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Abstract 

 

Retaining social workers in child protection and welfare organisations has been identified as a 

problem in Ireland (McGrath, 2001; Ombudsman for Children, 2006; Houses of the Oireachtas, 

2008) and internationally (Ellet et al., 2006; Mor Barak et al., 2006; Tham, 2006). While low 

levels of retention have been identified, there is no research that examines the factors in Ireland 

that influence the retention of social workers. In this thesis, data is analysed from qualitative 

interviews with 45 social workers in the Health Service Executive ‘Area A’ about what influences 

their decisions to stay in or leave child protection and welfare social work. These social workers’ 

views are examined in relation to quantitative research on the levels of turnover and employment 

mobility of child protection and welfare social workers employed in the same organisation.  

 

Contrary to expectations, the study found that the retention rate of social workers during the 

period of data collection (March 2005 to December 2006) was high and that the majority of social 

workers remained positive about this work and their retention. The quality of social workers’ 

supervision, social supports from colleagues, high levels of autonomy, a commitment to child 

protection and welfare work, good variety in the work, and a perception that they were making a 

difference, emerged as important factors in social workers’ decisions to stay. Perceptions of being 

unsupported by the organisation, which was usually described in terms of high caseloads and 

demanding workloads, a lack of resources, work with involuntary clients and not being able to 

make a difference, were the most significant factors in social workers’ decisions to leave and/or to 

want to leave. Social workers felt particularly professionally unsupported when they received low 

quality and/or infrequent professional supervision. 

 

This thesis critiques the theories of perceived organisational support theory, social exchange 

theory and job characteristics theory, and uses the concept of ‘professional career’, to help analyse 

the retention of social workers in child protection and welfare. 
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CHAPTER 1 
When are you leaving? Retaining social workers in statutory 

child protection and welfare in the Republic of Ireland  

 
  

1.1 Introduction 

Both nationally and internationally, retaining social workers in statutory child protection and 

welfare work has been identified as a problem. In Ireland, the present Minister for Children and 

Youth Affairs has recently commented on this issue (RTÉ, 2008a, 2008b), it has been frequently 

raised in Dáil Éireann debates (see, for example, Houses of the Oireachtas, 1996, 2003, 2008), 

policy and government reports have identified it as a concern (see, for example, Social Services 

Inspectorate, 2003; Ombudsman for Children, 2006b). In addition, an Irish child abuse inquiry 

implicated it as a factor in one Health Board’s failure to protect a child at risk (McGuinness, 

1993), critical commentaries in Irish social work periodicals have raised it as a matter for the 

profession to address (Loughran, 2000; McGrath, 2001; Burns and Murray, 2003) and service 

users have reported that it impacts upon the quality of services they receive (Ombudsman for 

Children, 2006a; Buckley et al., 2008). However, there is no research that examines the factors 

influencing child protection and welfare1 social workers’ retention in the Republic of Ireland2.  

 

The international literature also reports similar concerns to the Irish experience, with reports of 

problems retaining workers in child protection and welfare in other countries including the United 

                                                      
1 In this thesis, ‘child protection and welfare’ will be used to describe the social work teams providing statutory child protection and 

welfare services to children and families in the Health Service Executive. In the literature, a range of terms are used to describe these 

social workers and the teams in which they work: child protection, child protection and welfare, and child welfare and protection, 

amongst others. I have decided to use this term as it is more a more inclusive term than child protection, which denotes a more 

restricted practice focus inconsistent with the recent child abuse guidelines and government policy (Department of Health and 

Children, 1999; Government of Ireland, 2000). By placing ‘protection’ before ‘welfare’, the term reflects the predominance of 

protection over welfare in this work as described by social workers in the research interviews. It also reflects a recent trend in the use 

of this term in texts and practice documents (see, for example, Buckley, 2002; Skehill, 2004; Burns and Lynch, 2008). I acknowledge 

that the use of ‘child protection and welfare’ is contested. For example, the Director General of the Office of the Minister for Children 

and Youth Affairs uses the term ‘child welfare and protection’ (Office of the Minister for Children, 2007a, 2008). 
2 Hereafter, Ireland will be used to denote the 26 counties of the Republic of Ireland. 
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Kingdom, Sweden, the United States of America, Australia and Canada (Gibbs, 2001; Audit 

Commission, 2002; Mor Barak et al., 2006; Tham, 2006; Stalker et al., 2007b). This thesis 

examines this issue in the context of the Health Service Executive (HSE), which is the major 

employer of social workers engaged in child protection and welfare work in Ireland.     

 

Prior to taking up an academic post in social work education, I worked for five years (1997 - 

2001) as a social worker in statutory child protection and welfare in the then Southern Health 

Board3. During this time, the child protection and welfare system was undergoing an accelerated 

period of development and expansion (Ferguson and O'Reilly, 2001; Burns, 2007)4. Organisations 

which change (expand and/or contract) quickly are known to place increased stress on staff, 

particularly when staff are not supported through this process and the change management 

process is ad hoc or unplanned (Thompson et al., 1997). My conversations with colleagues while 

employed by the Southern Health Board often led to discussions about when we would be 

leaving, how long we were going to do this work, and possible exit routes were discussed and 

evaluated. I decided to leave this work as I found myself increasingly becoming a bureaucrat who 

was responsible for expediting service users along a social work ‘assembly line’ (Harris, 2003) of 

duty, intake and long-term teams. I found myself struggling with the tensions between ‘good’ 

professional practices and allocating scarce time and resources to a never-ending and increasing 

number of children and families in need.  

 

As early as 1980, an unpublished report by Inbucon Management Consultants (cited in Skehill, 

2004), which examined the operation of the Community Care system, recorded a high turnover 

rate for social work staff. Unfortunately, the HSE has no data on staff turnover and employment 

movements in child protection and welfare for any period5. This is particularly interesting as 

retaining child protection and welfare social workers was identified as a labour force planning 

issue by a senior HSE manager with overall responsibility for child and family services (RTÉ, 

2006) and by the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs. A report undertaken by the Social 

Service Inspectorate (2003) into the implementation of Children First: National Guidelines for 

the Protection and Welfare of Children guidelines (Department of Health and Children, 1999) 

indicated that Health Boards (HSEs) were having difficulties with the recruitment and retention of 

social workers in child protection and welfare. As recently as May 2008, Barry Andrews, Minister 

for Children and Youth Affairs, in a debate with Alan Shatter TD on RTÉ’s Prime Time current 
                                                      
3 The Southern Health Board was abolished on 1st January, 2005. The Southern Health Board and the South Eastern Health Board were 

merged to create the Health Service Executive Southern Area, which was subsequently renamed the Health Service Executive South 

(HSE South). The HSE South is one of four Health Service Executive administrative areas (see section 1.2.1).  
4 This growth is evidenced by the increase in the number of posts in ‘Child and Family Work: Statutory’ which grew from 544.3 posts 

in 1999 to 723.2 posts in 2001 (179 new posts), whereas between 2001 and 2005, there were only 15 new posts created (National 

Social Work Qualifications Board, 2006). 
5 The HSE human resource department directed me to the NSWQB (2000, 2002, 2006) labour force studies for data on turnover in 

social work. 
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affairs television programme regarding the statutory child protection and welfare system in 

Ireland, acknowledged that:     
… social workers work very hard under sometimes very challenging and difficult situations 

… huge benefit would derive from trying to improve morale for social workers … one of 

the aspects is that you have a huge turnover of staff (RTÉ, 2008b). 

 

Some 28 years after the Inbucon report first highlighted high staff turnover in child protection and 

welfare, retaining social workers appears to continue to be problematic for employers and the 

social work profession. Furthermore, Minister Andrews clearly links the retention of social 

workers to low morale of staff which is likely to impact on the quality of child protection and 

welfare services. In a report by the Ombudsman for Children in Ireland, service users were critical 

of a lack of adequate and appropriate services post-disclosure [of child abuse], and social 

workers’ turnover was explicitly linked with problems with service quality in this area:  
Many complainants referred to difficulties encountered with regard to the turnover of social 

workers. Children and families felt the onus was placed on them to rebuild an understanding 

of the case with each new social worker assigned to the case (Ombudsman for Children, 

2006a, p. 11). 

 

During my period of employment in child protection and welfare, I recognised how the work 

negatively affected some of my colleagues and a number of them ended up leaving child 

protection and welfare social work prematurely or taking extended sick leave periods to recover 

emotionally and physically from stress and demands of the work. Others seemed to deal with the 

challenging nature of child protection and welfare social work by passing through on their way to 

some other social work practice context. On the positive side, there were also colleagues who 

thrived in child protection and welfare and wanted to stay; they enjoyed amongst other factors the 

variety of the work and its challenges, they experienced a good degree of autonomy in their work, 

they liked the fast pace of child protection and welfare social work, and working with children. A 

quotation from Roisin, one of the social workers that participated in the study, highlights both the 

positive and negative elements as follows: 
I did some time in there [child protection and welfare] and I have seen maybe both sides of 

it, people who were under enormous pressure in there and then I have seen people who have 

got on really well and are still in it years later and wouldn’t work in…you know, wouldn’t 

work anywhere else (Roisin). 

 

While the above reports and commentaries (for example, McGrath, 2001; Social Services 

Inspectorate, 2003; RTÉ, 2008a) state that turnover is problematic, they do not provide data on 

the extent of the issue, explore why they thought it was an issue, or consider the implications 

beyond the recruitment of replacement staff. It is the contention of this thesis that high employee 

turnover rates in this type of work should be of concern to policy makers, employers, the general 

community and the social work profession, as it may have negative implications for potential 
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service users, current service users, social workers, the social work profession and the wider 

community. Service users are affected by a loss of continuity of workers through repeatedly 

working with new and sometimes inexperienced newly-qualified graduates who are learning the 

job, all of which fundamentally impacts upon the important work of relationship and trust-

building in effective social work practice (Thompson, 2002; Buckley, 2008). Turnover in staff 

results in the organisation losing skills and expertise, which can affect the quality of service, 

replacing staff can be costly, and retention issues can affect the atmosphere in teams. Individual 

social workers who leave face a disruption in social networks, stress associated with deciding 

whether leaving is the right choice, and transition adjustments affect both those who leave and 

those who stay (Holtom et al., 2006).  

 

The development of Irish child protection and welfare systems, policies and practices and its 

impact on the lives of children and families has received significant attention from Government 

and researchers (see, for example, Government of Ireland, 1970; Buckley et al., 1997; Ferguson 

and O'Reilly, 2001; Office of the Minister for Children, 2006; Oireachtas, 2006). Research that 

specifically focuses on child protection and welfare employees has received less attention, and in 

particular, there is an absence of research that examines how their professional experiences in 

child protection and welfare influences their decisions to stay or leave. Despite the apparent 

persistence of this issue and its reported negative impact on service users, social workers, the 

employing organisation and the social work profession as highlighted in the literature and 

anecdotally, I was unable to identify a published primary research study or official State report 

that comprehensively examined this issue in an Irish context.  

 

My professional experience in child protection and welfare and subsequent decision to leave this 

work, conversations with social work educators, practitioners and past students about their 

experiences of this work, and the realisation that there was a significant gap in research on this 

topic, led me to explore this issue for my PhD. The initial aims and objectives of the study were:  

 to establish a turnover rate for child protection and welfare social workers in one Health 

Service Executive area;  

 to establish social workers’ views on retention and turnover in child protection and 

welfare, and to explore whether social workers wanted to stay in or leave this work;  

 to identify the factors influencing social workers’ decisions to stay or leave this work;  

 to develop recommendations from the findings for policy, practice and social work 

education to reduce the impact of this work on social workers’ health and welfare, to 

improve the quality of their experience of working as a social worker in this practice 

context, and to potentially reduce the turnover of social workers.  

 

A set of research questions grew out of these initial aims, and were refined during the literature 

review and research design phase, and are presented in Chapter Four. The kind of questions I was 
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interested in asking are set within the qualitative research tradition. The study seeks to explain 

how social workers understand, interpret and construct their experiences of working in child 

protection and welfare and how these constructions, and the meanings which they ascribe to these 

experiences, shape their decisions to stay in or leave their work. The epistemological orientation 

of the study is broadly interpretivist, which Bryman (1999, p. 264) defines as ‘an understanding of 

the social world through an interpretation of that world by its participants’. The ontological 

orientation of the study is constructivist ‘which implies that social properties are outcomes of the 

interactions between individuals, rather than phenomena ‘out there’ and separate from those 

involved in its construction’ (p. 266). The study’s research methodology is examined in greater 

depth in Chapter Four.  

 

This introductory chapter sets the background for the study by addressing three contextual topics. 

First, the organisational context in which social work services are delivered in Ireland is 

described; I identify the location of child protection and welfare social work services within the 

Health Service Executive, and I present an overview of the research setting in which this study 

was undertaken. Second, I place the discussion of child protection and welfare work in a wider 

context of the changing nature of work in contemporary Irish society. Third, I explore the social 

and political practice context of child protection and welfare in Ireland. The chapter concludes 

with an outline of the chapters in this thesis and some of the potential limitations of this study. 

 

1.2 Setting the context 

1.2.1 The Health Service Executive 

The Health Service Executive (HSE) coordinates the provision of personal, health and social 

services in Ireland. The HSE was established on 1st January 2005, replacing the existing 11 Health 

Boards, most of which were established under Section 4 of the Health Act 1970. It employs 

100,000 staff making it the largest employer in the state, and had a current operating budget of 

€12 billion (Health Service Executive, 2008a). The HSE is divided into 4 administrative areas 

(see figure 1.1): HSE South, HSE West, HSE Dublin Mid-Leinster, and the HSE Dublin North 

East: 
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Figure 1.1: Map of HSE administrative areas and local health offices (Health Service Executive, 2008c): 

 
 

The organisational structure of the HSE is divided into three sections: health and personal social 

services, support services, and reform and innovation. Health and personal social services is 

further sub-divided into three ‘service delivery units’ which are: population health; the national 

hospitals office (NHO), and primary, community and continuing care (PCCC) (Health Service 

Executive, 2007a). PCCC services include: ‘primary care, mental health, disability, children, 

youth and families, community hospital, continuing care services and social inclusion services’ 

(Health Service Executive, 2007a, p. 19). Child protection and welfare social work teams are part 

of the PCCC services and there are 32 Local Health Offices (LHOs) in the PCCC services. Each 

LHO has a child protection and welfare social work team6. The research for this thesis was 

undertaken in five of the ten child protection and welfare social work teams based in the LHO 

                                                      
6 A list of all 32 child protection and welfare teams can be found in Parents Who Listen, Protect (Health Service Executive, 2007b). 
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areas of the Health Service Executive ‘Area A’. Figure 1.2 helps to clarify this somewhat 

complex organisational structure7:  

 
Figure 1.2: HSE organisational structure and the ‘location’ of child protection and welfare teams 

 

 
 

When this study commenced, a research proposal was sent to a specific Health Board whose five 

child protection and welfare teams were to be the focus of the study. The five child protection and 

welfare teams of this Health Board were named after the community care area in which they were 

based. Subsequently, this Health Board became part of the HSE ‘Area A’ and each of the five 

identified Health Board community care areas became part of a LHO. Following the 

establishment of the HSE, the study’s focus remained on the five child protection and welfare 

teams of this Health Board, permission was granted by this Health Board and the study was 

undertaken between March 2005 and February 2007. The physical size of the combined five LHO 

areas that are the focus of this study is 4,727 square kilometres. The breakdown of the size of each 

LHO in square miles is provided in table 1.1:  

                                                      
7 This organisational chart is based on a HSE document called An Introduction to the HSE (Health Service Executive, 2007a). Other 

units such as Reform and Innovation, Support Services and the Office of the CEO, are excluded for the purposes of clarity and can be 

found in the Corporate Safety Statement – October 2006 (Health Service Executive, 2006a).  
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Table 1.1: Area of five LHO’s in square miles 
 Total Team 1 Team 2 Team 3 Team 4 Team 5 

Area in Sq Miles 4,727 663.17 879.77 985.62 390.46 1,828 

Source: (Health Service Executive, 2003). 

 

In 2005, nearly 15% (147,943) of all children aged 17 and under in Ireland lived in the two 

counties served by these five teams8 (Health Service Executive, 2008b). As an employer of social 

workers, this Health Board had the lowest ratio of social work posts to regional population in 

1999. This Health Board had one social work post for every 5,157 persons, whereas the Eastern 

Health Board which had the best ratio, had one social worker for every 2,091 persons (National 

Social Work Qualifications Board, 2000). For the most recent period for which these figures are 

available, 2005, this Health Board’s ratio had rapidly improved to one social work post for every 

2,797 persons, but still significantly lagged behind the Eastern Health Board which continued to 

have the best ratio, with one social work post for every 1,619 persons (National Social Work 

Qualifications Board, 2006). The five community care teams that are the focus of this study 

employ 1409 staff in direct service provision10, the vast majority of which are social workers (104). 

Team 1 is the largest team and Team 2 is the smallest. A comprehensive breakdown of staffing 

levels and the demographic background of social workers is provided in the methodology chapter.  

 

Since the establishment of the HSE in 2005, the new organisation has undertaken a radical 

reorganisation and restructuring, a process which is scheduled to be completed by 2010 (Health 

Service Executive, 2006b). However, this is now expected to take longer given current economic 

conditions. The changing HSE organisational structure has caused considerable confusion for 

staff. In conversations with social work managers they explained that many of the decision-

making responsibilities that had been devolved locally under the Health Board structures, were 

recentralised. A new legal requirement on the HSE not to run at a budget deficit, and a new more 

restrictive human resource policy climate11, led to decisions that have left both the staff of the 

                                                      
8  Total children aged 17 and under living in Ireland = 1,013,031. 
9 Figure does not include administrators. See table 3.1 in Chapter Three for comprehensive breakdown of 140 posts by grade and 

profession. 
10 ‘Direct service provision’ staff refers to staff who provide care, assessment, therapeutic and intervention services to children and 

families in child protection and welfare the majority of which are social workers and senior social work practitioners. This term is used 

in preference to ‘front-line’ staff, which is the more commonly used term in the literature (see, for example, Office of the Minister for 

Children, 2007b).   
11 The HSE implemented a new human resource policy called the ‘employment control framework’ which led to the introduction of an 

employment recruitment embargo. The Irish Times claimed that this employment embargo was in place for much of late 2007 until the 

end of May 2008 (Wall and Carroll, 2008). This policy reduced the strength of services as staff that left the employment of the HSE 

could not be replaced; 2,000 posts which were vacant on the 31st December 2007 were ‘cut’ from the system; unions and The Irish 

Times claimed that the HSE has 2,700 approved posts which were unfilled, and there have been criticisms of the HSE’s approach to 

covering maternity leave, which led to allegations by the National Women’s Council of Ireland that the HSE as a state body was 

attempting to erode statutory provisions on maternity leave cover (Siggins, 2008). In a statement to the Oireachtas Joint Committee on 

Health and Children in the summer of 2008, Professor Brendan Drumm who is the Chief Executive Officer of the HSE, rebutted union 
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HSE and the public unhappy with the new organisation. In addition to a focus on the 

reorganisation of health and personal social services in Ireland, there has also been a focus on the 

growing centrality of work in Irish society and the relationship between work and employees’ 

health and welfare. 

