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Abstract 

Introduction: High annual turnover (20-50%) reflects the challenging nature of child welfare 

frontline work.  This article considers Lipsky’s (1980) concept of street-level bureaucracy to 

explain workers’ workplace transition.  Methods: We conducted in-depth interviews with 38 

newly-hired, frontline workers.  Results: A thematic analysis revealed discrepancy between 

worker expectations and job reality.  Workers felt unprepared for the job given quick transition 

periods and unfamiliar agency procedures.  Discussion: Additional field training, agency-

specific training, caseload protection, and workplace supports could improve worker transition 

and reduce turnover. 

 

Keywords: child welfare, retention, turnover, caseload, support, child protection 
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Child welfare is among the most challenging areas of the social service sector, 

particularly for frontline workers including child protection investigators (CPIs) and case 

managers (CMs).  As the job titles suggest, CPIs respond to child maltreatment allegations, 

identify the presence of maltreatment, and initially determine child safety.  CMs work with 

children and families in cases of substantiated maltreatment to ensure children’s safety, 

permanency, and well-being.  Challenges of high caseloads, insufficient time with families, and a 

limited focus on child safety contribute to turnover.  For example, the Government 

Accountability Office’s (GAO, 2003) evaluation of the child welfare workforce found large 

caseloads coupled with high turnover translated to remaining workers having insufficient time to 

conduct timely investigations, establish relationships with families, and conduct frequent home 

visits, ultimately negatively impacting compliance with federal safety and permanency 

outcomes.  National rates of child welfare turnover typically range from 20-50%, with the 

highest rates within a worker’s first three years (Chenot, Benton, & Kim, 2009; Smith, 2005).  

Turnover is expensive because each child welfare job vacancy costs approximately $10,000 (in 

1995 dollars), once considering separation, replacement, training, and performance differential 

costs (Graef & Hill, 2000).  

Despite the GAO’s (2003) prioritization of workforce retention and newly-hired workers’ 

heightened turnover vulnerability, few studies have explored workers’ experiences with training 

and transitioning to the workforce.  Worker training and transition to independent caseloads are 

important because if we can identify the strengths and difficulties that workers initially face in 

the workforce, policy and practice can adapt training and transition processes to accommodate 

workers’ needs and create a sustaining workplace environment. 

Theoretical Framework and Literature Review 
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Lipsky’s (1980) framework of street-level bureaucracy may help to explain new frontline 

workers’ transition experiences.  Lipsky (1980) suggests frontline workers’ actions in their 

everyday work are important because they determine whether policy is implemented as intended.  

If a policy states a worker must visit a child within 24 hours of an allegation, for example, a 

worker decides whether the visit occurs.  Workers operating as street-level bureaucrats face 

barriers in completing their job responsibilities (Lipsky, 1980).  Resource limitations, time 

pressures, and conflicting goals create a discrepancy between practice ideals and reality.  To 

survive, workers develop coping mechanisms, termed here as practice strategies, such as 

focusing on clients with the greatest possibility for success, rationing services, or defining 

achievable goals (Lipsky, 1980).  Literature documents that over time CPIs and CMs face 

Lipsky’s (1980) barriers in their work (e.g., GAO, 2003; Smith & Donovan, 2003).  Less is 

known about how training experiences and transition processes may influence facing these 

barriers and developing practice strategies.  

Resource Limitations 

 Extensive literature attests that CPIs and CMs cannot access the necessary human 

resources to complete their jobs effectively.  Workers face excessive workloads, staffing 

shortages, and limited training opportunities (e.g., DePanfilis & Zlotnik, 2008; Fox, Miller, & 

Barbee, 2003). Workers frequently note excessive workloads when considering job 

dissatisfaction, burnout, and turnover (Mor Barak, Nissly, & Levin, 2001).  Likewise, the 

National Council on Crime and Delinquency (2006) found 75% of former child welfare workers 

reported excessive caseloads, often requiring unpaid, overtime work.  The perpetual cycle of 

turnover and subsequent staff shortages deplete resources and, ultimately, affect client outcomes.  

Mounting caseloads and few mentors or supervisors leave workers with little time to establish 
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relationships with families, assess child safety, and make thoughtful permanency decisions 

(GAO, 2003).  

