeed in their jobs, some 

workers did not obtain and capitalize on support.  Despite support variation among participants, 

support did not vary systematically between child protective investigators and case managers or 

between those with and without previous child welfare jobs.  These similarities may reflect that 

workplace norms, culture, and resources are not related to agency type or experience levels.  The 

finding that workers with prior child welfare experience did not navigate and capitalize on 

support easier than their less-experienced peers may reflect unique delivery systems at the 

agency level or the wide diversity of jobs that participants identify with child welfare.   

 To consider instrumental support first, our findings support earlier studies on the 

importance of a supportive workplace (e.g., Ellett et al., 2007; Lee et al., 2011; Van Hook & 

Rothenberg, 2009).  Workers valued accessible, knowledge sharing supervisors and co-workers 

with in-depth knowledge and experiences in child welfare.  Workers frequently mentioned their 

numerous questions as they began their independent caseloads.  Endorsing earlier studies (e.g., 

Ellett et al., 2007; Morazes et al., 2010), workers who could drop by, ask others questions, and 

work overtime or flexible hours felt supported.  Workers also appreciated knowledge sharing 

colleagues who taught them skills rather than those who only provided answers.  Those with 

absent supervisors or co-workers struggled to complete their job responsibilities.  The workers 

without support often guessed on completing forms and feared repercussions.  However, they felt 

they had few options given job responsibilities such as pending case deadlines. 

 To consider expressive support next, complementing earlier findings (e.g., Jack & 
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Donnellan, 2010; Morazes, et al., 2010), workers generally recognized the difficult nature of 

child welfare work and sought out support both in and out of the workplace.  Several workers 

likened their units to families who cared about both clients and each other.  Several other 

workers clearly distinguished that supervisors were available for task-related assistance, not 

emotional support.  Workers mentioned seeing abuse firsthand and wanted to process their 

feelings within the workplace, yet this support was not universally available.  In some instances, 

workers recalled supervisors stating that dealing with the emotional burden of cases was part of 

the job that workers needed to handle independently or with outside counseling. In terms of 

expressive support outside of the workplace, most workers felt supported by their family and 

friends, particularly those with connections to others in child welfare or similar professions.  

However, several workers voiced that long work hours and the on-call nature of the job limited 

their ability to access outside support systems. 

 Workers acknowledged wide variation in support: those with it typically felt lucky and 

unusual and those without it typically felt unlucky and failed by an overburdened child welfare 

system.  Although workers commonly perceived available support as luck, capitalization may 

account for some of the variation.  Almost all workers recalled instances in which they needed 

assistance.  Some workers recognized the importance of advocating for their needs and doing 

what they needed to do in order to receive assistance (e.g., interrupting supervisors, asking co-

workers to stay late to help them).  Supported workers advocated for themselves in order to learn 

key job skills.  Others, trying to limit their burden on others, patiently waited for assistance.  

Unfortunately, high caseloads and high turnover often meant an indefinite wait as co-workers 

and supervisors focused on their personal survival rather than the recently-hired workers’ needs 

and collective needs of the unit’s workforce.  
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Implications 

 Findings provide implications for practice and policy.  In terms of practice, units and 

agencies can benefit from creating a supportive atmosphere in which workers operate for 

collective interests rather than individual survival.  Extensive literature attests to high turnover in 

child welfare and supportive atmospheres promote worker longevity (e.g., Lee et al., 2011; Shim, 

2010).  Our findings identify the importance of supervisors and co-workers extending themselves 

to help recently-hired workers learn job responsibilities and workers taking the initiative to ask 

for support.  Although cooperation is difficult to mandate, reinforcing Shim’s (2010) 

recommendations, administrators and supervisors can prioritize an environment conducive to 

support and wellbeing, including periodic meetings with workers about work content and its 

emotional impact on the worker.  Informal meetings and knowledge sharing colleagues also can 

assist workers in capitalizing on available support.  Our findings indicate that several workers 

who received support prioritized getting their questions answered while others forwent support to 

avoid burdening others.  Recently-hired workers could benefit from training content on 

appropriate protocol to receive answers to questions in order to capitalize on available support.  