1.2.2 Work in contemporary Irish society 

There has been a significant research and public debate on the changing nature of work in society. 

A range of factors, including work-related stress, changing patterns of employment, increased job 

insecurity, labour market flexibility, the globalisation of economies, growing diversity of 

employees12, and the use of information and communication technologies, are reshaping the 

workplace and redrawing traditional boundaries between work and the private sphere (Beck, 

2000; Stiglitz, 2003; European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working 

Conditions, 2005). In contemporary western societies, work has become one of the key measures 

of human activities and one’s contribution to society is measured primarily in economic terms. 

This theme was reflected in public consultation fora on the Irish ‘family’, wherein one participant 

asked: ‘When was the last time we heard the Government refer to Ireland as a society and not an 

economy – Ireland Inc?’ (Daly, 2004, p. 56). 

 

The above transformations have led to discernible changes in our relationship with work and a 

renewed critical reflection upon the influence of work environments on key ‘quality of life’ 

indicators for workers. The Fourth European Survey on Working Conditions 2005 (Parent-Thirion 

et al., 2007), undertaken in 31 countries13, found that fatigue and stress were the second and third 

most common work-related health problems after back-ache and muscular pains.  

 

Economic theory proposed that material affluence would result in higher satisfaction levels and 

well-being (Karasek and Theorell, 1990). At the time of the study, Ireland was the second 

wealthiest country in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), yet 

there is significant evidence to show that we are no happier than when we were less well-off 

(Oswald, 2002). Job-insecurity is increasing in some western industrialised democracies, 

particularly the USA (Blanchflower and Oswald, 1999) and the increase in job insecurity and the 

deterioration of working conditions is also evident in some employment sectors in Ireland14. 

‘Work stress’, ‘burnout’ and ‘work-life balance’ have become prominent in public and political 

debates. Workers in Ireland are reporting increasing levels of stress (O'Connell et al., 2004), they 

                                                      
and media claims that the HSE operated an employment recruitment embargo or that such a policy was still in place. Professor Drumm 

claimed that the HSE introduced a ‘recruitment pause’ in September 2007, which was lifted towards the end of 2007 (Health Service 

Executive, 2008d). 
12 Increased participation by women and older age adults, plus labour migration. 
13 EU 25 countries plus Bulgaria, Croatia, Norway, Romania, Turkey and Switzerland. 
14 See Begg (2005) for a case study on the Irish Ferries labour ‘displacement’ policy. 
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are increasingly time-poor when it comes to leisure and quality time with family and friends, and 

more explicit links are now being made between physical and mental health ‘problems’ and 

workplace environments (Davies, 1998; European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and 

Working Conditions, 2005).  

 

The rapid period of economic growth in Ireland since the end of the 1990s, commonly referred to 

as the Celtic Tiger, heralded an increase in labour force participation and resulted in Ireland 

moving up the United Nations Development Programme ranking of the richest countries in the 

world. In the most recent Human Development Report (United Nations Development Programme, 

2005), using Gross Domestic Product (GDP) as a measure of wealth, Ireland moved to second in a 

list of the world’s wealthiest nations15. This statement is difficult to reconcile with research on 

poverty which found that one in five children in Ireland is living ‘at risk’ of poverty (Central 

Statistics Office, 2007).  

 

Prior to this period of rapid economic growth, an international study on well-being, insecurity and 

job satisfaction found that Ireland had one of the highest levels of job satisfaction, despite being 

‘one of poorest countries in our sample’ (Blanchflower and Oswald, 1999, p. 9). This finding is 

consistent with a subsequent piece of research on Irish workers’ experience (O'Connell et al., 

2004) of the changing workplace undertaken by the Economic and Social Research Institute, 

towards the height of the Celtic Tiger period of economic development. This study examined the 

determinants of job satisfaction and work stress, work attitudes and experiences, and workplace 

practices, along with a number of other indicators that provided information on employees’ views 

and experiences. This study found that while 90% of Irish workers were happy with their job, 

47% of the workers in the study found work stressful, 44% said that they come home from work 

exhausted and 36% were too tired to enjoy home life after work. These findings are not only 

relevant to workers’ experiences of the changing workplace, but are also relevant to their 

opportunities and engagement with family, friends and civil society. Economic imperatives such 

as capital accumulation, productivity and international competitiveness appear to be the primary 

consideration for employers, whereas the needs and conditions of workers are secondary. This is 

despite international evidence that improved working conditions ‘enhance worker productivity, 

and lower overall costs – or at least do not raise costs very much’ (Stiglitz, 2003, p. 69). The 

social and political factors that shape the practice context and working conditions of social 

workers in child protection and welfare are examined in the next section. 

                                                      
15 It has been argued that Ireland’s GDP figure should be regarded with care due to the amount of multi-national companies trading in 

Ireland. Gross National Product (GNP) or Gross National Income (GNI) would be a better measure of actual wealth, as it differentiates 

income from foreign investments and excludes repatriated profits and income (OECD Observer, 2005). 
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1.2.3 The social and political practice context of child protection and welfare in Ireland 

In 200516, the four Health Service Executive’s (HSE) received 21,783 new reports under the 

categories of ‘child abuse’ and ‘child welfare’ and were looking after over 5,200 children in care 

(Health Service Executive, 2008b, 2008e, 2008f, 2008g). 21 years earlier, only 479 reports were 

received by the Health Boards, representing a 45-fold increase in reports received in the 

intervening period. The extraordinary increase in the number of children and families coming to 

the attention of the HSE and the subsequent growth of child protection and welfare services are 

the result of Irish society’s changing knowledge, values and attitudes towards children’s welfare, 

primarily stimulated by a series of child abuse inquires and scandals in the 1990s (see, for 

example, McGuinness, 1993; Moore, 1995; Department of Health, 1996; Western Health Board, 

1996). A graphical illustration of this increase in reports is presented in figure 1.317: 
Figure 1.3: Child abuse/child welfare reports to Health Boards/HSE between 1984 and 2005 

Sources: (Ferguson and O'Reilly, 2001; Department of Health and Children, 2003, 2004; Health Service 

Executive, 2008b, 2008e, 2008f, 2008g). 

 

The recommendations of the Kilkenny Incest Investigation (McGuinness, 1993), in particular, 

shaped the development of the Irish child protection system and public awareness and attitudes 

towards child (sexual) abuse (Ferguson, 2004). The impetus to reform what were considered 

antiquated child care policies and legislation, and an underdeveloped child protection system, 

came from criticisms contained in child abuse inquiry reports (Ferguson, 2004), media pressure 

(see, for example, Raferty and O'Sullivan, 1999, 'States of Fear' documentary), professional 

                                                      
16 Most up-to-date published statistical datasets. 
17 No figures available for the years 1990 and 2001. There are a variety of issues in each of the reporting years which make the 

datasets on which each yearly figure is based less that accurate. For example, data from the Southern Health Board is not included in 

the 1996 and 1997 figures. The sharp rise in reports in 2004 reflected a new reporting arrangement in the national interim minimum 

dataset where reports of child abuse and child welfare were included (child abuse reports for 2004 were 8,724 which represented an 

increase of 8% on 2003). Datasets up to and including 2003, refer to reports of child abuse only, therefore the figures before this date 

should be considered an underestimation of the amount of work undertaken by child protection and welfare social workers. See 

Buckley (2008) for a more detailed analysis of these issues and problems with Irish child abuse and child welfare data as represented 

in the interim minimum datasets. 
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representative bodies such as the Irish Association of Social Workers (Kearney and Skehill, 2005) 

and international reports (United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child, 1998, 2005). A 

comprehensive examination of the historical development and functioning of the Irish child 

protection system is beyond the scope of this review and has been addressed in detail elsewhere 

(see, for example, Ferguson and O'Reilly, 2001; Buckley, 2002; Skehill, 2004). 

 

The previously politically neglected area of child care and child protection received considerable 

investment and attention with the publication and enactment of an extensive range of policy 

documents and legislation18, procedures, and the expansion of services and bureaucratic structures. 

These changes co-occurred with a crisis in public confidence in the Catholic Church as a result of 

child sexual abuse by priests (see, for example, The Ferns Report,  Murphy et al., 2005). Public 

and media reactions to these scandals resulted in a loosening of the bonds between Church and 

State and contributed to the dissolution of the ‘subsidiarity’ principle as a guiding standard 

underpinning public policy with children and families (Richardson, 2004). Employment in 

statutory child protection and welfare increased to deal with the widening scope of responsibilities 

and the ever-increasing number of children at risk being identified. ‘Child and family (statutory)’ 

continues to be the largest area of social work employment in Ireland with 33 per cent of all 

posts19 (National Social Work Qualifications Board, 2006) and social work continues to occupy 

the central role in the Irish child protection system (Skehill, 1999).  

 

Buckley (2002) argues that the growth of the child protection and welfare system led to a more 

defensive and narrow type of social work practice, with less emphasis on preventative/therapeutic 

work and a ‘naive optimism’ that the application of rational measures could alleviate childhood 

adversity. This decreased focus on preventative/therapeutic work, together with an increased 

focus on legal mandates to intervene in families and an ever increasing amount of policy 

guidelines, is referred to as the ‘bureaucratisation of social work’ (Howe, 1992; Lawrence, 2004). 

This bureaucratisation of social work, where social work ‘retreats’ from ‘front-line’ practice with 

a defensive and narrow practice focus situated deep within a large bureaucracy, leads to less 

‘face-to-face’ time with service users. Jordan and Jordan (2000, p. 8) argue that in the United 

Kingdom an instrumental and technical rationality guide social work assessments and planning, 

where social work practice in the public sector has become ‘legalistic, formal, procedural and [at] 

arm’s length’. They further argue that the human engagement aspect of practice, which is a core 

                                                      
18 See Appendix B for a list of key legislative and policy developments in child protection and welfare in Ireland between 1991 and 

2007. 
19 In 2005, ‘Child and Family (Statutory)’ as an area of social work practice comprised 737.9 posts out of a total of 2237 social work 

posts in the Republic of Ireland (33%). In related areas of work with children and families in the statutory sector, there were 178.2 

posts in Fostering (8%) and 90.2 posts in Adoption (4%). There were 13 posts in ‘Child and Family Work (Non-statutory). Skehill 

(2004) quoting from the unpublished Manpower Report on Social Work  noted that in 1980 there were 242 social work posts in the 

Health Boards, most of which were within the community care programme. This represented 35% of all filled social work posts (800 

posts total, with 100 vacant posts). 
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of social work practice, is becoming less prevalent as the ‘face-to-face’ work is contracted out to 

other organisations. Social workers often perceive that their skills and abilities are under-utilised 

and that social work practice within their organisation has a primarily investigative, defensive and 

abuse orientation. The Victoria Climbié inquiry report in the United Kingdom noted a concern at 

social workers’ diminished levels of direct face-to-face contact and home visits, which, they 

argued, are of seminal importance in the identification and protection of children at risk (Lord 

Laming, 2003). The focus on investigative and adversarial functions over more 

preventative/therapeutic ‘helping’ roles, which are usually associated with social workers’ 

motivations for entering the field, are linked in the research with burnout and turnover (Stalker et 

al., 2007a). Similar arguments can be made for the way child protection and welfare social work 

has developed in Ireland.  

 

The reform of the child protection system in Ireland has led to a fundamental reorganisation of the 

State’s relationship with ‘the family’ and a prominent statutory role for social work in the 

identification, assessment and management of child abuse (Skehill, 1999; Ferguson and O'Reilly, 

2001; Buckley, 2002). While the Irish State nominally took over responsibility for ‘child and 

family welfare’ from the voluntary sector in 1970, this role was only legislated for with the 

publication and enactment of the Child Care Act, 1991, and in practice, the State only began to 

take its responsibilities seriously when pressured by public reaction to child abuse inquiries in the 

1990s. Despite the investment in and modernisation of the Irish child protection and welfare 

system, there are significant areas that require further investment and development, and criticisms 

persist regarding the functioning of the system (see, for example, Social Services Inspectorate, 

2003; Ombudsman for Children, 2006a; Social Services Inspectorate, 2006; Buckley et al., 2008). 

Examples of areas for further development include the inadequate resourcing of alternative care 

services and therapeutic services for children, legal and policy gaps which still permit the physical 

punishment of children, the subordination of children’s rights to those of their parents under the 

Irish Constitution (see baby ‘Ann’ adoption case in the Supreme Court, Murray, 2006) and the 

need to strengthen laws associated with the legal age of sexual consent and child sexual abuse 

(see ‘CC case’, Oireachtas, 2006). While the State is now more proactive in protecting and 

promoting the welfare of children, these identified gaps raise questions about the State’s full 

commitment to protecting and safeguarding Irish children, and the provision of adequate 

resources to support those who undertake this work. These are issues which are shared with other 

countries (Morris, 2005), but in Ireland, the Irish Constitution further complicates matters.  

 

The Irish Constitution expressly protects the family from unnecessary State intrusions and does 

not contain a provision for a separate set of rights for children, independent of their parents. Child 

protection and welfare social workers often find themselves in an invidious position between 

contradictory childcare policy objectives and the values of the Irish Constitution. Since 1993, 

reports from child abuse inquiry panels, non-governmental organisations, international bodies and 
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Government committees (McGuinness, 1993; All Party Oireachtas Committee on the 

Constitution, 1996; United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child, 1998; Murphy et al., 

2005; United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2005; Ombudsman for Children, 

2006b) have all recommended Constitutional reform on the issue of children’s rights as a specific 

measure to facilitate the safeguarding and promotion of children’s welfare. Irish child abuse 

inquiries have repeatedly identified this Constitutional omission as a contributing factor in the 

abuse of children, but it was only in 2006, following pressure arising from another crisis 

associated with children, this time in the area of the legal age of sexual consent (Oireachtas, 

2006), that the Government committed to a referendum on the issue20. This reform process repeats 

previous patterns of development in the Irish child protection system where developments happen 

in an ad hoc manner rather than as a result of a systematic, planned and resourced child care 

strategy which articulates the values, beliefs and standards for child care and welfare in Ireland. 

On the one hand, new child care policy and legislative measures shifted practice away from 

laissez faire principles and tasked social workers with intervening in the ‘private’ and ‘protected 

domain’ of the family to assess families’ child-rearing practices, while on the other hand, this role 

is accorded only qualified support by the State.  

 

Esposito and Fine (1985, cited in Stalker et al., 2007b, p. 8) argue that burnout and turnover in 

‘child welfare’ are a result of the systemic issues in child protection systems identified above and 

that burnout is an ideology that camouflages such paradoxes inherent in these systems. Social 

workers are employed to ‘manage basic contradictions in our society’: 1) they are expected to 

prevent children from abuse and neglect, yet they should not interfere in the private sphere of the 

family, and 2) they are ‘expected to police families and [at the same time] provide caring, 

compassionate and skilful intervention to alleviate very complex problems’ (p. 8). The process of 

trying to ‘manage’ these paradoxes and contradictions contributes to job stress and ‘burnout’ for 

child protection social workers, which may explain some of the job retention issues in this setting. 

 

The link between ‘burnout’ and the stresses associated with undertaking this work, is well 

documented in the literature (see, for example, Stanley and Goddard, 2002; Lonne, 2003). 

Carrying the statutory responsibility for the care and protection of children and families can place 

social workers in an onerous position. Ferguson (2004, pp. 115-117) argues that social workers 

and other child protection professionals now undertake their work in the ‘full glare of public 

attention’ in a context of a ‘greatly increased sense of risk and danger in child protection’. Social 

services’ role as a container for societies’ anxieties about abuse, death, sickness and violence 

(Obholzer, 1994), leads to these anxieties being managed by the professionals who undertake 

these roles within the public sector, anxieties which Morrison (1996, p. 131) describes as ‘like a 

vein which runs through the child protection process’. Ferguson (2004, p. 117) illustrates these 

                                                      
20 Taoiseach Bertie Ahern’s commitment to hold this referendum in May 2008 did not materialise. 
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anxieties by highlighting the language used by social workers to describe their work and how 

these anxieties seep into and affect their personal lives. He describes how: 
… there is no escape even in sleep … practitioners’ language illustrates that underlying the 

anxiety is the ‘explosive’ nature of the work. Every referral is a ‘potential minefield’. Cases 

‘blow up’, ‘explode’, workers ‘burn out’.  

 

Social workers are only too aware that no child protection system can protect and safeguard every 

child at risk, yet this is juxtaposed with public and political expectations to the contrary. Ferguson 

(2004, p. 120), employing Beck’s work on the Risk Society (1992), argues that social workers in 

late-modern child protection are acutely aware of risk: 
At the core of risk anxiety in late-modern child protection are two primal fears: of being 

blamed with and by the organization and society for failing to protect; and of being 

responsible for prolonging children’s suffering. 

 

These anxieties are exacerbated as social problems for these children and families are often 

complex and intractable, child protection is under-resourced, social workers’ working conditions 

are poor and violence and threats are habitual (Ferguson and O'Reilly, 2001; Ferguson, 2004). 

This under-resourcing of the sector was pointed out in a recent media report which highlighted 

how staff shortages and the HSE ‘recruitment embargo’ has resulted in long waiting lists for child 

protection assessment and support services in some areas, leading to the professional social work 

representative body (IASW) raising doubts about the sector’s ability to protect and promote the 

welfare of children (O'Brien, 2007). In a wider social context where child protection and welfare 

social workers are continually subject to scrutiny and critique from the media, academia and 

statutory bodies (see, for example, Buckley, 2005; Ombudsman for Children, 2006a; Waters, 

2007), it is essential that they are supported by their employing organisation and profession. 

Perceptions of support from one’s employing organisation and recognition of one’s work, in 

particular, are linked with the retention of child protection workers (Audit Commission, 2002; 

Ellet, 2007). Social workers’ perceptions of support for their work is discussed in the section on 

‘perceived organisational support theory’ in the next chapter.  

 

The stresses associated with undertaking child protection and welfare social work are likely to be 

exacerbated when workers feel unsupported. There is ample evidence from research and inquiries 

that the quality of care to children is affected when staff are under-resourced and feel unsupported 

(Reder et al., 1993; Stanley and Goddard, 2002). These feelings are exacerbated as opportunities 

for positive feedback and feelings of success can be limited as child protection and welfare clients 

are often ‘involuntary’, a factor which increases conflict levels and strain for workers and is 

linked to employee turnover in child protection (Barber, 1991; Ferguson, 2005). The cost to 

children and families who receive services from burnt-out workers is highlighted in the burnout 

literature: burnt-out workers who are emotionally exhausted and have feelings of reduced 
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personal accomplishment can have a cynical attitude towards and de-personalise service users, 

(Maslach et al., 2001). The under-resourcing of social work led Bourdieu (1998, p. 3) to remark: 
All that is somewhat shocking, especially for those who are sent into the front line to 

perform so-called ‘social’ work to compensate for the most flagrant inadequacies of the 

logic of the market, without being given the means to really to do their job. How could they 

not have the sense of being constantly undermined or betrayed? 

 

This section examined the organisational and societal structures in which child protection and 

welfare social workers provide services to children and families. The HSE organisational 

structure still appears to be in a process of continuous change three years after its launch. 