The transition from training to independent caseloads may be a time when workers are 

particularly vulnerable to resource-constrained environments.  In qualitative interviews, newly-

trained workers expressed difficulty applying knowledge from training to real-life crisis 

situations (Falk, 2015).  Workers desired additional time in training to apply their skills and 

additional supervisory support as they learned their jobs (Falk, 2015). 

Time Pressures 

The federal Adoption and Safe Families Act (ASFA) set timelines for reunification or 

parental rights termination (see Oregon Department of Human Services, 2007 for timeline 

requirements).  The shortened timeline for case resolution consequently shortened timelines for 

assessments and interventions creating a time-pressured environment for workers, particularly 

new workers who are developing their skills and efficiency.  In a mixed-method study, Falk 

(2015) found workers felt pressure from management to comply with agency standards.  

Required engagements with families, paperwork deadlines, and meeting requirements created 

worker stress.  Time pressures for visits and documentation also can contribute to unmet 

expectations among new workers who may spend disproportionate time completing 

documentation rather than visiting and helping children (Faller et al., 2009; GAO, 2003).  

Conflicting Goals 

 Conflicting goals often complicate frontline workers’ jobs. ASFA timeline requirements, 

for example, may conflict with workers’ goals to help families.  Organizational constraints, 

including high caseloads and documentation deadlines, can undermine workers’ abilities to 

conduct a comprehensive safety assessment and complete required documentation.  In 
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interviews, workers shared administrative paperwork requirements inhibited their ability to 

assess safety and intervene with children and families effectively (GAO, 2003).  

Practice Strategies 

 Workers often employ strategies to handle inevitable stresses of limited resources, time 

pressures, and conflicting goals.  For example, workers may replace family-focused goals (e.g., 

client change) with more feasible, short-term ones (e.g., service completion; Smith & Donovan, 

2003). In addition, workers may turn to colleagues and supervisors to understand how to follow 

procedures while assuring client safety (Chenot et al., 2009; GAO, 2003). 

Contribution of the Current Study 

Frontline child welfare workers face high annual turnover rates. Turnover often 

culminates from worker stress (e.g., Mor Barak et al., 2001) and is detrimental to worker-family 

relationships, child safety, and child permanency (GAO, 2003). Given the vulnerability of new 

workers to adapt and succeed on the frontlines, training and transition processes offer 

opportunities to influence worker longevity. Incorporating Lipsky’s (1980) concept of the street-

level bureaucrat, this study used interviews with recently-hired CPIs and CMs throughout 

Florida to consider: What are the experiences of newly-hired Florida CPIs and CMs with training 

and transition to independent caseloads? In addition, the study considered the applicability of the 

street-level bureaucrat concept for CPIs and CMs with and without prior child welfare 

experience.  

Methodology 

Study Context 

The study occurred in Florida, a microcosm of the United States including racially-, 

economically- and age-diverse people living in both urban and rural areas.  In Fiscal Year 2014-
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2015, over 36,000 children received child welfare services in Florida (Florida Department of 

Children and Families [DCF], 2015a).  During this same year, CPIs had a 39% turnover rate 

(DCF, 2015b). CPIs and CMs participate in a regional pre-service training prior to starting their 

positions. Multiple agencies provide the trainings, which vary by region and job position, and 

include classroom days reviewing content from child development to home visiting techniques 

and field days in which newly-hired workers shadow experienced workers.  At the conclusion of 

the training, CPIs and CMs transition to independent caseloads.  Usually, workers initially 

receive a “protected caseload” with fewer or less complicated cases.  

Procedure 

We sampled respondents from The Florida Study of Professionals for Safe Families 

(FSPSF), a longitudinal, statewide project involving newly-hired CPIs and CMs designed to 

identify factors that influence worker satisfaction and retention. The study invited all workers 

hired in Florida between September 2015 and September 2016 to participate in the online survey 

and had a Wave 1 response rate of 84% (n = 1,451; Wilke et al., 2016).  Through purposive 

sampling, we randomly selected FSPSF respondents from each region and emailed invitations to 

participate in telephone interviews.  Participants completed an online consent form and indicated 

a convenient time for the interview. 

The first author and trained graduate students conducted 38 individual telephone 

interviews.  Participants met four criteria: (1) employed as a CPI or CM; (2) participated in the 

online FSPSF survey; (3) completed pre-service training; and (4) assigned an individual 

caseload.  Interviewers used a semi-structured interview protocol to ask participants about their 

experiences in pre-service training, transition to independent caseloads, and sources of support.  