Widespread access to supervisors and experienced workers via mandated check-ins, particularly 

during the first weeks of independent casework, could provide instrumental support to recently-

hired workers while helping to promote norms of support and guidance.  

 Workplace policy can also promote a supportive atmosphere by providing co-workers 

and supervisors both the ability and time to foster recently-hired workers’ skills.  For example, 

our findings indicate that several workers felt as though their supervisors were too busy to 

provide impromptu instrumental support and not available for expressive support.  However, 

workers receiving both instrumental and expressive support voiced that the support promoted 
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their job adjustment.  Supervisors and co-workers could benefit from training to develop skills 

critical to effective support, including skills to address emotional reactions to child welfare work.  

Coupled with skill development, reduced caseloads or permitted overtime could provide 

supervisors and experienced workers necessary time to provide on-the-job training to recently-

hired workers.  In addition, newly-hired workers could benefit from training on how to reach out 

to colleagues to receive both instrumental and expressive support that they will inevitably need.  

Training on support capitalization could facilitate norms that recently-hired workers will face 

obstacles and they can safely reach out to others to for instrumental and expressive support.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

 A statewide sample of recently-hired child protective investigators and case managers, 

sample saturation, and a team-based, structured thematic analysis highlight our study’s strengths.  

The study is not without limitations, however.  First, we used a convenience sample of recently-

hired child welfare workers throughout one state and results may not be generalizable to other 

workers.  The sample may include workers with unique support experiences.  Second, although 

we implemented a systematic analysis in which the team reached consensus on themes and 

analytic decisions, qualitative analysis is inherently subjective. 

 In light of its limitations, study findings reinforced earlier findings on the importance of 

support and relationships for child welfare workers (e.g., Lee et al., 2011; Shin, 2010).  Two key 

findings warrant future research.  First, the study identifies the wide range of support available to 

recently-hired workers, both inside and outside of the workplace.  Frustrations workers without 

support expressed early in their jobs indicate no honeymoon period in child welfare.  Future 

studies can build on this one by conducting longitudinal interviews with child welfare workers to 

examine how early frustrations with supports lead to turnover or how workers renegotiate their 
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supportive networks to obtain what they need.  Second, this study is one of the first to consider 

workers’ capitalization of support.  Building on the qualitative findings, future research should 

use quantitative data to examine the capitalization of social support.  Hierarchical modeling 

examining workers nested in agencies can examine how much of support differences are 

attributable to individual versus agency attributes thereby informing future intervention efforts.    

Conclusion 

 Child welfare workers can benefit from social capital including positive, accessible 

relationships with supervisors, colleagues, and families (e.g., Boyas & Wind, 2010; Shin, 2010).  

This study examined capitalization of support among recently-hired child welfare workers within 

and outside of the workplace.  Available and capitalized support varied leading to diverse early 

experiences working in child welfare.  Although nearly all workers relied upon their supervisors 

and co-workers for instrumental and expressive support, several workers did not receive support 

due to inaccessible colleagues due to high caseloads or workers’ fear of approaching others with 

questions.  A social capital framework helps explain the importance of supportive relationships 

and the capitalization of these relationships.  Although social capital may be available from 

supervisors, co-workers, or family, some workers may not mobilize resources due to perceived 

workplace norms.  In order to provide recently-hired workers with the help that they need, 

supervisors and co-workers could benefit from training and reduced workloads to provide more 

support to recently-hired workers.  Recently-hired workers also could benefit from training on 

how to utilize and capitalize on support.  Doing so may benefit workers and agency operation if 

all workers recognize that early-career learning is an important collective need of the agency.  
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Figure 1: Factors contributing to instrumental and expressive support 
 
 

 
 

Figure 1 identifies three contributing factors of workers’ experiences of instrumental and 
expressive support: variation in support, use of support, and mobilization of support. 