Furthermore, the social, political and economic forces that shape these services are in a particular 

state of flux as a result of a worldwide economic recession, which will impact negatively on the 

available resources for child protection and welfare services. Also, the section sought to set the 

debate about social workers’ experience of work in a broader debate in Irish society regarding the 

impact of work on workers’ health and welfare. 

  

1.3 Discussion and analysis 

While there is evidence in the literature of job stress and employee turnover in the sector, there 

are also studies which show that child protection social workers can enjoy high levels of job 

satisfaction, even though they may experience high levels of job strain (Lonne, 2003; Stalker et 

al., 2007b). This point is supported by the findings of a study of occupational job satisfaction in 

the UK which found that social workers scored well on job satisfaction; lower than child care 

workers, but significantly higher than non-partner solicitors who had the lowest job satisfaction 

(Rose, 2003). However, Lonne (2003) argues that too much attention has been focused on a 

relatively small number of social workers who are burnt out, to the exclusion of a larger majority 

who enjoy the work and find it professionally satisfying. While there are reports of high turnover 

rates, high levels of job stress and low morale in the child protection and welfare social work 

(Loughran, 2000; McGrath, 2001; Burns and Murray, 2003; Ferguson, 2003; RTÉ, 2008b), there 

is no research that specifically examines child protection and welfare social workers’ retention.  

 

While there is consensus in the international literature that retaining committed employees in 

child protection is problematic (Landsman, 2001), caution should be observed in uncritically 

applying the above findings to social work in Ireland. There is some evidence that child protection 

policies and practices may be different in Ireland in at least two aspects. Firstly, a major study of 

child protection services by Ferguson and O’Reilly (2001) found that social workers were still 

able to find time for welfare (preventative) cases as well as more serious child abuse and reactive 

work. Secondly, the strict proceduralisation and bureaucratisation of child protection may not be 

as extensive in Ireland as reported elsewhere (Kemp, 2008). Research on Irish child protection 
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services has tended to focus on the operation of services, or when children have died or were 

severely abused (see, for example, Western Health Board, 1996; Buckley et al., 1997; Ferguson 

and O'Reilly, 2001; Horwath and Bishop, 2001; Buckley, 2002).  

 

While this literature identifies the challenges of working in the child protection and welfare 

system, possibly with the exception of Ferguson (2004) who will be discussed in Chapter Two, it 

does not focus primarily on the stress and emotional strain experienced by employees who have to 

work with deficient organisational and policy supports. There is a dearth of published research in 

Ireland which exclusively examines the impact of doing this work on social workers and the 

factors which social workers consider important in deciding to stay or leave their jobs. What is 

available includes a chapter exploring postgraduate student research (Trinity College Dublin) on 

stress in social work and the Gardaí (Buckley, 2002), a brief chapter on supervision which 

mentions the strain of doing child protection work and the importance of supervision in the 

national child abuse guidelines (Department of Health and Children, 1999), a minor postgraduate 

thesis (Meehan, 2002) and commentaries or literature reviews in Irish social work periodicals that 

exclusively or tangentially explore this issue (Loughran, 2000; McGrath, 2001; Burns and 

Murray, 2003; McWilliams, 2006; Hanlon, 2008). Outside of the National Social Work 

Qualifications Board (2000, 2002, 2006) labour force surveys21 which examine the turnover rate 

for all social workers in Ireland, very little is known about the actual rates of turnover in child 

protection and welfare social work, whether social workers want to stay or leave their jobs in 

statutory child protection and welfare and the factors that contribute to these decisions22. The 

underpinning of this study is not about keeping social workers at all costs, but one based in a 

quality of working life model which seeks to improve the working conditions of those that do this 

work (Watson, 2003). 

 

1.4 Overview of chapters and research limitations 

While there is little Irish literature on retention and turnover in statutory child protection and 

welfare, there is an international literature that specifically examines this issue. In Chapter Two, 

this literature is explored to establish the extent of job turnover and retention issues in child 

protection in an international context. I go on to examine the impact and implications of high job 

turnover on service users, social workers, employing organisations and the profession of social 

work. I examine the main theoretical models of job retention and turnover, and 

                                                      
21 Composite data on turnover rates for social workers in Ireland. No breakdown provided by work type. A more comprehensive 

analysis of these documents is presented in Chapter Five. 
22 Recruitment and retention are usually presented as symbiotic themes in the literature. This research study does not explicitly focus 

on recruitment as concerns about recruiting social workers to work in child protection and welfare reported earlier in the decade 

(Houses of the Oireachtas, 2000; National Social Work Qualifications Board, 2002) appear to have abated. On the 1st September 2005, 

only 2.8% of posts in child protection and welfare were vacant (National Social Work Qualifications Board, 2006). 
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conceptual/definitional issues are explained. The findings of key studies are compared and 

contrasted to identify key factors that are influential in child protection workers’ decisions to stay 

or leave this work. I argue that a focus only on those who leave because of stress and burnout is 

less helpful than research on those who are presently working in the system, their experiences and 

their decisions to want to stay or leave this work, as well as analysing the experiences of those 

who left. In this research I also argue that it would be erroneous to apply uncritically the 

international literature to Ireland as some of the organisational, political and professional 

conditions present in other countries are not readily comparable or applicable to child protection 

and welfare in Ireland. 

 

In Chapter Three, I describe the methodology and research design used to research social 

workers’ retention in statutory child protection and welfare in Ireland. The literature review 

chapter noted the predominance of quantitative methodologies in the international research, but 

also identified a growing trend towards employing qualitative or mixed-method methodologies to 

examine job retention and turnover in child protection and welfare. In the first part of the chapter, 

I examine the under-utilisation of qualitative methods in research on organisations and argue for 

the merits of utilising qualitative methods in this research study.  The chapter then presents a set 

of research questions which were based on a revision of the original aims of the study and an 

analysis of the literature review. I go on to present my research design which outlines the 

sampling strategy and profile of research participants, choices made regarding the selection of 

data collection methods and my decision to use semi-structured interviews as the main data 

collection method. One particular methodological issue is raised in the latter half of this chapter 

by the research; how to use Information and Communication Technologies to support qualitative 

research practice? The chapter concludes with an examination of the ethical considerations 

associated with undertaking this research.  

 

In Chapter Four, the first of four findings chapters, I analyse the quantitative data collected on 

child protection and welfare social workers’ turnover and employment movements in the HSE 

‘Area A’ over a 22-month period. This analysis examines the turnover and employment mobility 

of this staff, and compares the findings with international studies. This provides a basis to 

interrogate assumptions that turnover in this sector is high and that employment growth is static. 

 

In Chapter Five, I present the findings from qualitative data collected during interviews with 35 

social workers and senior social work practitioners in direct service provision in child protection 

and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’. These interviews explored social workers’ experiences of 

‘doing’ child protection and welfare work, and the factors that they understand are important in 

shaping their decisions to want to stay or leave. This chapter examines a common perception 

within the profession that all social workers want to leave this work and identifies the core factors 

which social workers see as contributing to their decisions to stay or leave this work. Social 
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workers’ accounts of doing this work will also facilitate a secondary analysis of the ‘state’ of the 

child protection and welfare system in Ireland and the HSE’s support for and recognition of this 

work. The analysis in this chapter utilises the key findings from the literature review as a 

framework to structure the chapter under three main headings: individual factors, supervisory and 

social supports, and organisational factors that influence social workers’ retention. 

 

In Chapter Six, I extend the analysis of how social workers make decisions to stay and leave by 

focusing on social workers’ understanding of a career in social work. I argue that social workers’ 

choices to stay in or leave child protection and welfare needs to be placed within a broader 

understanding of a career in the profession. This analysis led to the identification of three ‘types’ 

of social worker, each with a specific approach to making decisions regarding their employment 

and retention in child protection and welfare. 

 

In Chapter Seven, the fourth and final findings chapter, I analyse the accounts of social workers 

and senior social work practitioners who left their employment in child protection and welfare in 

the HSE ‘Area A’. This analysis explores their professional experiences in this sector and 

identifies the factors which social workers described as contributing to their decisions to leave this 

work. The data from these exploratory interviews with a small sample of social workers will 

provide a contrast with the data from Chapters Five and Six. 

 

In the concluding chapter, the research findings are discussed in terms of their implications for 

users of child protection and welfare services, social work practitioners, the social work 

profession, social work employers and social work education. As this study is the first undertaken 

in Ireland to examine this issue and is therefore exploratory in nature, the concluding chapter 

identifies avenues for further research. This chapter also examines wider issues connected with 

child protection and welfare in Ireland that were raised during this study and links are made 

between the study’s findings and recent national and international developments in this field such 

as the issues raised in the ‘In Harm’s Way’ documentary (RTÉ, 2008c) and the report into the 

death of ‘Baby P’ in the United Kingdom (Ofsted, 2008). 

 

There are some potential limitations of this research. Given the wide scope of potential 

participants that could have contributed to the study, I chose to focus on the experiences of social 

workers and senior social work practitioners in direct service provision in child protection and 

welfare in one Health Service Executive area. This strategy excluded the participation of groups 

such as: social work managers, service users, policy makers, other professions and administrators 

working in child protection and welfare; staff in related areas such as fostering, adoption, and 

family centres, and social workers on other related teams (case conference department, training 

department, and so on), who would have made important contributions to the study. While 

recognising the limitations of this selection strategy, I will argue in Chapter Three that my 
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sampling strategy contributes to a richer and more focused study of one specific group’s 

experience of doing this work and their decisions to stay or leave child protection and welfare. A 

second limitation of the study is its focus on only one HSE area. HSE areas vary but social work 

services are provided within a common framework of national legislation, policy and practice 

guidelines. The decision to focus on one HSE area was based on the limited resources available 

for the research and on the belief that the specific contexts of this HSE area would be significant 

in the analysis of social workers’ experiences. While recognising that it may have been 

advantageous to have generated a larger sample population of social workers from the four HSE 

areas to interview, I believe that the smaller geographical focus was practical and that the research 

findings will be generalisable to child protection and welfare social work in the other three HSE 

areas. A third limitation was that the sample of social workers in this HSE did not have much 

diversity when it comes to race and disability.  

 

I begin the next chapter by clarifying conceptual and definitional issues arising in the literature 

before going on to examine international research and theories on turnover and retention in child 

protection and welfare.    
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CHAPTER 2 
Job retention and turnover in statutory child protection and 

welfare agencies  

 

 

2.1 Introduction  

This chapter reviews the literature and research findings on the factors that are significant in 

social workers’ decisions to stay or leave child protection and welfare. Firstly, the chapter outlines 

the conceptual and definitional issues concerning retention and turnover. Secondly, the chapter 

examines literature on the extent of job turnover in child protection in the international context. 

Thirdly, the chapter explores the consequences and implications of high job turnover in the areas 

of service quality, financial and organisational costs, on individual social workers, the social work 

profession and the mix of skilled and novice staff in direct service provision will be discussed. 

Fourthly, I discuss the main theoretical models of job retention and turnover from the disciplines 

of economics, psychology and sociology. Fifth, I consider the key individual, supervisory and 

social support, and organisational factors implicated in the turnover and retention of child 

protection and welfare workers. The chapter highlights the often contradictory nature of the 

findings in this literature and concludes by identifying gaps in the literature. The key themes 

identified in this chapter contributed to the development of the research questions, the 

methodological approach chosen for this study and the analysis of the research data.  

 

2.2 Conceptual underpinnings and definitions 

Prior to analysing the available international data on job turnover and retention, it is important to 

examine and clarify distinctions between different but related concepts found in the literature. 

Retention refers to the number of employees who stay in an organisation and the organisation’s 

capacity to keep them and Turnover is the percentage of employees who leave the organisation 

irrespective of their reason for leaving (Phillips and O'Connell, 2003). While high levels of staff 

retention are desirable for most jobs, there are both costs and benefits from having some degree of 

staff turnover. In research on recruitment and retention, Eborall and Garmeson (2001, p. 17) 
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reported the findings of a National Health Service (NHS) report in the United Kingdom (UK) that 

outlined both the costs and benefits of high and low staff turnover: 
Table 2.1: Costs and benefits of high and low staff turnover (NHS, UK) 

 High Staff Turnover Low Staff Turnover 

Benefits • Permits rapid restructuring 
• Enables quick wage bill reductions 
• Brings in new blood 
• Provides opportunities for internal 

promotion 

• Stable workforce 
• Better continuity of care 
• Low cost of recruitment, induction and 

temporary cover 
• Retention of expertise 
 

Costs • Loss of skills and local knowledge 
• Less continuity of care 
• High cost of recruitment and induction + 

temporary cover 
• Undermines morale 
• Difficult to establish culture 
• Can lead to service reductions and 

closures 
• Cannot choose who leaves: good staff 

often leave first 

• High wage bill 
• Career blockages 
• Stagnation 
• Difficult to implement change 
• Lack of fresh ideas 
• Danger of out-dated approaches 
 

 

Turnover is usually calculated as a percentage of the number of employees who leave the 

organisation each month, or over a 12-month period, divided by the total number of employees. It 

is possible to further define turnover into avoidable turnover where employees leave for better 

pay, better working conditions, because they have problems with managers or because their work 

is not being recognised, and unavoidable turnover where an employee leave because of death, 

retirement, geographical move, or does not return to work after the birth of child. The American 

Public Human Service Association (2001, p. 4) found that 60% of the turnover rate for ‘public 

child welfare workers’ was preventable, where preventable turnover was defined as ‘workers who 

leave the agency for reasons other than retirement, death, marriage/parenting, returning to school, 

or spousal job move’. The avoidable/unavoidable turnover definitions do not account for 

employee performance, where some organisations contribute to turnover rates by ‘moving on’ 

what are considered to be poor-performing employees which is known as functional turnover, and 

turnover which is dysfunctional when valued and high-performing employees leave the 

organisation (Gibbs and Keating, 1999; Phillips and O'Connell, 2003, pp. 42-43).  

 

A turnover rate of 10% or below is considered a low turnover rate that is achieved by very few 

organisations. A rate of 18% is considered the turnover rate at which employers should be 

prompted into significant action to reduce turnover (Phillips and O'Connell, 2003). A rate above 

20% has been identified as being a significant threat to the human resources within an 

organisation and its effectiveness (Balfour and Neff, 1993). In Mor Barak et al.’s (2001) 

metanalysis of 25 articles identifying antecedents to retention and turnover among child welfare, 

social work and other human service employees, some of the studies definitions of turnover 

included leaving the profession altogether. However, the term attrition is usually employed to 

described a situation where a person leaves the profession (National Social Work Qualifications 

Board, 2006). 
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Intentions to leave denotes a situation in which workers have seriously considered leaving their 

job (Mor Barak et al., 2001; Jacquet et al., 2007). While expressing an intention to leave is 

considered a predictor of turnover, it does not necessarily translate into actual turnover. A number 

of intermediate factors are suggested to explain why an expressed desire or attitude to leave does 

not result in a person actually leaving. These factors include the risks involved in quitting one’s 

job, personality factors and the availability of alternative employment (Allen, 2004; Mor Barak et 

al., 2006). Ellet et al. (2006) argue that intentions to stay, which denotes a worker’s strong 

commitment to staying in the organisation, is an active process which is different to just not 

leaving. However, the difference between ‘commitment to stay’ and ‘deciding to stay’ may be 

hard to identify and assess. 

 

Most of the studies examined in this chapter were located in the United States of America or 

Australia, where the practice setting is usually referred to as child welfare or public child welfare. 

Within the UK and Ireland, is has been the practice to use the label child protection, or in recent 

times in Ireland child protection and welfare (see, for example,  Department of Health and 

Children, 1999; Buckley, 2002; Skehill, 2004). All of these terms are used interchangeably in the 

subsequent sections, but refer to statutory (public/state) work undertaken to protect and safeguard 

the welfare of children and families, usually by social workers, although this is not always the 

case. In studies where the work is undertaken by social workers as well as those with other 

professional qualifications, they are invariably described as public child welfare workers or child 

welfare professionals (see, for example, American Public Human Services Association, 2001, 

2005; Ellet et al., 2006).  

 

2.3 International data on job retention and turnover in child protection and 
welfare  

There is only limited published international research on job turnover and retention in child 

protection and welfare and there is some speculation that this data in some countries is not 

collected and/or not made available for political reasons (Lonne, 2003). There is data available for 

a number of countries: the United States of America (U.S.A.), Sweden, the U.K. and Australia. In 

the U.S.A. studies, the turnover rates for child welfare employees vary significantly between 

states, with the average length of employment being less than two years (Anderson, 2000; United 

States General Accounting Office, 2003; American Public Human Services Association, 2005). 

Estimations of turnover rates within the U.S.A. literature are inconsistent, which may suggest that 

the extent of the problem varies both across and within states, and/or different definitions of 

turnover are being used.  However, overall this literature reports very high annual turnover rates: 

30%-85% (Mor Barak et al., 2006), 23%-85% (Smith, 2005), 6.2%-27.3% (National Council on 
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Crime and Delinquency, 2006) and between 20%-40%, with some U.S.A. counties reporting 

100% turnover rates (American Public Human Services Association, 2005; Ellet, 2007).  

 

In a study of rural child welfare social workers in Australia, the mean time for social workers’ 

length of stay in their post was 16.1 months, with 34% staying less than 12 months (Lonne, 2003). 

In the Victorian Child Protection Programme, a turnover rate of 30% was reported in mid-1990s 

and 55% of child welfare staff had less than two years’ experience (Hodgkin, 2002). Another 

study of recruitment and retention in the same region also found issues with worker retention: at 

the level of direct service workers in child welfare, 46% of staff at the entry level of practice had 

less than six months’ experience and 26% at the higher level also had less than six months’ 

experience (Gibbs and Keating, 1999).  

 

Research reports from other countries also report varying degrees of the same problem. A recent 

study of child protection workers in Sweden found that although 54% of social workers had been 

in their posts for less than 2 years, and 48% intended to leave their jobs (Tham, 2006). In the 

United Kingdom, however, there was a downward trend in turnover for ‘field social workers 

(children)’ from 15.3% in 2000 to 11% in 2005 (Eborall and Garmeson, 2001; Local Authority 

Workforce Intelligence Group, 2006). A study in Wales reported a 15% turnover rate across all 

social care services, with children’s services having the highest rate of 19% (Colton and Roberts, 

2007).  

 

Returning to Ireland, Seamus Mannion, HSE National Care Group Manager for Children and 

Family Services, in an interview on RTÉ Radio1’s News at One, acknowledged that: ‘… there 

have been problems; there is no doubt about it, with the turnover of social work employees 

[statutory child protection and welfare social workers]’ (RTÉ, 2006). Mannion’s statement does 

not clarify whether these problems are continuing. In Ireland, unpublished figures provided by the 

National Social Work Qualifications Board (2007, personal correspondence) indicated that the 

turnover rate of permanent statutory child protection and welfare social workers in Ireland was 

11.9% in 2005. This figure is likely to be an underestimation of actual turnover as it only includes 

permanent staff and refers to a human resource climate in the HSE during which a ‘recruitment 

embargo’ was in place. Since 2005 there has been a reduction in new posts and an increased 

supply of social work graduates. This has eased staffing difficulties in child protection and 

welfare that were experienced at the end of the last and the start of this decade, when the HSE 

actively recruited social workers from other countries to fill vacant posts (National Social Work 

Qualifications Board, 2000, 2002). This would suggest that challenges posed in recruiting new 

employees into child protection and welfare experienced in other countries (Harlow, 2003; Ellet et 

al., 2006; Westbrook et al., 2006) are currently less of an issue in Ireland. The vacancy rate of 

child protection and welfare posts in 2005 was only 2.8% (National Social Work Qualifications 

Board, 2006). 
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It is difficult to draw definitive conclusions from this data. Figures for turnover and intentions to 

leave are not readily comparable as they refer to countries where child welfare practices, cultural 

and organisational supports, professional qualifications and employment contract standards are 

quite diverse. The reports do not always clearly explain how the data was collected and analysed, 

or what definition of turnover was used. What one can draw from these studies is that the 

difficulties of retaining social workers in child protection and welfare posts appears to be a 

recurring theme across the identified countries. Another recurring theme was the number of 

young, newly-qualified, and therefore inexperienced workers employed in this setting and the 

short length of time they stay in this type of work.  