Participants received $25 electronic gift cards as compensation.  Interviews were digitally 
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recorded and professionally transcribed verbatim.  The Institutional Review Board at the authors’ 

university approved study protocol.  

Analysis 

We conducted a thematic analysis (Braun & Clark, 2006) using qualitative data analysis 

software, NVivo 11 (NVivo, 2012).  First, we became familiar with the data by reading through 

transcripts.  Second, we independently generated initial codes for the same eight transcripts.  We 

then met to search for themes.  Through discussion and our coding outlines, we identified 

overarching themes, conceptualized as relevant patterns of meaning within the data (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006).  Using the devised coding framework, two graduate research assistants who had 

also served as interviewers coded all transcripts independently.  After coding, we met to review 

the themes to assess if each theme was distinct and fairly represented the data.  Concurrent with 

reviewing themes, we used NVivo to examine whether themes varied by job title (i.e., CPI or 

CM) or previous child welfare experience.  After reviewing themes, we defined and named the 

themes.  Data analysis concluded with producing the report by articulating the themes and 

providing illustrative data extracts for each theme (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

Sample 

Participants included 38 workers: 21 CPIs and 17 CMs. Workers ranged in age from 21 

to 59 with an average of 33 years old.  Most workers were female (n = 29) and White (n = 21) or 

Black (n = 9).  All workers had a bachelor’s degree and a significant minority (n = 11) had a 

master’s degree. Workers had been in their positions an average of 28 weeks and most (n = 

25) indicated previous child welfare experience.  Interviews lasted between 22 and 68 minutes, 

averaging 43 minutes. CPIs and CMs did not statistically differ on measured demographic and 

experience characteristics nor did the qualitative sample differ from the larger FSPSF sample.  
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Findings 

 Following Lipsky’s (1980) notion of the street-level bureaucrat, findings highlight 

barriers and practice strategies present in the experiences of newly-hired frontline workers as 

they transition to independent caseloads.  Results indicated a discrepancy between worker 

expectations and the reality of the job such that workers felt unprepared for the job due in part to 

quick transition periods and a lack of familiarity with agency protocols.  In order to meet job 

demands, workers often prioritized protocol completion above the more ambiguous goal of child 

safety.  Themes were interdependent such that examining preparation, transition, and protocol 

contributed to understanding workers’ experiences.  Themes did not vary by job category (i.e., 

CPI or CM) or previous child welfare experience; however, the frequency of some themes 

varied. We present the themes and note frequency differences when applicable. 

Unprepared for the work 

Workers expressed enthusiasm for working with children and keeping them safe.  Despite 

their enthusiasm, they felt unprepared for the job.  Many workers used analogies to capture their 

feelings of unpreparedness. One worker shared,  

… I might as well have been told to build a rocket ship by myself in an hour without 

knowing how to build a rocket ship. That's how I feel about this job. It's impossible to do 

a good job with what you're working with. 

Even though the majority of workers had previous child welfare experience, almost all workers 

mentioned that they did not learn enough during training.  Workers stated training content was 

informative, but difficult to apply to actual clients and agency protocol. One worker explained 

the difficulty of applying classroom knowledge “[The] book covered textbook cases, but people 

are not textbook cases.”  CPIs and CMs had slightly different perceptions of training.  CMs 
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especially stressed that material had little applicability and training focused too much on 

investigation and not enough on specific tasks of case management. 

In terms of essential job preparation, workers largely expressed that field days, which 

were designed to provide direct job exposure, were essential.  However, workers experienced 

tremendous variation in the structure, amount, and activities of field days.  Workers were not 

“guaranteed to get whatever unit item [they] were supposed to be learning.”  For example, 

workers learned about conducting initial home visits, but may not have observed one on a field 

day.  Even less helpful, some workers detailed field days when they did not shadow workers 

because their mentors were in the office on the specified day or lacked time to explain everything 

to the new hire.  One participant’s comment summarized common frustration with field days: 

I had field days, but rarely did I go out.  There was not staff willing to take me out or to 

take us out.  We were more used as transporters.  [We were told,] ‘Go pick up kids, take 

them here, take them there.’ 

Workers valued direct observations of field-specific tasks (e.g., home visits, court). Workers 

without such exposure expressed frustration. 

Workers also expressed concern that training did not prepare them for caseload volume 

and intensity.  One worker explained, “we never really got the full, the realness, the rawness of 

what it really means to be a CPI.  We never really got that.  We got the sugar-coated part of it.” 

Workers also had higher caseloads than they anticipated and often felt overwhelmed. One worker 

expressed how the volume of work, rather than the content was overwhelming: 

So I knew that we would be making safety decisions...however, it's just different when 

you're actually in the field, and you're actually doing it.  And then those cases start to pile 
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up and you feel as though you're just one person and all this weight is piled on top of you 

and it's holding you down so then you just become overwhelmed. 

New workers explained staffing shortages created large caseloads and increased demands 

for all workers.  Recent hires explained that experienced workers struggled to help them because 

they themselves were overwhelmed.  One worker explained her dilemma of finding answers to 

her questions and developing relationships with her colleagues: 

…unintentionally [you] become a pest because you have so many questions, because 

you're not as prepared as you should be… and so that requires a great reliance on either 

asking neighboring investigators or even supervisors a plethora of questions [about] some 

of the most simplest things to do… 

Some workers acknowledged a level of preparedness was necessary to formulate 

questions and some could not do so.  One worker explained: “No one's going to tell you unless 

you ask.  And you don’t know to ask the question because you don’t know about [the job 

responsibility].”  The lack of available mentorship led some workers to feel they had “little 

guidance” and “never really get to learn [the job]” out of not knowing what to ask or fear of 

asking questions.  Workers consistently expressed that their lack of preparedness was stressful 

and uncomfortable.  

Quick Transitions 

Workers generally envisioned a slow, smooth transition surrounded by supportive 

colleagues; unfortunately, the process often did not meet this expectation.  Although a few 

workers experienced smaller, simpler caseloads for up to 12 weeks, workers typically “got 

thrown right in right away,” particularly those with previous child welfare experience.  A few 

workers had field training officers, trainers, or supervisors accompany them in the field for up to 
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four weeks.  Although slower transitions, available supervisors, and available colleagues helped 

new hires adjust, individualized, worker-sensitive transitions were rare.  Most workers reported 

starting with protected caseloads, but protection was short-lived.  One worker explained the 

agency is “so short staffed and … there’s such high turnover that there’s just no way that they 

can [provide long case protection].”  Another worker illustrated the necessity of quick transitions 

when she explained that five of six workers in her unit, including her supervisor, quit her first 

week in the unit.  

Workers identified that turnover contributed to quick transitions because “the cases have 

to go to somebody.”  One worker explained how quick transitions contributed to stress and 

feelings of unpreparedness: “I pretty much feel like I was putting out fires [after training].  I 

pretty much still feel like I'm just putting out fires.  And I am working, but I'm not learning what 

I'm doing.  I'm just doing something.”  The idea of “playing catch-up” from the beginning was 

not unique.  One worker described how her cases were waiting when she completed training: “I 

had to come out [of training] and catch up on everything…the second I was there.”  The need for 

immediate immersion including large or complicated caseloads left new workers feeling ill-

equipped to handle their cases.  One worker used the analogy of riding a bike: “Basically it was 

just like training wheels off and it was time to go.”  Most workers described stressful agency 

environments due to job expectations, workload, and long hours.  Learning job protocol 

amplified stress.  One worker explained, “What would it take to do this job?  [W]hat I have 

found out is it’s impossible.  You can work as many hours as your body will physically allow 

you to work and you cannot get it done.” 

In light of the job’s stress and long hours, workers recognized the importance of agency 

morale in job transition and sustainability.  Approximately one half of workers, 
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disproportionately CMs, viewed workplace morale as positive and the other half, 

disproportionately CPIs, as negative.  Positive morale provided strength through accessible 

supervisors, collaborative coworkers, and a team approach.  The following description illustrates 

how the team approach helped workers experiencing stress: “I had one of my teammates go out 

with me on a case because I couldn’t find a father…and we worked together to find him. And we 

did. And it was a good teambuilding experience.”  Workers in supportive atmospheres valued the 

support and voiced that the lack of support may contribute to turnover.  One worker with a 

supportive team summarized, “I think that [a supervisor and team] make a big difference 

between a [successful] case manager and one that’s not going to make it.”  Workers without 

supportive teams felt they were “fending for [themselves]” making their jobs difficult.  One 

worker explained how support promised in training did not materialize: “In training, they told … 

about how we got this support system around us and how we can count on each other, and that's 

not true.  It's a lie.” 