 

Difficulties in retaining social workers inevitably raise questions regarding the quality of service 

provided and the impact of the working conditions on social workers. If the average length of stay 

is less than two years (United States General Accounting Office, 2003; American Public Human 

Services Association, 2005) and it takes approximately two years to develop the practice 

knowledge base and skills to work independently (Louisiana Office of Community Services Job 

Task Force, 2000 cited in Ellet et al., 2006), this means that a large cohort of the workforce is 

likely to remain at the ‘novice’ phase and are unlikely to develop into ‘expert’ child protection 

and welfare practitioners (Healy et al., 2007). Social workers are employed to safeguard and 

protect children and families in need, work that requires a high degree of professional skills and 

knowledge, yet it is work primarily undertaken by newly-qualified staff. The next section 

identifies literature that focuses on the potential consequences of these high turnover rates, and on 

the experience levels and working conditions for those associated with these services. 

 

2.4 Consequences of retention and staff turnover problems   

While the previous section identified extensive variations in the extent of employee turnover and 

intentions to leave child protection and welfare, what is clear is that it is a significant problem, 

and one that is likely to have consequences for those associated with the sector. As already stated 

in Table 2.1, employee turnover may not always be a negative phenomenon: low staff turnover 

can have positive benefits by contributing to more stable teams where skills, knowledge and 

expertise are retained. However, according to Healy et al. (2007, pp. 2-3), high staff turnover in 

child protection and welfare can be problematic for the following reasons: (1) service quality, (2) 

financial and organisational costs, (3) ‘suffering’ to individual social workers, (4) costs to the 

social work profession, and (5) a lack of experienced practitioners at the direct service provision. 

These issues will be further examined in the following five sub-sections. 
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2.4.1 Service quality 

Service quality can be affected when organisations are unable to retain a cohort of experienced 

and skilled staff. In Chapter One, I outlined the complex and demanding nature of child protection 

and welfare social work. However, the international literature highlights the fact that this work 

appears to be primarily undertaken by newly-qualified (novice) workers, workers who do not stay 

long enough to learn the job thoroughly, which leads to a workforce with insufficient numbers of 

‘expert’ workers (Healy et al., 2007). Studies have also concluded that high turnover in the sector 

can affect the quality and consistency of service. Research studies with children in foster care 

(Sinclair et al., 2003; Sinclair et al., 2005), residential care inspection inquiry reports (Social 

Services Inspectorate, 2001) and the representative body for foster carers in Ireland (Wayman, 

2008), attribute some of the problems associated with service quality for children in care to 

employment instabilities in child protection and welfare teams. Unpublished HSE statistics quoted 

by The Irish Times identified that 13% of Irish children in foster care had no allocated social 

worker, where Louth had the lowest rate with 58% of children in state care not having an 

allocated social worker (Wayman, 2008; O'Brien, 2009b). This is contrary to national care 

standards and given the centrality of social workers in promoting these children’s well-being 

(Gilligan, 2000), these figures are particularly troubling. The Irish Foster Care Association 

directly link this resource issue with a shortage of child protection and welfare social workers, a 

problem which they feel is exacerbated by the HSE recruitment ‘embargo’ (Wayman, 2008). For 

example, children who require consistency of care-giving may end up with multiple changes of 

social workers due to staff turnover. This point was further evidenced in a study of service users’ 

perceptions of child protection and welfare social work services in Ireland, where   
The turnover of workers and the necessity of form new relationships was considered to be a 

major deficit in current service provision, often construed by the services users as 

indifference to their situations (Buckley et al., 2008, p. 67). 

 

High employee turnover can also lead to a reduction in confidence amongst users of the service 

(Mor Barak et al., 2001). Child abuse inquiry reports in the UK and Ireland have also linked staff 

turnover with negative effects on service delivery and the welfare of service users. In the Kilkenny 

Incest Investigation (McGuinness, 1993), the report noted that the response of the community 

care services to protect ‘Mary’ was hampered by the turnover of senior social workers in the 

team. In the Laming report (2003), there are repeated references to recruitment and retention 

issues in the child protection social work department. This report recommended that the high 

turnover of these staff should be addressed as a ‘prerequisite to improving performance’ (p. 357). 

In the United States General Accounting Office (2003, p. 20) study, they found links between 

recruitment and retention challenges and the protection of children. They reported that the actual 

magnitude of this effect was unknown, although a recurring theme in the study was evidence that 

high caseloads impacted on workers’ ability to ‘make well-supported and timely decisions 



 36 

regarding children’s safety’. The Child Welfare League of America (2008, p. 10) summed up this 

concern succinctly when it observed that:  
… no issue has greater effect on the capacity of the child welfare system to effectively serve 

vulnerable children and families than the shortage of a competent and stable workforce. 

 

With this level of concern it is perhaps surprising that more research is not undertaken on how to 

maintain a competent and stable social work workforce. 

2.4.2 Financial and organisational costs 

Financial and organisational costs associated with high employee turnover for employing 

organisations include frequent recruitment drives, the almost continuous provision of staff 

induction and training, and increased pressure on existing staff who have to cover the caseloads of 

vacant posts. While financial costs can be considerable, there are also harder to quantify human 

capital costs in terms of staff morale and the reputation of the service (Eborall and Garmeson, 

2001; Smith, 2005). Service delivery can be affected as cases may remain unallocated due to 

vacancies, and existing staff may be under extra pressure to cover high priority cases or 

unallocated caseloads. Organisations may not even have enough staff to ensure that they meet 

their statutory obligations to safeguard and protect children (Healy et al., 2007), as experienced 

by Irish children in care without a social worker and the reported 1,500 children ‘at risk’ in the 

community who are on waiting lists for a child protection assessment because of social workers’ 

heavy caseloads (O'Brien, 2009a). There is also a loss of productivity while new employees take 

time to gain the requisite knowledge, skills and experience required to achieve ‘mastery of the 

job’ (Mor Barak et al., 2001, p. 627), a loss of capacity which is exacerbated if this is a perpetual 

process with a significant percentage of the staff group. Expertise and knowledge gained from 

attaining mastery of the job is lost to the organisation and its service users if experienced staff 

cannot be retained. These losses affect the transmission of expertise and knowledge through 

supervision, mentoring and peer-support networks (Westbrook et al., 2006). Attempts to put a 

figure on turnover replacements costs in child protection services in the U.S.A indicated a 

financial cost of $10,000 per vacancy in Nebraska in 1995 (Graef and Hill, 2000) and between 

$15,000-$17,000 in California (Daly et al., 2000 cited in Westbrook et al., 2006). A recent text on 

retention indicated that the cost of health care workers’ turnover is twice an employee’s salary 

and benefits (Phillips and O'Connell, 2003).  

2.4.3  Consequences for social work staff 

The costs for social workers and other professionals who undertake this work have received 

significant coverage in the literature (see, for example, Dickinson and Perry, 2002; Nissly et al., 

2005; Strolin et al., 2007). Furthermore, Healy et al. (2007) describe the ‘suffering’ that high 

turnover causes individual social workers who bear the emotional stresses of transitions. This 

experience may lead some to leave the profession, although Healy et al. (2007) do not provide 

evidence to support the latter outcome. Gilligan (2000, p. 270) argues that the ever increasing 
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expectations of social workers’ practice in child protection versus what is possible for them to do 

given the available resources and supports, may lead to ‘anxiety and cognitive dissonance on the 

part of workers. In an understandable attempt to protect themselves from such stress, some social 

workers may withdraw from the work’.  

 

Outcomes associated with working in child protection such as burnout, high job stress and low job 

satisfaction have been a particular focus of the literature (see, for example, Drake and Yadama, 

1996; Anderson, 2000; Mor Barak et al., 2006). The effects on individual employees, the 

employing organisation, professional bodies and service users can lead to a range of adverse 

factors and negative outcomes such as high employee turnover, increased rates of intention to 

quit, dissatisfaction, decreased work performance and increased absenteeism (Lonne, 2003). The 

emotional labour aspect of child protection work places social workers at particular risk of job 

strain, strain that should be contained and ameliorated through effective and supportive 

supervision (Morrison, 1993). Studies have consistently shown that quality professional 

supervision and support can ameliorate the personal and professional impact of this work 

(Rushton and Nathan, 1996; Gibbs, 2001). Supervision and support are two of the strongest 

factors associated with retention, yet supervision is not always available or adequate (Jacquet et 

al., 2007). This can further compound the impact of, and contribute to, job stress and may lead to 

a perception that the employing organisation is unsupportive of child protection workers (Lonne, 

2003).    

2.4.4 Consequences for the social work profession 

The cost for the social work profession may be experienced indirectly as reports of high turnover, 

for example, reduce the number of candidates willing to come into the profession. The relative 

neglect of this theme within the profession may lead social workers to believe that the 

professional and qualification bodies and universities are uninterested in staff turnover. The 

reputation of the profession can also be affected as the high turnover of staff contributes to a lack 

of skills and experience in the sector, which may affect the quality of work and subsequent 

perceptions of standards. Also, some social workers may perceive that their professional training 

did not adequately prepare them for the realities of practice in this challenging work context 

(Healy and Meagher, 2007). This may lead to disillusionment with their professional career 

choice. However, this latter view is inconsistent within the literature, as academic training has 

also been found to be insignificant in decisions to leave by Samantrai (1992). 

2.4.5 Lack of experienced practitioners in direct service provision 

The fifth dimension identified by Healy and Meagher (2007) concerns the impact of having a lack 

of expertise at the level of direct service provision. They argue that ‘many workers are simply not 

in the role long enough to develop the strong body of context-based knowledge and skills required 

for expert child protection practice’ (p. 3). They point out using research on professional 
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development models (see, for example, Rønnestad and Skovholt, 2003) that ‘novice 

professionals’ benefit from the support and supervision of experienced supervisors, which is less 

likely without a stable workforce as staff get promoted into supervisory positions before they 

achieve advanced levels of professional expertise. This issue will be examined further in Chapter 

Five. 

 

This section has explored the scope of employee retention and turnover in child protection and its 

consequences for those associated with the setting. While employee retention and turnover is 

identified in the literature as a significant issue, there is also some optimism expressed that there 

are specific organisational changes that could be made to improve the situation. The next section 

examines theories of employee turnover and retention which indicate some of these areas for 

change which could influence social workers’ retention. 

 

2.5 Theories of employee turnover and retention 

The literature which deals with employee turnover and retention in child protection and welfare 

highlights the complex nature of this issue and the fact that there is no single explanation or 

potential solution (Audit Commission, 2002). Studies have identified a broad range of factors (see 

section 2.6 below), which they believe are significant in employee turnover and retention, 

although there is little agreement on which factors are most significant. Some of the factors 

implicated in the retention of social work and other child welfare staff in child protection include: 

professional supervision and managerial supports (Gibbs, 2001; Smith, 2005; Jacquet et al., 

2007); organisational commitment (Strolin et al., 2007); organisational climate and working 

conditions (Tham, 2006; Healy et al., 2007); social supports (Nissly et al., 2005; Stalker et al., 

2007a), and making a difference with clients (Samantrai, 1992; Rycraft, 1994; Ellet et al., 2006), 

amongst others. In reaching these conclusions, researchers have employed a diverse range of 

theoretical underpinnings to support their research. It has been suggested that much of the 

research in job retention and turnover is relatively atheoretical, with the focus of research being 

on the development and testing of multivariate predictive models (Weaver and Chang, 2004). 

While this may be an over-statement, what is evident is that there is no grand unifying theory that 

explains job turnover and retention. Job turnover research has employed theories from the 

disciplines of economics, psychology and sociology (Mor Barak et al., 2001; Weaver and Chang, 

2004), and theories from these three disciplines will be explored in further depth in the following 

sub-sections. 

2.5.1 Economic theory 

Economic explanations of turnover consider the role of the labour market in employee turnover. 

Economic explanations focus on the supply and demand of labour, ‘job search, subjective 

expected utility and rational economic choice, availability of job opportunities or perceived 
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alternatives, reward and investments or ‘sunk’ costs’ (Morrel et al., 2001, p. 227). Economic 

accounts of turnover focus on factors that are generally external to the organisation. Steel (2004) 

observes that the available evidence on the impact of labour markets on individual decisions such 

as turnover is limited. Over-simplified constructions of labour markets in turnover models and a 

lack of information about how individuals use information about labour markets lead to questions 

regarding the comprehensiveness of these explanations. Steel also argues that it is not labour 

markets per se, but personally relevant labour markets based upon occupational and experiential 

skill sets.  

 

Job search theory highlights the imperfect nature of workers’ knowledge of geographical and 

occupational markets; job searches generate alternatives for employees, and while some are 

related to leaving, other alternatives are related to staying, for example by confirming one’s 

current value and salary. Criticisms of economic explanations of job turnover include a reliance 

on economic variables to the exclusion of affective factors and intrinsic satisfactions in the work. 

It is simplistic to account for what appears to be a complex process in which a person decides to 

stay in or leave their job in purely economic terms where job opportunities, labour markets and 

pay and reward conditions are the sole or primary drivers of turnover. However, it would also be 

unwise to reject their value in an overall inclusive understanding of job retention and turnover. 

Economic explanations and variables are often incorporated into psychological and sociological 

accounts of job retention and turnover. 

2.5.2  Psychological theories 

Psychological theories which attempt to explain and predict turnover include stress theories such 

as burnout (Maslach, 1982; Maslach et al., 2001) and secondary traumatic stress (Figley, 1995, 

2002), voluntary turnover models such as Lee and Mitchell’s unfolding model of voluntary 

turnover (Lee and Mitchell, 1994), Price/Mueller’s causal model of voluntary turnover, job 

embeddedness (Holtom et al., 2006), attribution theory, and personality and dispositional theories 

such as locus of control (Weaver and Chang, 2004). Psychological models examine how personal 

characteristics, perceptions and attitudes towards work shape employees’ responses to the 

workplace, leading to certain behavioural outcomes (performance, turnover, absenteeism, and so 

on). Job design theories (see, for example, Hackman and Oldham, 1980; Karasek and Theorell, 

1990; Hackman et al., 2000) also explain how work characteristics affect job satisfaction and 

subsequent behavioural outcomes such as performance and turnover. The following sections will 

examine the specific theories used in this study: Lee and Mitchell’s unfolding model of voluntary 

turnover, job embeddedness theory, and job design theory. The concept of ‘burnout’ is often used 

in discussion of social workers’ retention and turnover. It is described and criticised at the end of 

this section; however, it was not used in the analysis of this study’s data. 
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Unfolding model of voluntary turnover 

The model of voluntary turnover developed by Lee and Mitchell contributes to our understanding 

of psychological decision-making processes used by workers in deciding to stay in or leave a job. 

Traditional models of voluntary turnover such as March and Simons (1958) sought to explain 

turnover as being a result of two key factors: (1) ‘perceived desirability of movement’ – 

influenced by job satisfaction; (2) ‘perceived ease of movement’ – influenced by a worker’s 

assessment of perceived or actual job alternatives, which proved to be the basis of subsequent 

theories of turnover, including Price/Mueller’s causal model and Mobley and colleagues’ 

expanded model (Morrel et al., 2001; Yao et al., 2004).  

 

Lee and Mitchell’s model extended traditional models of voluntary turnover by identifying the 

psychological decision-making processes used by workers in deciding to stay in or leave their job 

and moving the analysis beyond job dissatisfaction. In this model, thinking about leaving one’s 

job arises from a ‘shock’ event, either inside or outside of the organisation, which can be either a 

positive or a negative event (for example, an industrial dispute, birth of a child, death or loss, 

being head-hunted, dispute with manager/colleague). The model proposes that the ‘unfolding 

process of leaving’ happens as a result of a ‘shock’ rather than as a result of job dissatisfaction 

(Holtom et al., 2002). The shock event leads a worker to take one of four decision paths to 

process and interpret the shock, to evaluate the shock in relation to the work environment, and 

identify and evaluate decisions, all of which lead to a response (for example, a decision to stay or 

leave). According to Lee and Mitchell, the merit of this theory is its ability to facilitate managers 

in identifying which decision path an employee may take as a result of the shock, and to respond 

by taking corrective actions which may assist in retaining the worker in the organisation. 

Criticisms of Lee and Mitchell’s model include a lack of emphasis on the economic consequences 

of quitting, an empirical focus on ‘quitters’ rather than ‘stayers’ and the role of gender in 

choosing decision paths (Donnelly and Quirin, 2006). This theory does not specifically fit this 

study’s design that primarily focuses on those who  are presently employed and why they stay, 

therefore it was not used to structure the data collection. However, as will be discussed in Chapter 

Three, a small sample of social workers who quit/left child protection and welfare were also 

interviewed. In the analysis of the data from this smaller sample of social workers, two of the 

social workers accounts appeared to ‘fit’ with this theory and it is used to analyse data from these 

interviews.  

 

The unfolding model of voluntary turnover led to the development of another theory of job 

turnover called job embeddedness, a theory which focuses on why people stay. 

 

Job embeddedness theory 

Job embeddedness theory employs the metaphor of a spider’s web to conceptualise the diverse 

strands that make up a person’s social connections – those with more roles, relationships and 



 41 

connections are considered to have more complex webs. This metaphor is used to explain how 

workers make decisions to stay in or leave their job – those with more complex webs face greater 

disruption if they leave. Workers with good inter-personal networks and friendships in the job and 

local community, whose children are in good childcare either locally or within the organisation, 

and who perceive that they have a good job with responsibilities and tasks to which they are 

committed, are likely to face more disruption to their web if they leave than a person with less 

complicated webs (fewer friends, fewer links in the community and so on). The person’s 

‘embeddedness’ in a job is a function of three key dimensions (Holtom et al., 2002, pp. 319-320): 
Fit: an employee’s personal values, career goals, and plans for the future must ¨fit¨ with the 

larger corporate culture and the demands of his or her immediate job (e.g. job knowledge, 

skills and abilities) … [and] how well he or she fits with the community and surrounding 

environment. 

 

Links are formal and informal connections between an employee and institutions or people. 

 

Sacrifice represents the perceived cost of material or psychological benefits that are 

forfeited by organisational departure. For example, leaving an organisation may induce 

personal losses (losing contact with friends, personally relevant projects or perks).  

 

Those who are more ‘embedded’ and ‘bound’ to an organisation (good fit with organisation and 

local community, large number of links in a person’s web, and the higher loss or sacrifice 

associated with leaving) are less likely to leave the organisation. In this sense, it is not a purely 

psychological theory of employee retention as it employs an ecological analysis to understand 

reasons why workers stay. The theory directs that organisations take a proactive role in helping 

employees to manage the complexities of modern living, and when workers perceive that 

organisations value them and help them to manage these complexities, they are more likely to stay 

(Holtom et al., 2006). This theory was used to structure part of the data analysis. 

 

Job design theory 

Job design theories (see, for example, Hackman and Oldham, 1980; Karasek and Theorell, 1990) 

explain how job characteristics (characteristics that also appear in various forms across theories 

and factors examined in this chapter) affect outcomes such as job performance, job satisfaction, 

absenteeism and turnover (Morgeson and Campion, 2003). Job design theories such as job 

characteristics theory (JCT) (Hackman and Oldham, 1980; Campion et al., 2005) are not specific 

theories of turnover, but are over-arching psychological theories of work that define the optimal 

constituent parts of a job. Job design is concerned with the ‘nature of the work itself’ - the tasks 

and activities undertaken within an organisation by employees (Oldham, 1996, p. 33). Job design 

theories have been employed as one part of the research design in two recent studies examining 

child protection and welfare workers’ retention and turnover (Lonne, 2003; Healy et al., 2007).  
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JCT emphasises job design enhancements (job enrichment) that reversed the job design trends 

under Taylorism and scientific management, which incorporated job simplification, removing 

employee discretion over how tasks were completed and a ‘technical division of labour’ that 

created jobs where employees only did one specialised task (Parker and Wall, 1998; Watson, 

2003). Watson argues that job redesign ideas consolidated as part of a social movement that 

aimed to improve the ‘Quality of Working Life’ of employees in industrial societies. Where my 

research diverges from ‘traditional’ job design proponents is that I am less concerned with the 

financial cost issues associated with job design and more with a social concern for the quality of 

employees’ lives. 

 

The JCT suggests that high levels of five core job characteristics can enhance employee’ 

motivation, satisfaction and performance (Oldham, 1996). The five core job characteristics in the 

JCT are defined as follows: 
Task significance 

The degree to which the job has a substantial impact on the lives of other people, whether 

those people are in the immediate organisation or in the world at large. 

 

Skill variety 

The degree to which a job requires a variety of different activities in carrying out the work, 

involving the use of a number of different skills and talents of the person. 

 

Autonomy 

The extent to which the job provides substantial freedom, independence, and discretion to 

the individual in scheduling the work and in determining the procedures to be used in 

carrying it out. 

 

Task identity 

The degree to which a job requires completion of a ‘whole’ and identifiable piece of work, 

that is, doing a job from beginning to end with a visible outcome.  

 

Job feedback  

The degree to which carrying out the work activities required by the job provides the 

individual with direct and clear information about the effectiveness of his or her 

performance (Hackman and Oldham, 1980, pp. 76 - 80).  

 

The model proposes that these five core characteristics lead to three critical psychological states - 

experienced meaningfulness, experienced responsibility for outcome of the work and knowledge 

of the actual results of the work activities - which in turn, influence a range of outcomes namely 

high internal work motivation, high growth satisfaction, high general job satisfaction and high 

work effectiveness. A range of moderators which are described in figure 2.1 influences the core 

job characteristics and critical psychological states: 
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Figure 2.1: Hackman and Oldham’s Job Characteristics Theory (Oldham, 1996) 

 
 

The model’s analysis of jobs is structural; change the job, not the person. Research over the past 

two decades support the fundamental premise of the JCT; that job characteristics are important 

determinants of outcomes, although it has been found to be incorrect in its detail (Parker and 

Wall, 1998; Judge and Church, 2000; Parker, 2002). The mediating role of critical psychological 

states has been found to be unnecessary as a link to outcomes (Parker and Wall, 1998). Other 

limitations of the JCT include the neglect of other important characteristics of jobs such as ‘time-

pressure’, ‘dealing with others’ (the degree to which the job requires employees to work closely 

with other people) and ‘agent feed-back’ (degree to which employees receive feedback from 

supervisors and co-workers) (Oldham, 1996). Recent research has indicated that increased job 

enrichment, as proposed by the JCT, can lead to employee’s experiencing greater levels of self-

efficacy (Campion et al., 2005). The core job characteristics of the JCT will be used to structure 

the interview guide and data collection to generate data associated with the nature of work and 

working conditions in child protection and welfare, however the model’s survey instrument will 

not used in this study as it is inconsistent with the study’s methodological approach. Following a 

review of the literature, particular attention will be paid to the collection of data in three of the 

core job characteristics which were also present in other research as important factors in social 

workers’ decisions to stay or leave: autonomy, task significance (making a difference) and skill 

variety.   

 

Burnout theory 

Burnout theory has been used extensively in studies to examine turnover in child protection and 

welfare and human service organisations (see, for example, Jayaratne and Chess, 1984; Söderfeldt 

et al., 1995; Drake and Yadama, 1996). ‘Burnout’, as described by Maslach and colleagues (1982, 

1993; 2001, p. 399), refers to ‘a psychological syndrome in response to chronic interpersonal 

stressors on the job’. Burnout research began within the field of human service occupations, 

including social work, but has since expanded to include other work contexts such as education, 

military, management and clerical contexts (Maslach et al., 2001). Burnout is a negative affective 
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response (over time, rather than an immediate response) by the employee to work stresses and 

demands such as workloads, role conflict and unsupportive environments, leading to occupational 

stress (Koeske and Koeske, 1989; Lonne, 2003). Burnout refers to three key dimensions (Maslach 

et al., 2001):  

1. emotional exhaustion, which is the depletion of a worker’s physical and emotional 

resources as a result of interpersonal contact 

2. cynicism (depersonalisation), which is the negative, callous or cynical attitudes towards 

service users, and 

3. a sense of inefficacy, which is a reduced sense of personal accomplishment and a negative 

attitude towards one’s work.  

 

Researchers have argued that emotional exhaustion is the central component of burnout (Stalker 

et al., 2007b) and studies on child protection and welfare workers using the Maslach Burnout 

Inventory (MBI) have found that they scored high on emotional exhaustion (Drake and Yadama, 

1996; Anderson, 2000; Stalker et al., 2007b). Drake and Yamada (1996) found that emotional 

exhaustion was linked with ‘job exit’ in their study, however Anderson (2000) who also found 

high levels of emotional exhaustion amongst child welfare workers (62% in the higher range), 

noted that less than 7% were planning to leave their jobs in the subsequent 9 months. Recent 

Canadian research (Stalker et al., 2007a), after undertaking a ‘confirmatory factor analysis’ of the 

MBI, recommended that researchers discontinue their reliance on the MBI to assess burnout due 

to doubts about the conceptualisation on which it is based and reliability issues with the MBI 

scales. Thus, this recommendation raises some doubt about the findings and reliability of previous 

burnout research. Earlier criticisms of the burnout concept discussed in Chapter One questioned 

the ‘existence’ of this concept (Esposito and Fine, 1985, cited in Stalker et al., 2007b, p. 8), 

sentiments echoed by others who have speculated that it ‘may be a misnomer and proxy 

attestation for a set of organisational and individual factors that contribute to turnover among 

child welfare staff’ (Westbrook et al., 2006, p. 41). This study does not employ theories of 

burnout or stress as it is a concern of the researcher that their use may lead to a deficit approach 

where it is assumed, either explicitly or implicitly, that social workers are stressed or burnt out. 

However, it is possible that in their interviews, participants may use burnout in its colloquial 

meaning, and therefore this section is included to clarify its use in the literature.  

2.5.3 Sociological theories 

Sociological theories focus less on personal factors and more on the structural conditions of work 

and their relationships with retention and turnover. Sociological theories used to examine and 

explain turnover include social exchange theory and the related perceived organisational support 

theory. 
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Social exchange theory 

The disciplinary origins of social exchange theory are in sociology, anthropology, and social 

psychology. Social exchange theory describes how ‘individuals build relationships by trading 

resources they own for those they need or want through formal and informal transactions’ (Miller, 

1996, p. 17). This theory examines the social relationships formed between two partners - workers 

and employing organisation; workers and supervisors; workers and co-workers - and has been 

used to understand human workplace behaviour in areas such as social power, networks, 

organisational justice, and in the field of management research outcomes such as turnover. Social 

exchange theorists generally agree that it ‘involves a series of interactions that generate 

obligations … and relationships evolve over time into trusting, loyal, and mutual commitments’ 

(Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005, pp. 874-875).  

 

Miller (1996) outlines a number of core assumptions about exchange relationships contained in 

this literature. Firstly, that those involved in exchange relationships make rational decisions about 

the content of transactions, and these do not occur when a person is unhappy with the content or 

does not get the expected benefit of the exchanges. Secondly, the benefits you get out of the 

interaction depends on what you provide in exchange. Thirdly, ‘mutually beneficial transaction 

can produce long-term exchange relations’ (Blau, 1964 cited in Miller, 1996, p. 17). How a 

worker values their interactions, or exchanges with their employer, supervisor or colleagues, 

influences how they value their work conditions. He goes on to argue that the value of these 

exchanges resources is best accessed through employees’ subjective interpretations and 

evaluations, which in the context of this research, will be through semi-structured interviews (see 

section 3.4.2 in Chapter Three). Contextual factors such as where the exchanges occur (the HSE 

‘Area A’ and the nature of work in child protection and welfare - see sections 1.2.1 and 1.2.3), 

and personal factors specific to individuals (for example, family circumstances), are important in 

workers’ evaluations of exchange resources. 

 

Social exchange theory contributes to our understanding of the exchange resources that influence 

workers’ retention beyond the factors suggest by economic theory in an earlier section. Exchanges 

between the two parties can be viewed in terms of economic resources such as wages, 

promotions, goods and services, but also social resources defined in more symbolic terms; 

examples include love, status, approval, praise and information (Miller, 1996; Cropanzano and 

Mitchell, 2005). Social exchange theory helps to explain why workers stay or leave their jobs, as 

employment is ‘the exchange of effort and loyalty … for material or social rewards’ (Miller, 

1996, p. 17), rewards which include support, salary and recognition (Van Knippenberg and 

Sleebos, 2006).  

 

Social workers in this study are involved in exchange relationships with supervisors, co-workers 

and the HSE ‘Area A’; exchange relationships that provide reinforcement for their practice 
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endeavours. According to social exchange theory, social workers will decide to leave when they 

perceive that ‘staying with their current employment relationship (i.e. working conditions) costs 

more than switching to another employment relationship’ (Miller, 1996, pp. 20-21).  Costs in this 

sense are more than just economic costs, and includes a broad range of social exchange resources. 

 

The importance of workplace relationships has been a particular focus within social exchange 

theory and organisational research, and social exchange relationships are seen to ‘evolve when 

employers ‘take care of employees’’ (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005, p. 882). While this 

sentiment recurs in the job retention literature (see, for example, Audit Commission, 2002; Tham, 

2006) it is usually not explicitly based on social exchange theory, rather an independent variable 

or significant theme, although there are research studies which clearly explicate their SET 

underpinnings (see Smith, 2005). In the forthcoming data analysis chapters, social workers 

describe how their exchange relationships with colleagues which focus on the exchange of 

resources such as support, mentoring and praise; exchange relationships with supervisors which 

focus on the exchange of resources such as supervisor support and supervision (quality and 

frequency of supervision, praise, affirmation, containment); and exchange relationships with the 

HSE ‘Area A’ including the exchange of resources such as salary/benefits and employment 

conditions, influence their decisions to want to stay or leave child protection and welfare.  

 

Social exchange theory was employed in this study to structure the collection and analysis of data 

from interviews with social workers. The theory was chosen as it is a specific theory of turnover, 

and it provides a useful framework to focus on key themes and relationships at a range of levels - 

including colleagues, supervisors and the employing organisation - that are identified as 

significant in the broader research literature and which are examined in greater depth in section 

2.6. To further structure the collection of data connected with the employing organisation (HSE 

‘Area A’) and to explore how exchange relationships between social workers and their employer 

influence social workers’ retention, perceived organizational support theory, which is based on 

social exchange theory, also contributed to the research design.  

 

Perceived organisational support theory 

Perceived organisational support theory refers to employees’ ‘perceptions of the extent to which 

the organisation values their contributions and cares about their well-being’ (Eisenberger et al., 

2004, p. 206). In this theory organisations are important sources of ‘socio-economic’ resources 

such as respect and caring, as well as the more traditional material benefits of wages and medical 

benefits (Eisenberger et al., 2004). Eisenberger’s concept of perceived organizational support 

(POS) reflects workers’ perceptions of the extent to which employers/organisations meet their 

part of the exchange relationship (Van Knippenberg and Sleebos, 2006). Employees who perceive 

that their employer is supportive are likely to reciprocate in their performance, commitment and 

attachment to the organisation, thereby increasing the likelihood of retention. Eisenberger et al. 
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(2002) in a large scale study found that employees’ perceptions of supervisor support contributes 

to perceptions that the organisation is supportive, and ultimately, to their retention. The study 

suggested that as direct supervisors have most direct daily contact with employees than senior 

management, they are more readily positioned to ‘convey positive valuations and caring’ (p. 572). 

 

In her review of the literature, Smith (2005) noted that when workers perceived that their 

supervisor was supportive, their commitment to the supervisor, and perhaps the organisation, 

increased. The role of supportive supervision in child protection and welfare is well documented 

in the literature (see section 2.6.2 below) and has been shown to impact on job retention, with 

supportive supervisors facilitating the retention of staff, and less supportive supervisors being 

linked with turnover. Smith (2005) found that perceptions of supervisor support affect turnover 

independently of organisational supports (for example, work-life balance initiatives), due to the 

seminal role of supervision in child protection and welfare. Perceived organisational support 

theory was employed in this study to structure the collection and analysis of data from interviews 

with social workers regarding their perceptions of the extent to which the HSE ‘Area A’ meets its 

part of the exchange relationship.  

 

In summary, Mor Barak et al. (2001) argue that theoretical aspects of all three aforementioned 

disciplines are necessary to explain the turnover process. Empirical support for the prevailing 

model of turnover, summarised in the introduction to this section, has been shown to be relatively 

weak, with questions raised about the analysis of variables and turnover relationships (Morrel et 

al., 2001; Holtom et al., 2006). These relationships include the satisfaction-turnover relationship 

or commitment-turnover relationship within the sociological and psychological traditions, and 

opportunity-turnover and pay-turnover relationships within the economic tradition (Morrel et al., 

2001). It has also been noted that there has been less research focus on staying, which for some 

people is merely the opposite of leaving, but for others it is conceptually different from leaving 

and in need of further study (Holtom et al., 2006; Ellet, 2007). Despite these critiques of existing 

theory, studies continue to examine the relationships between various factors and job retention 

and turnover, while acknowledging that there is a need for additional theory development in this 

area. The next section examines the key themes identified in research studies which are important 

in affecting employee turnover and retention which the literature typically organises into three 

key dimensions: individual, supervisory/social supports, and organisational factors.  

  

2.6 Factors implicated in job turnover and retention in child protection and 
welfare  

Workers’ attitudes towards their jobs and the availability of employment alternatives are 

identified as the key antecedents to turnover. Two major factors recur in turnover research: first, 

those who are satisfied with their jobs (salary, supervision, opportunities for promotion, work 
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environment and tasks) are more likely to stay, and second, ‘given the same level of job 

dissatisfaction, people with more alternatives are more likely to leave than those with fewer 

alternatives’ (Holtom et al., 2006, p. 318). Studies which explore job retention and turnover in 

child protection and welfare generally categorise the factors implicated in job retention and 

turnover into three main areas: individual, supervision and social supports, and organisational 

factors (Strolin et al., 2007). The following sections examine the research findings in these three 

areas and the final section concludes with a brief summary of the least cited factors.  

2.6.1 Individual factors 

Individual factors which are identified in the literature as being significant in the retention and 

turnover of child welfare and other human service professionals include: making a difference with 

children and families; professional commitment to child protection and welfare work; burnout; 

educational background, and age.  

 

Making a difference with children and families  

The potential of a job to ‘engage, enable and support staff to make a positive difference to service 

users and communities’ (Audit Commission, 2002, p. 59) was found in research studies to be 

important in workers’ turnover and intentions to leave (Reagh, 1994; Rycraft, 1994; Ellet et al., 

2006; Mor Barak et al., 2006; Ellet, 2007). Those who work in this sector want to support and 

protect children and families: when they perceive that their job conditions do not facilitate them in 

meeting these professional goals, particularly if their stressful work conditions contribute to 

actually endangering children, their job satisfaction suffers (Eborall and Garmeson, 2001; Mor 

Barak et al., 2006). Pryce et al. (2007, p. 49), in their review of the literature, identify the rewards 

that social workers feel when ‘individual lives are transformed due to the efforts of the child 

welfare worker’ as one of the most important reasons why social workers stay. This theme of 

making a difference is synonymous with the task significance core job characteristic in the job 

characteristics theory described in section 2.5 above. 

 

Two qualitative studies undertaken in the 1990s in the United States that examined why social 

workers stay in their jobs found that the desire to improve the living conditions or circumstances 

of children, something which they perceived can be done despite the challenges of working in a 

bureaucracy, was important (Reagh, 1994; Rycraft, 1994). Of note in the Reagh study, was social 

workers’ acceptance that small changes in the lives of their clients can occur, even if they occur 

incrementally over years. This acceptance contributes to workers feeling that they are making a 

difference, even if these changes are on a small scale or are not even visible to the wider 

community. Many of the social workers in Reagh’s study had experienced burnout at some stage 

and keeping sight of the meaning and significance of their work meant the difference between 

leaving and staying. 
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The seminal role played by supervisors in facilitating staff to develop competence in this work, 

and supervisors who support and invest time in their supervisees’ self-efficacy beliefs ‘are likely 

to strengthen employee retention, and thus the quality of services provided to clients that 

caseworkers serve’ (Ellet, 2007, p. 58). The role of social work education in developing students’ 

confidence and competence for work in child protection, increasing the likelihood of increased 

feelings of success and accomplishment with clients and job satisfaction, is also highlighted. 

Ellet’s study found a clear link between child protection workers’ beliefs regarding their self-

efficacy and intentions to remain employed, although while the relationship was found to be 

moderately significant, once again it was only one of a large range of other factors including 

geographical location, general levels of satisfaction, organisational culture and so on, which shape 

a worker’s decision to stay in their job. Lonne (2003, p. 288) observes that while some studies 

have shown that one of the strongest factors implicated in burnout is ‘a lack of therapeutic 

success’, others did not support the link, although there appears to be agreement that a ‘… 

practitioner’s self-efficacy is inversely related to burnout and job dissatisfaction’. 