Agency Protocol 

 Workers also voiced concerns about the disconnection between training content and 

agency protocol.  Because protocol is agency-specific and workers from multiple agencies attend 

training, training included subject content rather than protocol.  For example, workers described 

learning techniques to develop rapport during home visits rather than the necessary forms and 

procedures.  One worker’s description of her first experience removing a child from a home 

illustrates the complex protocol: 

…So my first shelter [case].  There's all these requirements.  For instance, you have to 

have a comprehensive behavioral health assessment referral done on all the children that 

are sheltered.  You have to get dental appointments, well-child checkups.  There's just a 
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lot that goes into that particular action legally…There were just all kinds of stipulations 

and requirements that you're supposed to know and you're supposed to be able to do and I 

wasn't doing a lot of those. 

Workers commonly learned forms and procedures on the job after classroom training. 

More CMs than CPIs discussed unfamiliar protocol.  Interestingly, workers with child welfare 

experience expressed unfamiliarity more frequently as compared to those without child welfare 

experience.  Many workers expressed interest in having explicit directions or a handbook for the 

various tasks that they faced. 

Similar to unfamiliar protocol for handling clients, workers were unsure of internal 

agency protocol, including protocol regarding case assignment, overtime, and computer 

documentation. Workers consistently discussed confusion given differences between written 

policies and actual practice.  One worker explained, “…there's a bunch of protocol and it seems 

almost like there's an unwritten handbook of protocol and what is appropriate and what you can 

do, what you can't do.”  Workers with child welfare experience mentioned unwritten protocol 

more frequently than those without experience, and CMs discussed it more than CPIs. 

Agency protocol regarding overtime and flexible hours contributed to workers’ feelings 

of success or failure.  Workers commonly mentioned that they could not complete their work 

within 40 hours, and some agencies did not allow overtime causing workers to feel trapped 

between meeting their job responsibilities and working 40 hours.  One worker described needing 

to “work off the clock” to complete her work because she previously was “scolded for working 

too much overtime.”  Other workers who were allowed and paid for overtime felt that overtime 

was invaluable.  For example, one worker explained how overtime hours allowed her to do the 

job that her clients deserved.  Similarly, workers valued flexible hours allowing them to work 
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cases late into the evening and then take time off later in the week.  Consistently, workers 

stressed their positions were not 40-hour, 9 to 5 jobs.  

 Practice Strategies 

Workers were within six months of hire and most had spent three months or less with 

independent caseloads.  Despite short job tenures, some workers discussed their ability to turn to 

supervisors and colleagues as fundamental to their successful transitions.  Although workers 

almost universally viewed their positions as stressful, workers with supportive units found the 

job bearable, if not achievable.  They viewed themselves as lucky.  Workers without the ability 

to turn to more experienced colleagues discussed leaving their jobs and feeling like “a sitting 

duck” waiting to be blamed for not keeping children safe.  One worker described the impact of 

his unsupportive environment on workers’ intentions to leave: “…I can tell you through 

conversations with probably no less than 75% of the people in my specific service center, 

everyone is looking for other employment to replace our current jobs.”  Several workers without 

supportive environments questioned the job’s long-term viability. 

To cope in their stressful environments, workers also realigned their goals placing 

protocol completion and bureaucracy compliance before the more abstract goal of child safety.  

For example, state law mandates that workers visit families every 30 days and some agencies 

require more frequent visits.  Due to high caseloads, workers discussed that they completed visits 

to meet requirements rather than consider family needs.  One worker explained, “I have several 

[cases] that are going to go over [my agency’s limit of] 25 days; I have four.  And that’s one of 

the reasons I had to knock several of them out today because they were over the 25 days.”  

Workers frequently mentioned the need to place policy and bureaucratic requirements over 

families’ needs.  
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Discussion 

This study employed Lipsky’s (1980) concept of street-level bureaucracy to describe 

training and transition to independent caseloads among newly-hired, frontline child welfare 

workers.  Mirroring Lipsky’s barriers of limited resources, time pressures, and conflicting goals, 

findings indicated that workers lacked preparation, adequate transition periods, and knowledge 

of agency protocol.  Averaging only three months with independent caseloads, many had not yet 

developed practice strategies.  A worker expectations-job reality divide contributed to 

understanding why workers struggled in their dual responsibilities to use their expertise to keep 

children safe and follow agency protocol.  As a result, workers often prioritized straightforward 

agency policy above the more complicated goal of child safety.  Workers’ barriers and 

frustrations were largely consistent for CPIs and CMs with and without child welfare experience.     