 

The role of female gender socialisation in social workers’ perceptions of making a difference and 

its influence on staying in one’s job, despite the negative impact on women’s health and 

identities, was highlighted in two studies (Morris, 2005; Stalker et al., 2007b). Studies from all 

countries in this and the previous chapter indicate that women comprise the majority of the direct 

service provision workforce in child protection and welfare. Morris’s study, which employed a 

life history narrative and feminist inquiry methodology, argues that women’s socialisation as 

nurturers, which creates an orientation for ‘pleasing’ and ‘serving others’, may appear as 

anathema to the control function of child protection work and the undertaking of the ‘dirty work’ 

of society. Dressel’s research on ‘service work’ as ‘dirty work’ refers to social workers (and 

others) having the task of implementing policies that regulate the intimate lives of service users 

and performing a ‘buffer’ role between society and service users. These roles, she argues, 

inevitably leads to criticisms towards those associated with implementing these policies and 

‘negative consequences’ for the individuals who perform these roles. She argues that women are 

attracted to child protection work as female socialisation can fit comfortably into the care of 

children, but once they are employed in this setting, they then realise that they are society’s ‘dirty 

workers’. This may help explain why social workers leave their posts. Morris’s study suggests 

that  
… this group of women make sense of their work lives by constructing a counterstory to 

replace the power they lose by doing ¨dirty work¨ in society. Their explanation is that they 

are actually saving society from itself, in spite of the obstacles put before them (p. 144).    

 

For the social workers in this study to perceive that they are making a difference and to stay in 

this work, they must believe that their counterstory (their work contributes to the greater good – 

‘for the children’) is true and that it is powerful. This belief, Morris argues, helps them to tolerate 
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the contradictions inherent in the job (examined in Chapter One), to repair or protect their 

identities and to cope with the challenges of working in and improving the ‘broken’ system. The 

authors of a Canadian study (Stalker et al., 2007b, p. 7), which unexpectedly found a coexistence 

between a high level of emotional exhaustion and high levels of job satisfaction among child 

welfare workers, argued that the ‘ability to find reward in helping others’, which may be more 

prevalent in women due to their ‘induction into gendered social and economic roles’, helps them 

to sustain the tensions between these high levels of emotional exhaustion and job satisfaction. The 

ability to find reward in helping others moderates the effects of job overload and job satisfaction 

ensues, and similar to the Morris study, a strong belief that one’s labour is helping children and 

making a positive difference in their lives is important (this is a significant theme in the findings 

of my study which will be presented in Chapter Five). They also argue that access to social 

supports (co-worker and supervisor supports), a theme I will address in a later section, is 

particularly important. Staying in these challenging jobs where working conditions are less than 

optimal and where this is significant job strain, appears to be linked to an ‘ethic of care’. Stalker 

and colleagues (2007a, p. 6) sum up this theme in their observation that a sizeable number of 

workers in care-giving occupations, 
seem willing to accept the fatigue and exhaustion that often accompany this work as long as 

they believe that they are helping others, or that their labour makes a positive difference in 

their clients’ lives. 

 

Professional commitment to child protection and welfare work 

Employees’ commitment to the work of child protection and welfare is recognised as a significant 

factor in retention. A variety of labels are used to describe this commitment: mission, altruism and 

strength of service orientation (Reagh, 1994; Rycraft, 1994; Landsman, 2001), although there is 

some variation in whom or what the worker is supposed to be committed to. Studies identify 

workers’ commitments to children and families, commitment to the employing organisation and 

commitment to the profession as significant. Landsman (2001), in her study of commitment in 

child welfare, found that the single most important factor in a worker’s commitment to child 

welfare was the strength of their service orientation: a worker’s belief in the importance of social 

work positively affected firstly their job satisfaction and secondly their attachment to the field of 

child welfare, leading to retention. The link between professional commitment to the field of child 

welfare and retention has also been found in other studies (Ellet and Ellet, 2003; Weaver and 

Chang, 2004; Ellet et al., 2006). It has been hypothesised that organisational commitment, which 

is the ‘the degree to which an employee identifies with, connects to, and supports the 

organisation’ (Phillips and O'Connell, 2003, p. 55) is related to retention. Employees with lower 

levels of organisational commitment and who are dissatisfied are more likely to leave the 

organisation (Mor Barak et al., 2001) or express an intention to leave (Mor Barak et al., 2006). 

The latter study cautioned that there is an added element which may be unique to child protection, 

which is that these workers show a higher level of commitment and responsibility towards their 
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clients than they do to the agency. Social workers with low organisational commitment due to 

issues such as supervision standards and working conditions may, nevertheless, stay due to their 

commitment to clients and professional practice expectations. The research further elaborates that 

such commitments lead workers to stay at the expense of their emotional health and places them 

at a higher risk of burnout. 

 

Educational background 

Due to the de-professionalisation of child welfare work in some countries (for example, the 

U.S.A.), the role of professional education, and a professional social work qualification, is 

considered a significant factor in the retention of child welfare workers (Freund, 2005). Child 

welfare staff with social work degrees (MSW and BSW) are more likely than staff with other 

degrees to be retained in child welfare (Jones, 2002; Robin and Hollister, 2002; Westbrook et al., 

2006). A large-scale study in the U.S.A. found that having a social work degree was second only 

to the quality of supervision in retaining child welfare employees (American Public Human 

Services Association, 2005). This finding has limited benefit to my research as a social work 

degree and professional qualification23 are prerequisites for being a child protection and welfare 

worker in Ireland. 

 

Age 

Discussion of age as a demographic factor appears infrequently within the literature. A study 

based in America noted that older workers may express lower intentions to leave as they may see 

advantages in staying in their post and value their employment benefits (Mor Barak et al., 2006). 

As previously discussed in sections 2.4.1 and 2.4.5, child protection and welfare teams in Ireland 

have a relatively young age profile, with few ‘older’ workers. This relatively low number of 

‘older’ and experienced workers may however have a direct effect on the social supports available 

to younger ‘novice’ workers in the form of mentoring in their first year, which may influence 

their intentions to stay (Westbrook et al., 2006; Healy et al., 2007).  

2.6.2  Supervision and social supports 

Of all of the themes identified in the literature as being significant in the retention of child 

protection and welfare workers, the importance of supervision and the role of supervisors and 

colleagues in providing social supports are the most consistent. The central role of supervision in 

reducing the stressful nature and emotional impact of social work has been written about 

extensively in the general social work and child protection literature (see, for example, Morrison, 

1993; White and Harris, 2007). Its importance has been emphasised in child abuse inquires in 
                                                      
23 In Ireland, the accreditation body for social work is the National Social Work Qualifications Board (NSWQB). Upon completion of 

a Master of Social Work or a Bachelor of Social Work degree, students are awarded a National Qualification in Social Work (NQSW) 

by this body. Prior to the establishment of the NSWQB, social workers trained in Ireland were awarded a CQSW by an accreditation 

body in the United Kingdom. 
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Ireland (McGuinness, 1993; Western Health Board, 1996) and in the U.K. (Lord Laming, 2003), 

and in Irish child protection policy (Department of Health and Children, 1999). Supervision has 

been described as a ‘… worker’s most essential professional relationship’ (Morrison, 1993, p. 1), 

yet this important relationship has been under threat from the shift towards managerialism in the 

public sector, a model which seeks greater managerial control over workers, economy, efficiency 

and effectiveness, and a focus on setting and measuring outcomes (Peach and Horner, 2007). In 

social exchange theory, exchange relationships between workers and supervisors emphasise the 

exchange resources of supervision and support. Perceived organisational support theory 

emphasised the seminal role that direct line supervisors play because of their daily contact with 

employees, to convey through their actions and the exchange of these resources, that the 

organisation values social workers’ contributions and cares about their well-being. 

 

In my interviews with social workers, supervision as an exchange resource was considered one of 

the key factors in their decisions to stay or leave child protection and welfare social work. A 

typical aspect of these discussion was the unbalanced focus of supervision, where the 

administrative focus was prominent with little attention on the other foci of supervision. The 

administrative focus in supervision is only one of three main functions of supervision within 

social work practice, which are: educational, supportive and administrative (Hawkins and Shohet, 

1989, p. 43). The primary foci of each are outlined in table 2.2: 
Table 2.2: Primary foci of professional supervision 

Purpose                                                                                                                  Focus 

To provide a regular space for the supervisees to reflect upon the content and 
process of their work 

Educational 

To develop understanding and skills within the work Educational 
To receive information and another perspective concerning one’s work Educational/Supportive 
To receive both content and process feedback Educational/Supportive 
To be validated and supported both as a person and as a worker Supportive 
To ensure that as a person and as a worker one is not left to carry unnecessarily 
difficulties, problems and projections alone 

Supportive 

To have space to explore and express personal distress, re-stimulation, 
transference or counter-transference that may be brought up by the work 

Administrative 

To plan and utilise their personal and professional resources better Administrative 
To be proactive rather than reactive Administrative 
To ensure quality of work Administrative/Supportive 
 

    

It has been argued that the professional support and development functions of supervision within 

social work have been lacking, with too much focus on managerial surveillance (Gibbs, 2001; 

White and Harris, 2007). The shift towards managerialism may contribute to a greater distance 

and power imbalance between workers and managers, a shift which could further undermine the 

potential of professional supervision. This is a particular issue within social work, as professional 

supervision is primarily provided by social work line managers. This issue has led some within 

the literature to question whether direct-line managers can perform both the management 

supervision function (also known as the clinical governance or ‘inquisitorial’ function) and the 
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practice supervision function (‘empathic-containing’) (Rushton and Nathan, 1996; Gibbs, 2001; 

Peach and Horner, 2007). A recently published study that examined the impact of stress on child 

welfare supervisors highlights how supervisors are also at risk of burnout and/or compassion 

fatigue, a situation which would severely undermine their capacity to provide support and 

supervision to their supervisees (Dill, 2007). If the focus of supervision is managerial and the 

supportive function does not attend to the expressive needs of workers to address issues such as 

work stress, it can contribute to a worker’s decision to leave the job (Gibbs, 2001).  

 

The high value placed by workers on good quality supervision is repeatedly highlighted 

(Morrison, 1996; Social Services Inspectorate, 2003) and while it is only one factor, it is the most 

consistent factor identified in deciding whether to stay in or leave a child protection job (Pryce et 

al., 2007). Research studies in ‘child welfare’ which focused on workers’ intentions to stay found 

that supportive supervision was especially significant (Rycraft, 1994; Gibbs and Keating, 1999; 

Landsman, 2001). Studies that focused on decisions to leave also found that a lack of supportive 

supervision was one of the main factors which contributed to workers expressing an intention to 

leave their job (Samantrai, 1992; United States General Accounting Office, 2003). These findings 

are contradicted by two studies: A Swedish study which addressed factors associated with 

intention to leave found no relationship between support and feedback from a supervisor with 

intention to leave (Tham, 2006), as did a much older study which looked at a sample of workers 

who had resigned (Powell and York, 1992). Despite these two studies, the overwhelming thrust of 

the literature is that if a child protection worker receives regular supportive supervision, which 

addresses all of the functions of supervision, from a supervisor whom they perceive to be 

competent and supportive (Smith, 2005), workers are less likely to express intention to leave or 

actually leave their job. The inter-personal relationship with one’s supervisor contributes to the 

worker’s experience of social supports within the organisation, an experience that is 

complemented by the support of colleagues.   

 

Social supports provided by colleagues are usually presented in the literature as a related theme to 

the supportive role of supervision, as both contribute to a worker’s assessment of social supports 

within their agency. Those who perceive that they are in receipt of good quality social supports 

are less likely to think about leaving (Jayaratne and Chess, 1984; Weaver and Chang, 2004; 

Nissly et al., 2005; Stalker et al., 2007b). Social supports, as exchange resources between 

colleagues, can take the form of formal mentoring systems, informal peer supports, helping with 

the work, listening to work-related issues, and case discussions. An ability to form relationships 

with colleagues and to get support from supervisors appears to ‘buffer’ social workers who stay in 

child protection from the ‘difficulties and isolation – and exhaustion’ (Dickinson and Perry, 2002, 

p. 101).  
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Low social support, particularly co-worker support, when present with demanding workloads, 

places child protection workers at greater risk of burnout (Koeske and Koeske, 1989). Research 

reported in the stress literature highlights the importance of social support from co-workers and 

supervisors as a buffer against negative outcomes (Morgeson and Campion, 2003). Landsman 

(2001) argues that the support from colleagues and supervisors is positively associated with job 

satisfaction and organisational commitment. A study undertaken in Northern Ireland found that 

for 80% of social workers in the study, colleagues were the most significant source of support, 

followed by support from professional organisations at 2% and one’s employing organisation at 

3% (Gibson et al., 1989). The support from colleagues is particularly important in child protection 

work, as social workers work in team-based structures and they must often rely on their team to 

get the work done. In summary, Collins (2008) in his review of the literature, argues that research 

studies consistently note the importance of supports from colleagues as the key source of support, 

and as a one of the most important contributing factors in improving job satisfaction and 

mediating burnout.  

2.6.3 Organisational factors 

Organisational factors which are identified in the literature as being significant in the retention 

and turnover of child welfare and other human service professionals include organisational culture 

and climate, caseload size/workloads, salary and promotional opportunities and alternative 

employment opportunities. This section will now look at each of these four factors in more depth, 

and conclude with a short summary of some other factors that received a very limited coverage in 

the job retention and turnover literature: the preparation of new graduates by universities, the 

impact of court work and the legal ethic, and the impact of violence and threats. 

 

Organisational climate and culture 

An organisational climate and culture refers to the degree of perceived organisational support, 

administrative burdens, cultures of blame and poor reward, and the perception that workers feel 

that their work is valued by the organisation. The main conclusion of Tham’s (2006, pp. 1 and 18) 

Swedish study was that the organisation’s human resource orientation has the  most important 

bearing on child welfare workers’ intentions to leave the job, referring to the extent to which 

workers are ‘rewarded for a job well done, feel well taken care of and where management is 

interested in their health and well-being’, which broadly represents the theoretical focus of 

perceived organisational support theory. She places this recommendation in a broader social 

context where clients are ‘involuntary’ and social workers may be subject to repeated criticism 

from inquiries, the media and the community. In this context, it is even more important that the 

organisation is seen to support and contain the anxieties of the worker. Strategies which 

organisations can adopt include verbal and other acknowledgements, higher salary, a pleasant, 

safe and secure working environment, being listened to and being visible within the organisation, 

and sufficient and adequate job induction, particularly for newly qualified graduates. The latter 
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recommendation is of particular significance given the large number of newly qualified and 

inexperienced graduates that work in this practice setting (National Social Work Qualifications 

Board, 2006).  

 

The stressful characteristics of the work, as previously outlined, are compounded when the 

worker perceives that the organisational climate is unsupportive and is clearly linked in the 

literature with stronger intentions to leave (Audit Commission, 2002; Ellet, 2007). There is a 

specific role for organisations (and the profession) in demonstrating their support and reinforcing 

the value of the work, which is particularly significant in a context where workers receive 

negative messages and criticism from other domains (Gibbs and Keating, 1999; Gibbs, 2001). 

Other factors which contribute to organisational climate, perceptions of support and job retention 

include the degree of autonomy and control over decisions (Audit Commission, 2002; Stalker et 

al., 2007a), a culture of blame and poor rewards (Healy et al., 2007), arrangements that support 

work-life balance (Smith, 2005), bureaucracy and excessive paperwork (Audit Commission, 

2002), and the quality of supervision. Professional supervision is central in addressing Tham’s 

recommendations, many of which dove-tail with the foci of supervision outlined in a preceding 

section (for example: feedback, safety, concern for the welfare of employees, providing 

affirmation, and so on).  

 

Caseload size/workloads 

The term ‘caseload’ refers to the number of cases assigned to a worker. The size of a caseload 

gives limited insight into the amount of work undertaken, whereas workload ‘takes into account 

the amount of time it takes to complete all tasks related to job functions … including direct client 

contact, paperwork, supervision, court, interagency collaborations, etc.’ (Strolin et al., 2007, p. 

38). The volume and scope of the work that Irish child protection and welfare social workers now 

undertake has grown significantly. Irish Government statistics do not count ongoing work 

(caseloads) held by each social worker, therefore it was not possible to establish whether 

caseloads in Ireland are higher or lower than international standards24. It was possible to locate an 

unpublished Irish report which examined workloads in four social work sites in 2004, two of 

which were child protection teams (Social Information Systems, 2005). The report concludes that 

the number of cases was not the issue per se, but that the caseloads of ‘many staff’ were 

saturated25, which meant that a small number of ‘major’ time-consuming cases dominated the 

work and that crisis work may be the norm on child protection social work caseloads. As a 

consequence, a number of children received no service at all as they were on ‘substantial’ waiting 

                                                      
24 The researcher became aware from some Principal Social Workers that the HSE is presently undertaking a national audit of social 

workers’ workloads, which includes child protection and welfare. This process was still on-going at the time of writing. 
25 ‘‘Saturation’ was calculated by identifying which the time-consuming cases were (any cases occupying 10% or more of client-

assigned time) and what proportion of available time those clients saturated. The higher the saturation level for an individual worker, 

the more that a handful of cases dominated their work’ (Social Information Systems, 2005, p. 22). 
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lists (Area 7, Ballymun/Santry) or because they represented a ‘dormant case’ that was not dealt 

with due to the amount of time spent on the ‘major’ cases. The report clearly identified the 

stressful impact of these situations on social workers. Judge Conal Gibbons (2007) writing in The 

Irish Times about the plight of children in care in Ireland, noted that child protection and welfare 

social workers had,  
impossibly large caseloads in a climate of scare resources and crisis management … 

[without] the necessary technology and systems that any modern agency would require. 

 

The Irish literature does note a ‘crisis’ in child protection due to unmanageable workload levels 

that increasingly lead to crisis work only being carried out, but exact details are not provided to 

support the claim that workload levels are unmanageable (see, for example,  Lavan, 1998). 

Referring to the 1982 and 1983 period of interventions in the Kilkenny Incest Investigation, the 

report noted that ‘there was pressure on resources including high caseloads’ (McGuinness, 1993, 

p. 79), but unfortunately the report does not define what was meant by high caseloads. 