Limited resources, particularly human resources, meant workers left training unprepared 

to handle the reality of their job responsibilities.  Similar to earlier studies (e.g., DePanfilis & 

Zlotnik, 2008; Fox et al., 2004), CPIs and CMs, regardless of previous child welfare experience, 

felt unprepared for the job.  In this study, workers explained case complexity often meant 

classroom material did not apply to the “rawness” of their job responsibilities.  Additionally, 

field days, although helpful when available, were not universally implemented as designed. 

Time pressures to fill positions and distribute cases complicated job adjustment and 

transition.  Similar to others (e.g., Mor Barak et al., 2001), we found understaffing, due to high 

turnover within agencies, often translated to limited periods of caseload protection.  Workers 

gained full caseloads quickly and struggled to “play catch up,” learn the job, and juggle many 

cases.  Workers explained their workloads did not accommodate for a learning period.  Some felt 

their questions burdened their overworked colleagues and supervisors; others did not know 
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enough to formulate questions.  In addition, ASFA-established deadlines to complete caseload 

tasks often contributed to workers feeling overwhelmed; they wanted to succeed, but typically 

felt the quick transitions did not provide the opportunity. 

 In addition to limited resources and time pressures, workers struggled to reconcile child 

welfare policy’s goal of child safety with agency protocol.  They desired a handbook outlining 

protocol both with clients and within the agency, which may reflect absolutist thinking, such that 

they want clear-cut rules for simplicity (Smith & Donovan, 2003).  They also valued overtime 

and flexible hours in order to meet caseload demands.  

 With resource limitations, time pressures, and conflicting goals, workers expressed 

feeling overwhelmed, and many were frustrated.  In order to cope, workers often relied on 

supportive colleagues and often, reluctantly, prioritized protocol over child safety (Smith & 

Donovan, 2003).  Some workers shared their intentions to leave, particularly those with quick 

transitions and unsupportive work environments. 

Limitations 

This study benefited from using a diverse, statewide sample of CPIs and CMs sufficient 

to reach saturation and a team-based structured thematic analysis in which independent coders 

reached consensus in each step (Braun & Clarke, 2006). With these strengths, findings should be 

considered in the context of their limitations.  First, although we sampled CPIs and CMs from all 

Florida regions, we used a convenience sample and results do not represent experiences of all 

workers and are not generalizable.  The sample may include workers with more intense feelings 

about the transition experience.  Second, given its nature, qualitative data analysis is subjective.  

Implications 
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 Findings can inform practice and policy. In terms of practice, supporting the GAO’s 

(2003) findings, workers did not feel prepared for the reality of frontline child welfare work 

including required tasks and protocol.  Additional field days covering critical areas of the job 

(e.g., initial home visits, assessments, judicial reviews), particularly for CMs, could provide new 

hires with necessary exposure to job tasks as well as to the daily reality of the work.  Likewise, 

to decrease the gap between training and the reality of the job, agencies could deliver agency-

specific content during training.  

Policies can require additional support to workers as they transition to independent 

caseloads.  Upon training completion, workers could benefit from guaranteed initial caseload 

protection followed by gradual increases, regardless of workers’ previous child welfare 

experience.  The lengthening of caseload protection can be a long-term strategy for initial worker 

satisfaction and retention. 

Workers also could benefit from supportive workplace environments (Chenot et al., 

2009), particularly as they transition to full caseloads and procedural questions inevitably arise.  

Although workplace morale cannot be mandated through policy, available overtime and flexible 

hours, particularly for new workers and those who supervise them, may provide an important 

opportunity for newly-hired workers to learn their jobs. 

Conclusion 

Newly-hired child welfare workers voiced concerns about their preparedness to keep 

children safe and follow agency protocol.  Lipsky’s (1980) concept of a street-level bureaucrat 

helps to explain how the barriers of resources, time constraints, and conflicting goals interfere 

with workers’ ability to complete their job responsibilities, particularly without the opportunity 

to develop practice strategies.  In order to improve the training and transition process for new 
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hires, workers may benefit from greater exposure to field experiences and agency-specific 

procedural training to help bridge the gap between worker expectations and job reality.  

Additionally, protected caseloads and supportive work environments can assist workers 

transitioning to independent caseloads to learn how to follow agency procedure to improve child 

safety rather than following procedures as an end goal.    
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