 

American studies report a wide variation in caseload sizes; Strolin et al. (2007) recorded up to 

100 cases per worker; the American Public Human Services Association study reported between 

10 and 110 children, with an average of 24-31 children per worker (American Public Human 

Services Association, 2001); and workers in Smith’s (2005) study had a mean of 22.8 cases per 

worker. However, it is not always clear if a case means one child or one family. The exact effect 

of high caseloads on retention is problematic in the literature. Caseload size and workloads have 

been linked with retention issues for child welfare staff, increasing the likelihood of turnover, 

expression of intentions to leave and a lowering of job satisfaction (Powell and York, 1992; 

Landsman, 2001; United States General Accounting Office, 2003; Ellet, 2007). Smith (2005) 

showed that as child protection caseload sizes increases, the probability of actual turnover also 

increases. While other studies acknowledge that while one might intuitively make the link 

between caseload size, workload and retention, the empirical evidence does not support such a 

relationship (Lonne, 2003; National Council on Crime and Delinquency, 2006; Tham, 2006; 

Jacquet et al., 2007). However, one study (Weaver and Chang, 2004) did note that the pace at 

which new workers are brought up to a full caseload may be an important factor in their decision 

to stay. The inconclusive relationship between caseloads and retention should not lead to a 

premature dismissal of this theme, as the link between caseload levels and quality of service is 

both important for outcomes for children and social workers’ job satisfaction (Landsman, 2001; 

United States General Accounting Office, 2003; Strolin et al., 2007). High workloads may lead to 

negative outcomes for individuals and organisations when ‘translated to high job demands, in 

conjunction with low control, low autonomy, inadequate resources and low support’ (Lonne, 

2003, p. 287) and this issue will be explored with social workers in their interviews and this data 

will be presented in Chapter Five (section 5.4.1). 
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Salary and promotional opportunities 

Salaries and promotional opportunities are exchange resources between workers and their 

employing organisation in social exchange theory. Research findings are inconsistent in relation 

to the merits of higher salaries: some researchers felt that it had a role to play as a predictor of 

turnover or intention to leave (Powell and York, 1992; Audit Commission, 2002; National 

Council on Crime and Delinquency, 2006), while others found it inconsistently related to turnover 

(Landsman, 2001; Smith, 2005; Strolin et al., 2007). Findings regarding salary should be 

approached cautiously as salaries and the cost of living vary significantly across countries, and in 

the U.S.A, where child welfare was de-professionalised, salaries would be lower than other social 

work jobs (United States General Accounting Office, 2003). However, promotional opportunities, 

and consequently higher salaries, did find some support within the literature as a factor which 

could aid retention and improve job satisfaction. Koeske and Kirk (1995) found that the 

opportunities for promotion were a predictor of actual employee turnover in child welfare. Healy 

et al. (2007) recently argued for the introduction of a senior practitioner level to retain skilled 

practitioners who do not want to become managers, and Landsman (2001) found that the 

availability of a career ladder to promote continuing professional development was a strong 

element in improving job satisfaction. The senior social work practitioner level argued for by 

Healy and colleagues (2007) is already in place in Ireland as it was introduced in the mid-2000s 

as a progression pathway for experienced social work practitioners who did not want to become 

managers. However, this will not form part of the analysis as the HSE ‘Area A’ was still rolling 

out these posts during the fieldwork period of this study.  

 

Alternative employment options  

Perceptions of the availability of alternative job opportunities, both within and external to the 

organisation, are also associated with intentions to leave one’s job (Samantrai, 1992; Mor Barak 

et al., 2001; Audit Commission, 2002; Smith, 2005). Even if workers are happy in their jobs, 

those who perceive that there are better local jobs are more likely to express an intention to leave 

(Weaver and Chang, 2004). This finding may have a particular resonance for child protection 

teams in more rural areas where there is a very limited supply of alternative local employment 

opportunities. It is also important to acknowledge that some workers stay, not because they enjoy 

the work and want to stay, but because they ‘feel trapped’ (Smith, 2005, p. 167) because they 

would have difficulty finding, or were unaware of, other job alternatives. This may be a particular 

concern in Ireland as during the fieldwork period the HSE operated a ‘recruitment embargo’, 

which considerably reduced opportunities to leave child protection work for other jobs within the 

HSE, and there also were few non-HSE social work posts available. 

 

Some other factors which received limited coverage in the job retention literature in child 

protection include: the preparation of new graduates by universities for the realities of practice, 

which was found to be insignificant by Samantrai (1992) and to be important by others (Healy 
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and Meagher, 2007; Healy et al., 2007); the impact of court work and the legal ethic on turnover 

in child welfare (Vandervort et al., 2007), and the impact of violence and threats, which was 

considered significant by some authors (Stanley and Goddard, 2002; Ferguson, 2005), but was 

found to have a weak relationship with intention to leave by another (Tham, 2006). While the 

factors in this paragraph were occasionally raised in my interviews with social workers, they were 

not significant in social workers’ decisions to stay or leave. 

 

2.7 Discussion and analysis 

In summary, studies which examined job retention and turnover in child protection and welfare 

emphasise the scale of retention problems in the sector and categorise the individual, supervision 

and social supports, and organisational factors which contribute to workers’ decisions to stay or 

leave. While it was possible to discern a clear body of literature, with a particular surge of 

published studies since 2003, this area has received limited attention from researchers, 

particularly outside of the United States of America and Australia. 

 

Earlier studies tended to focus on turnover and examined why social workers leave, with recent 

research focusing on factors associated with social workers’ intentions to leave. There have also 

been a small number of studies that conceptualise intention to stay as a different construct from 

intention to leave. While most of the research studies focused on job turnover, few have 

specifically examined why social workers stay in their jobs despite stressful work conditions and 

challenging organisational systems. The sample of participants in some studies have tended to 

highlight exclusively staff who had stayed beyond normative expectations for tenure in this sector 

(Reagh, 1994; Rycraft, 1994; Ellet, 2007), whereas other studies ‘… have extrapolated why 

employees stayed from the variables that had low or negative relationships’ (Mor Barak et al., 

2006, p. 567).  

 

Overall, the research discussed in this chapter suggests that retention and turnover are best 

understood as outcomes of complex interactions between a variety of socio-cultural, 

organisational, supervisory and personal factors. Firstly, the broader external socio-cultural 

context in which child protection and welfare work operates contributes to job stress and 

influences retention in a negative way through the low level of government support, the under-

resourcing of this work, and the low social status of this ‘dirty work’ (Dressel, 1984; Thompson, 

2000). Secondly, organisational environments should support and resource those who undertake 

this work to enable workers to feel that they can make a positive difference in the lives of children 

and families. Thirdly, social work supervisors play an essential role in staff retention through the 

provision of regular safe and supportive supervision which values the worker and their work, and 

equally addresses all of the supervisory functions. Fourthly, in conjunction with the quality of 

supervision, the quality of inter-personal relationships with colleagues and supervisors is 
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consistently linked with job retention in the literature (social supports). Fifthly, a commitment to 

the field of child protection and its clients contributes to workers’ intentions to stay. Sixthly, the 

over-representation of young and inexperienced workers in child protection and their relatively 

short tenure may contribute to a ‘turnover culture’ in which the low level of skills and experience 

mix contribute to instability in teams, making it harder for others to stay. The reason why so many 

young and inexperienced workers work in child protection was implied rather than explicitly 

addressed in the literature. This issue will be explored further in Chapter Six.   

 

To examine these range of factors, the following theoretical and conceptual frameworks were 

chosen to structure the data collection and analysis. No one turnover theory seemed adequate to 

support the study as each had specific limitations, none were comprehensive enough, and the 

choice of one specific theory would have restricted the type of data collected and the subsequent 

analysis.  

 

Social Exchange Theory will be used to examine the social exchanges relationships between 

social workers and the HSE (exchange resources such as salary, benefits, recognition for their 

work), social workers and their supervisors (exchange resources such as supervision, praise, 

affirmation, support), and social workers and their co-workers (exchange resources such supports, 

peer-mentoring, praise, affirmation). As described in section 2.5, given their daily contact with 

workers, supervisors play a seminal role in conveying whether the organisation is supportive (for 

example, through the provision of supervision and supports). Hawkins and Shohet’s (1989) 

framework will be employed to structure social workers’ analysis of the quality and key facets of 

their supervision. Perceived Organisational Support Theory (Eisenberger et al., 2004) will be used 

as a framework to collect and analyse data to examine the extent to which social workers describe 

the HSE as being supportive and whether social workers feel the HSE values their contributions 

and is concerned about their welfare. 

 

While not exclusively a theory of retention, job design theory when used in the redesign of work, 

have been shown to increase job satisfaction and retention (Morgeson and Campion, 2003). 

Therefore, this theory can make a contribution to structuring the interviews to collect data 

associated with the nature of work and working conditions in child protection and welfare, and 

their influence on social workers’ retention. While all of the five concepts in this model will be 

used to structure the interviews, this research is specifically interested in three of the concepts due 

to their importance in the literature: task significance, skill variety and autonomy. 

 

The study will also consider economic explanations for turnover (Steel, 2004) by specifically 

exploring social workers’ perceptions of the availability of alternative employment opportunities, 

pay, conditions, benefits, and rewards, and examines whether social workers describe these 

factors as important in their retention. 
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This study will employ the concepts of retention and ‘avoidable’ turnover as defined in section 

2.2 (Phillips and O'Connell, 2003). While it is one of the objectives of the study to capture a 

turnover rate for these social workers, a mere statistic does not provide insight into why social 

workers left their work and whether their turnover was avoidable. Therefore, the qualitative 

analysis explores whether social workers describe their decision to want to leave or their actual 

turnover, as being avoidable. A description of how turnover is to be calculated in this study will 

be examined in Chapter Four.   

 

While the unfolding model of voluntary turnover (Lee and Mitchell, 1994) was not used to design 

the interview guide, it was drawn upon in parts of the data analysis as aspects of this theory 

helped to understand the reasons why some social workers in the study had left child protection 

and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’.  

 

The research interviews will also collect data on social workers’ caseloads, violence and threats 

towards social workers, and social workers’ health to examine their influence on social workers’ 

decisions to stay or leave. The use of grounded theory will also allow for other understandings, 

explanations and concepts to emerge during the data collection and analysis, which are not part of 

this analytical framework. 

 

The literature review also illustrated the dominance of large-scale quantitative surveys employing 

causal modelling to identify key variables in job retention and turnover (see, for example, Mor 

Barak et al., 2001; Smith, 2005). It also identified a limited use of qualitative research methods in 

the 1990s (Reagh, 1994; Rycraft, 1994), and these qualitative studies played an influential role in 

shaping subsequent research in the field and are frequently cited in the literature reviews. In 

recent years, there has been a renewed interest in the potential of qualitative research methods in 

job retention research (see, for example, Ellet and Ellet, 2003; Morris, 2005; Ellet et al., 2006) 

and mixed method studies (see, for example, Mor Barak et al., 2006; Jacquet et al., 2007), 

although the majority of studies still employ quantitative methods. Qualitative methods can 

contribute to a deeper understanding of, and meanings associated with, job retention. This point 

was highlighted in Tham’s (2006) study, where she identified the limitations of using 

questionnaires for data-collection as she was unable to elaborate or clarify what workers meant in 

their answers. The use of qualitative methods in this PhD research study will be described in 

Chapter Three.   

 



 61 

 

2.8 Concluding comments 

Despite the challenging organisational conditions, possible health effects and the perceived lack 

of support from employing organisations and the community, studies have found that some child 

protection and welfare social workers are committed to staying in their job (Lonne, 2003; Ellet et 

al., 2006). While the Irish literature presented in Chapter One suggested that retaining social 

workers in this practice setting may be problematic, there are no published Irish studies which 

specifically examine this issue. The dearth of Irish research that specifically examines child 

protection and welfare social workers’ working conditions and job retention, emphasises the 

contribution my research will make in addressing this gap. As there is an over-representation of 

U.S.A. based research on the retention of social workers, some caution is needed in drawing 

conclusions from practice contexts that are in many ways dissimilar to Ireland. Bearing this in 

mind and despite some inconsistencies in the research findings, it was possible to discern some 

key themes which consistently appear to influence turnover and retention in child protection and 

welfare. The research suggests that retention and turnover are best understood as outcomes of 

complex interactions between a variety of organisational, social support, supervisory and personal 

factors.  

 

The analysis in this chapter raises important questions and provides a framework with which to 

examine these questions for child protection and welfare social work in Ireland. What are social 

workers’ attitudes towards staying and leaving statutory child protection and welfare in the 

Ireland? What are child protection and welfare social workers’ understandings of the individual, 

supervisory, and organisational factors that influence their decisions to want to stay in or leave 

their current employment? Taking into account the stressful working and organisational 

conditions in child protection and welfare, why do some social workers stay? Why do other social 

workers leave, and where do they go? The present study builds upon existing research on 

employee turnover and retention in child protection and welfare and it will contribute to this 

literature by firstly, focusing specifically on statutory child protection and welfare social workers 

in one Health Service Executive in Ireland; secondly employing a qualitative methodology to 

explore social workers’ attitudes towards their retention in child protection and welfare, and 

thirdly grounding the study in the current literature on workforce retention. The next chapter 

examines how a qualitative methodology supports the aims of this study, and develops the 

questions identified in this chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3 
Researching social workers’ decisions to stay or leave child 

protection and welfare 

 

 

3.1 Introduction 

In the previous chapters, the context of child protection and welfare social work in Ireland and 

relevant theory and research on job retention and turnover was described. The literature review 

suggests that turnover in child protection and welfare appears to be high in the identified 

countries, but I argued that the literature on social work in Ireland offers little beyond the 

anecdotal in exploring this issue. This reveals a significant gap in the research. I also argued that 

it would be unhelpful to apply uncritically the international literature to Ireland as some of the 

organisational, political and professional conditions are not readily comparable with child 

protection and welfare here. In Chapter Two, I noted that there is an under-utilisation of 

qualitative research methods in this research literature, and while dominated by quantitative 

methods, research in this area can benefit from qualitative research design. There is some 

evidence of the use of both qualitative and mixed methods in some recent studies that examine job 

retention and turnover for child protection workers (see, for example, Dollard et al., 2001; Ellet et 

al., 2006; Mor Barak et al., 2006).   

 

This chapter describes the development of a qualitative research design to examine social 

workers’ professional experiences in a child protection and welfare organisation and their reasons 

for wanting to stay in or leave their work. The chapter presents the objectives of the research 

study and a revised set of research questions to reflect the findings of the literature review. I 

outline a mixed-methods approach to data collection, and my use of grounded theory to analyse 

the qualitative data is examined. I also discuss how to use information and communication 

technologies (ICT) to support qualitative research practice in the areas of data storage, data 

collection, data retrieval, data analysis, and transcribing interviews. The chapter concludes by 

examining ethical considerations associated with undertaking this study. 
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3.2 Interpreting and giving meaning to professional experiences  

Organisational culture and change management are significant emerging themes in qualitative 

social work research which has become ‘pre-occupied with organisational and professional 

adaptation as a continuous feature of organisational life’ (Shaw and Gould, 2001, p. 41). Ferguson 

and O’Reilly (2001), in their research on Irish child protection and welfare practices, argued that 

‘social abstractions’ like ‘child protection and welfare’ are best understood by talking with, and 

trying to understand, the experiences of both social workers and service users. As yet, not enough 

is known about how social workers construct, interpret and give meaning to their professional 

experiences and how these experiences shape their ongoing decisions to stay in or leave their job. 

 

Reviews of the organisational research literature highlight the dominance of quantitative methods 

as a result of methodological biases in management and organisational psychology training 

(Cassell and Symon, 1994; Lee, 1999). Research methodology texts emphasise that the key debate 

within social research is between the use of quantitative and qualitative research. In this debate 

qualitative and quantitative methods are presented as polar opposites and perceived to be 

philosophically irreconcilable, with one tradition claiming superiority over the other (Lee, 1999; 

Bryman, 2004). However, each tradition comes from a different epistemological perspective and 

has its own unique perspective on the nature of knowledge and its construction. Recent 

discussions have focused on the use of multi-method approaches to social research where each 

tradition should not be seen as competing and contradictory, but complementary strategies where 

each has some merit depending on the type of research questions or issues (Snape and Spence, 

2003).   

 

In the last chapter, I highlighted the dominance of quantitative approaches in job retention and 

turnover research, while also highlighting a move towards qualitative and mixed methods in 

recent research. Turnbull (2002, citing Symon and Cassell, 1997) suggests that quantitative 

researchers have down-played the complexities of organisational life in their attempts to establish 

reductionist causal relationships, which she suggests has led researchers to explore the merits of 

qualitative research. I believe that qualitative methods and research from an interpretivist 

paradigm underpinned by a social constructionist approach, is most appropriate to the kind of 

research questions I want to ask about child protection and welfare social work. Bryman (1999, p. 

264) defines interpretivism as an epistemological position in contrast to the natural scientific 

method that stresses ‘an understanding of the social world through an interpretation of that world 

by its participants’. The ontological orientation of qualitative research is constructivist which 

‘implies that social properties are outcomes of interaction between individuals, rather than a 

phenomena ‘out there’ and separate from those involved in its construction’ (Bryman, 2001, p. 

264). Constructionism is antithetical to positivism, by rejecting the modernist view there is a 

knowable objective reality and truth that can be measured. Reality is contested, meanings are not 

fixed and researchers and research participants’ accounts of the world are understood as social 
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constructions. The complex nature of the social world is reflected in the way in which actors 

interpret events, experiences and process in different ways, thereby constructing multiple 

constructed realities.   

 

By adopting a social constructionist approach, this study seeks to explain how social workers 

understand and interpret the meaning given to their experiences and how these meanings shape 

their decisions to stay in or leave their work. Causal explanations sought by quantitative 

researchers are not the focus of this study and the cause and effect argument is itself viewed as a 

social construction (Turnbull, 2002). Social constructionist research seeks to capture the 

individual’s perspective through ‘rich descriptions of the social world’ by using data collection 

methods such as interviews and observation, rather than large-scale survey methods, and an 

‘explanation about how social experience is created and given meaning’ (Turnbull, 2002, p. 320). 

The researcher’s choice of data collection methods is described later in the chapter. 

 

Within this tradition, and as emphasised by feminist methodologies (see Stanley and Wise, 1993), 

the researcher should acknowledge and make clear his or her own biases and assumptions. As 

discussed in Chapter One, I previously worked in child protection and welfare social work for five 

years before moving to an academic post at University College Cork. The researcher’s own 

practice experience as the genesis of a research project is recognised as a potential advantage 

within the qualitative research tradition (Richards and Morse, 2007), while also recognising that it 

can also lead to bias. During my time in the Southern Health Board, the turnover of child 

protection and welfare social workers appeared to be excessively high. Some social workers 

‘thrived’ in this ‘turbulent environment’ (Hughes and Pengelly, 1997), enjoyed the work and 

wanted to stay, whereas others were affected by the work (including, suffering from work related 

ill-health) and were planning to leave. As someone who left this social work setting, I was curious 

to explore with social workers their experiences and to understand how they made decisions to 

stay in or leave this work, and why some stayed longer than others. This experience also 

contributed to the selection of certain topics for the literature review, in particular social supports 

from co-workers and supervision. However, these were very strong and persistent themes in the 

literature anyway and would have been selected irrespective of my experience.  

  

In summary, qualitative research is the most appropriate research approach to achieve the 

objectives of this research as it focuses upon individual experiences, meanings and 

understandings. The core objective of this study was to undertake an inquiry into the professional 

experiences of social workers working in child protection and welfare in Ireland, and how these 

experiences influence their choices to stay or leave. The next section introduces the research 

questions that guided the study, and subsequent sections outline the design of the research. 
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3.3 Research questions 

The overall aim of the research is to examine the retention and turnover of child protection and 

welfare social workers. This aim is achieved by asking the following questions: 

1. What are the turnover and employee mobility rates of child protection and welfare social 

workers, specifically in the Health Service Executive ‘Area A’, between March 2005 and 

December 2006?  

2. What are child protection and welfare social workers’ understandings of the individual, 

supervisory, social support, and organisational factors that influence their decisions to 

want to stay in or leave their current employment? 

3. What role is played by social exchanges between child protection and welfare social 

workers, their supervisors and colleagues, in the retention of the former? 

4. Do child protection and welfare social workers perceive the HSE ‘Area A’ as a supportive 

organisation that values their contributions and cares about their well-being, and what 

influence has these perceptions on their retention? 

5. What specific factors do social workers who left their post in child protection and welfare 

in the Health Service Executive ‘Area A’ between March 2005 and December 2006 

attribute to their decision to leave and was their turnover avoidable?  

6. How useful are social exchange theory, perceived organisational support theory and job 

characteristics theory in helping to explain child protection and welfare social workers’ 

retention? 

7. How do child protection and welfare social workers’ understandings of career pathways 

in social work influence their motivations to work in child protection and welfare and 

subsequent decisions to stay or leave? 

8. What essential factors highlighted in this study could contribute to the development of a 

retention policy for social workers in child protection and welfare?  

 

3.4  Research design 

In this section, I examine and describe the sampling strategy and characteristics of interview 

participants, data collection methods used to answer the research questions, the use of Information 

and Communication Technologies in qualitative studies, and ethical considerations associated 

with undertaking this study. 

3.4.1 Sampling strategy and characteristics of interview participants 

A core aspect of research design is making decisions about whom to interview. Bryman (2004) 

argues that often in qualitative research studies, it is difficult to ascertain why and how 

participants were selected and how many were chosen. This study was based in one HSE area, the 

Health Service Executive ‘Area A’, which has ten child protection and welfare teams. Five in 

particular, were chosen for this study all of which were part of the original Health Board to whom 
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the consent permission was first sent. I had knowledge of, and was known professionally in this 

area, which helped with negotiating access. For practical and financial reasons the research was 

limited to the HSE ‘Area A’ (all of the teams were within 80 miles of the university). The HSE 

‘Area A’ child protection and welfare teams represent a good variety of urban/rural, large/small 

teams and include duty, intake, long-term, and generic teams. While this is not a national sample, 

the findings are likely to have implications for national HSE child protection and welfare teams.  

 

Child protection and welfare teams are staffed by social workers, senior social work practitioners, 

administrators, social work team leaders, principal social workers, child care workers/leaders, and 

by a very small number of other professionals. Social workers are also employed in 

ancillary/supportive services such as family centres, neighbourhood youth projects, adoption and 

fostering. However, as the focus of this study is the provision of statutory child protection and 

welfare services, I restricted the selection of social workers to two grades: professionally qualified 

social workers and senior social work practitioners. The rationale for this decision was that the 

core tasks and responsibilities of other teams (for example, fostering), social work managers, 

administrators and other professionals in child protection and welfare are qualitatively different 

from the two social work grades selected for the study. Also, these two grades constitute the 

majority of employees in this practice setting (61% of all WTEs, see table 3.1).   

 

The most recent social work labour force study (National Social Work Qualifications Board, 

2006) indicated that there were 738 social workers employed in ‘child and family work 

(statutory)’ in 2005 (33% of a total social work workforce of 2237). Of the total workforce, there 

were 388 male social workers (16.8%) and male social workers were over-represented in 

management grades. For example, in the ‘Health/General’ category, women social workers 

represented 86% of the workforce while women occupied only 73.5% of management posts in 

this category. The majority of social workers in Ireland in 2005 were aged between 26-45 (1,432, 

62%). Overall, 60% of social workers in child protection and welfare were under 35 years of age 

(58.6%). 699 social workers (33%) held ‘non-national social work qualifications’, and the 

majority (62%) of these practitioners were employed by the Health Service Executive. 

 

The HSE ‘Area A’ does not publish this depth of data on its social work workforce in its ‘section 

8’ reports26, but I obtained some additional data for the HSE ‘Area A’ on its social work 

workforce. This facilitated a more in-depth analysis of the HSE ‘Area A’s’ child protection and 

welfare workforce, which is presented in the following tables and figures. These datasets 

facilitated the construction of a population sample that was used to select the study sample using 

                                                      
26 The Health Service Executive areas are legally obliged under the Child Care Act, 1991 to publish an annual report, the function of 

which is to review the adequacy of child care and family support services in each area. These reports were known as the ‘section 8’ 

reports.  
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my sampling decisions. I will describe the broader workforce first and then focus on the numbers 

and profile of social workers and senior social work practitioners in the HSE ‘Area A’. In 

September 2005, there were circa 140 staff27 employed in the five child protection and welfare 

teams, where 79% of all Whole Time Equivalents (WTEs) were social work posts (see table 3.1). 

Team 1 was the largest team with 37% of all WTEs and Team 2 was the smallest team with 8% of 

all WTEs:    
Table 3.1: HSE ‘Area A’ child protection and welfare teams by post and WTE (all posts)28  

Grade Team 1 

Staff + 

(WTE) 

Team 2 

Staff + 

(WTE) 

Team 3 

Staff + 

(WTE) 

Team 4 

Staff + 

(WTE) 

Team 5 

Staff + 

(WTE) 

Total 

Staff 

(Persons) 

Total 

WTEs 

Grade 

% by 

WTE 

PSW29 2 (1.8) 1 (1) 1 (1) 1 (1) 2 (2) 7 6.8 6% 

TL 8 (6.8) 1 (1) 1 (0.8) 3 (3) 3 (3) 16 14.6 12% 

SSWP 0 (0)30 1 (1) 2 (1.6) 4 (4) 1 (1) 8 7.6 6% 

SW 29 (26.65) 7 (5.4) 8 (8) 15 (13.3) 14 (13.5) 73 66.85 55% 

CCL 7 (5.72) 2 (1.38) 4 (3.6) 6 (4.46) 3 (2.06) 22 17.22 14% 

FS 6 (4.07) 0 (0) 2 (1.38) 0 (0) 6 (3.85) 14 9.3 8% 

Totals 52 (45.04) 12 (9.78) 18 (16.38) 29 (25.76) 29 (25.41) 140 122.37 100%* 

Team Size 

by Total 

WTE 

37% 8% 13% 21% 21% - - - 

 * Does not total 100% exactly due to rounding up/down. 

 

When the child care worker/leader and family support posts are removed from this data (see table 

3.2), we see that there are 104 social workers employed in the five teams (95.85 WTEs). The 

combined social worker and senior social work practitioner grades account for 78% of all social 

work WTEs:  

                                                      
27 No data provided for administrators and a very small number of other professionals (for example, the public health nurse post in 

Team 4 was not included in the dataset). 
28 The data source for tables 3.1 through 3.4 and figures 3.1 and 3.2 is an unpublished ‘raw’ HSE ‘Area A’ employee data file 

(Microsoft Excel). The analysis of this data was undertaken by the researcher. The data file contained staff lists for Team 1, Team 3, 

Team 2, Team 5 and Team 4 child protection and welfare teams for the month of September 2005. The HSE ‘Area A’ provided 

updated staff lists in ‘raw’ format on a quarterly basis which facilitated the researcher to update the sample population dataset and to 

track employment changes during the fieldwork period. 
29 Principal Social Worker (PSW), Team Leader (TL), SSWP (Senior Social Work Practitioner), Social Worker (SW), Child Care 

Worker/Child Care Leader (CCL) and Family Support Worker/Coordinator (FS). 
30 Team 1’s senior social work practitioner posts were appointed after September 2005.  
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Table 3.2: HSE ‘Area A’ child protection and welfare teams by post and WTE (social work posts 

only) 

Grade Team 1 

SW 

Staff + 

(WTE) 

Team 2 

SW Staff 

+ (WTE) 

Team 3 

SW 

Staff + 

(WTE) 

Team 4 

Staff SW 

+ (WTE) 

Team 5 

Staff SW 

+ (WTE) 

Total  

SW Staff 

(Persons) 

Total 

SW 

WTEs 

SW 

Grade 

% by 

WTE 

PSW31 2 (1.8) 1 (1) 1 (1) 1 (1) 2 (2) 7 6.8 7% 

TL 8 (6.8) 1 (1) 1 (0.8) 3 (3) 3 (3) 16 14.6 15% 

SSWP 0 (0)32 1 (1) 2 (1.6) 4 (4) 1 (1) 8 7.6 8% 

SW 29 (26.65) 7 (5.4) 8 (8) 15 (13.3) 14 (13.5) 73 66.85 70% 

Totals 39 (35.25) 10 (8.4) 12 (11.4) 23 (21.3) 20 (19.5) 104 95.85 100% 

Team Size 

by Total 

SW WTE 

37% 9% 12% 22% 20% - - - 

  

Figure 3.1 provides a graphical representation of the relative size of the five teams by the number 

of social workers and WTEs:  
Figure 3.1: Social work posts by child protection and welfare team 

 
 

91 of the 104 social workers (87.5%) were women. Men were over-represented in management 

grades, in particular as principal social workers, relative to the percentage of men social workers 

in direct service provision:  
Table 3.3: HSE ‘Area A’ child protection and welfare social work posts by grade and sex 

Grade Women Men Totals 

Principal Social Workers 3 (43%) 4 (57%) 7 

Team Leaders 14 (88%) 2 (13%) 16 

Senior Social Work Practitioners 6 (75%) 2 (25%) 8 

Social Workers 68 (93%) 5 (7%) 73 

 91 (87.5%) 13 (12.5%) 104 

 

  

                                                      
31 Principal Social Worker (PSW), Team Leader (TL), SSWP (Senior Social Work Practitioner), Social Worker (SW), Child Care 

Worker/Child Care Leader (CCL) and Family Support Worker/Coordinator (FS). 
32 Team 1’s senior social work practitioner posts were appointed after September 2005.  
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Figure 3.2 provides a graphical representation of this data:  
Figure 3.2: HSE ‘Area A’ child protection and social work posts by grade and sex 

 
 

From this data, a final sample population was developed, with a total of 81 social workers in 

direct service provision, the majority of whom were women (74). Table 3.4 provides an overview 

of the sample population at the beginning of the fieldwork period33: 
Table 3.4: Sample population by team 

  Team 1 Team 2 Team 3 Team 4 Team 5 Totals Women Men 

SSWP 07 1 2 4 1 8 6 2 

SW 29 7 8 15 14 73 68 5 

Totals 29 8 10 19 15 81 74 7 

  - - - - - - 91% 9% 

 

The qualitative research literature highlights the importance of designing samples that take into 

account participants’ ‘symbolic representation’ and samples should ensure diversity. Purposive 

and theoretical sampling strategies were employed to select a sample that reflected this sampling 

population, which included characteristics such as age, experience, gender, regional location, 

team, nationality and work context (duty, intake, etc.):  
Purposive sampling, also known as criterion based sampling, a key feature of which is that 

sample criteria are prescribed. Sample units are selected on the basis of known characteristics, 

which might be socio-demographic or might relate to factors such as experience, behaviour, 

roles etc. relevant to the research topic. Units [sic.] are chosen to represent and symbolise 

prescribed groups or characteristics (symbolic representation) and to reflect the diversity of the 

study population as fully as possible (Ritchie et al., 2003, pp. 107-108).  

 

                                                      
33 The sample population changed over the course of the study as the HSE ‘Area A’ ‘raw’ employee datasets enabled me to keep 

updating the sample population. For example, during the fieldwork period, some of the Team 1 social work posts were upgraded to the 

new senior social work practitioner grade, therefore the number of social workers in the dataset reduced while the number of senior 

social work practitioners increased. 
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Using HSE ‘Area A’ child protection and welfare social work staff lists (provided on a quarterly 

basis) which also provided data on gender, number of posts, grades, employment movements and 

so on; details on the demographic profile of social work in Ireland (age, nationality and 

experience) (National Social Work Qualifications Board, 2006), and the sampling decisions 

outlined above, a sample was generated that included:  

• At least 30 social workers involved in the direct provision of child protection and welfare 

services in the HSE ‘Area A’. 

• At least 5 senior social work practitioners involved in the direct provision of child 

protection and welfare services in the HSE ‘Area A’. Their selection will assist the 

balance of practice experience in the study. 

• Of these 35 social workers, there should be: 

o Approximately 90% women and 10% men to reflect the overall gender profile of 

these two grades within the HSE ‘Area A’. 

o A minimum of 4 social workers from each of the 5 child protection and welfare 

teams, and after this minimum is reached, participants will be selected based on 

the relative size of each team. 

o At least 6 social workers who trained outside of Ireland to reflect the national 

percentage of social workers who were non Irish trained. 

o At least 10 social workers/senior social work practitioners with 5+ years’ child 

protection and welfare social work experience. 

o Each of the individual teams (duty, intake, long-term) within each child 

protection and welfare department should be represented on a broadly pro-rata 

basis. 

 

Theoretical sampling within grounded theory supports the expansion of initial sampling strategies 

and asks ‘… what data to collect next and where to find them, in order to develop his [sic.] theory 

as it emerges’ (Glaser and Strauss, 1967, p. 45). As the research progressed, the data and 

emerging categories suggested an expansion of these initial sample criteria to include social 

workers who already resigned their post in child protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’. This 

expansion would help to widen our understanding of how social workers make decisions about 

leaving. The sample design was refined to add at least 8 social workers/senior social work 

practitioners who resigned from their post in child protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’ 

during the period of the study.   

 

A total of 38 social workers and 6 senior social work practitioners participated in the study (total 

participants = 4434). This total includes the social workers who resigned during the study. The 

                                                      
34 In total, 50 invitations of participation were sent. Two social workers declined to be interviewed: no explanation was offered in one 

case and the other was unavailable as she was about to go on maternity leave. 4 invitations were unanswered - it subsequently 
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group included 39 women (89%) and 5 men (11%), ranging in age from 26 to 66 (see table 3.5). 

The average age of participants when they started working in child protection and welfare was 31 

years (median = 27). The average age of participants on the day of the interview was 37 (median 

= 32).  
Table 3.5: Age profile of participants 

Age Range 25 and 

under 

26-35 36-45 46-55 56-64 65+ Totals 

No. 0 27 6 7 2 2 44 

% 0% 61% 14% 16% 5% 5% 100%* 

* does not total 100% exactly, due to rounding up 

 

Of those who were asked to participate in the study, one social worker did not want to be 

interviewed, but entered into an email correspondence with the researcher and gave permission 

for this data to be included in the study. At the time of interview, 36 of the participants were 

employed as social workers (30) or senior social work practitioners (6) in child protection and 

welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’. 10 interviews were undertaken with social workers who had left 

their post as social workers (8) or senior social work practitioners (2) in child protection and 

welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’. Table 3.6 outlines the details of participants’ team and department 

on the day of interview, which is broadly representative of the spread of child protection and 

welfare posts in this HSE: 
Table 3.6: Participants’ team and department on day of interview/last post held before leaving  

Name of Department ‘Generic’ Duty Intake Long-Term ‘Other’ Totals 

Team 1 0 3 3 11 2 19 

Team 2 0 1 0 4 0 5 

Team 3 0 1 0 5 0 6 

Team 4 0 3 3 3 0 9 

Team 5 5 0 0 0 0 5 

Totals 5 8 6 23 2 44 

 

34 of the participants were born in Ireland and 10 were born elsewhere. 33 of the participants 

trained as social workers in Ireland and 11 outside Ireland35. 35 (79%) of the participants’ first job 

post-qualification was in child protection and welfare. Of the social workers that trained in 

Ireland, the first job post-qualification for 91% was in child protection and welfare. All of the 

participants were professionally qualified and were more experienced in child protection and 

welfare that social workers/child protection workers in international studies (see, for example, 

Gibbs and Keating, 1999). Participants in the study had an average tenure length of 3.5 years in 

                                                      
transpired that 3 of these letters were never received by the social workers as they had left their child protection and welfare post in the 

HSE ‘Area A’, and the fourth invitation is unaccounted for. 44 persons participated in total: 43 were interviewed and 1 email 

correspondence. 45 interviews were undertaken altogether, where 41 people were interviewed once and 2 were interviewed twice. 

These two social workers were interviewed firstly as child protection and welfare social workers in the HSE ‘Area A’ and 

subsequently as part of the leavers sample. 
35 Country names are not included as they are identifying data. 
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child protection and welfare and two-thirds of the total sample’s professional social work careers 

was in child protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’. Table 3.7 summarises the range of 

participants’ child protection and welfare social work experience: 
Table 3.7: Range of participants’ practice experience in child protection and welfare 

Range No. % 

0 - 2 years 11 25% 

3 - 5 years  18 41% 

6 - 10 years 10 23% 

11 - 15 years 3 7% 

16 - 20 years 1 2% 

21 - 25 years 1 2% 

Total 44 100% 

 

Data was collected from the study participants through individual semi-structured interviews and 

a survey form for descriptive demographic and employment data. Data was also collected from 

the HSE ‘Area A’ on child protection and welfare social workers’ caseloads, turnover and social 

work employment mobility.   

3.4.2 Data collection methods  

While reviewing the literature at the early stages of the study, the dominance of quantitative 

methods suggested that quantitative survey data collection methods would be the best method of 

data collection using standard questionnaires such as the GHQ-12 or Job Characteristics Survey 

(JCS) (Bowling, 2005). As the study progressed, I discovered a number of qualitative 

organisational research studies (see, for example, Ellet et al., 2006) that demonstrated how 

qualitative methods could be used in organisational research. Reviewing my research questions, I 

decided that a qualitative research approach was most appropriate. I decided that qualitative 

research interviews would be the main and most appropriate data collection method in a study 

where the primary focus is to access the meanings, interpretations and understandings (Kvale, 

1996) of child protection and welfare social workers. I also decided to use a short survey form to 

collect descriptive data from participants and to collect quantitative data to explore one of the 

research questions which could not be answered by using interviews. The next two sections 

examine these methods and my data collection decisions in greater detail. 

 

Individual semi-structured interviews 

Individual interviews are but one of a number of data collection methods used in qualitative 

research, including participant observation, focus groups, narratives and the use of visual images 

and documentary research (Bryman and Burgess, 1999; Silverman, 2004). The use of focus 

groups and participant observation were examined in the earlier stages of the research design. 

However, interviews were selected as the main method of data collection and the remainder of 

this section examines this method and the rationale for choosing semi-structured interviews over 

the other methods.  
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Within social research, talk is more than a conversation between two or more people; it is a 

method to generate knowledge on a particular social phenomenon or process. Seidman (1991, p. 

4) argues that: 
Interviewing provides access to the context of people’s behaviour and thereby provides a way 

for researchers to understand the meaning of that behaviour. A basic assumption in in-depth 

interviewing research is that the meaning people make of their experience affects the way they 

carry out that experience. 

 

45 semi-structured interviews, generally lasting between 1.5–2 hours, were undertaken at a 

location of the participant’s choosing, including the researcher’s office, various HSE ‘Area A’ 

offices and hotel meeting rooms. All of the interviewees were sent a letter of invitation which 

included information on the study’s purpose, length, a statement of voluntary participation and 

contact information for the researcher and research supervisor (see Appendix C), and a 

documentation sheet to collect details such as demographic information (e.g. gender, age), 

employment history details (posts held, length of employment), and educational history 

(qualifications, year of graduation). All of the interviews were recorded on a mini-disc player and 

transcribed. A topic [interview] guide was developed from the literature review and adapted 

during the pilot study phase (see Appendix G). An interview guide is an important component of 

semi-structured interviews: it includes key themes and questions for discussion and it aids the 

consistency of data collection, while still allowing for flexibility in the interview to examine 

details and themes of relevance to individual participants (Arthur and Nazroo, 2003).  
 

The literature associated with work stress and child protection and welfare (Stanley and Goddard, 

2002; Ferguson, 2004; European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working 

Conditions, 2005) indicated that there was a moderate to high probability that participants may 

find some of the material difficult to talk about in front of other participants as part of the data 

collection process often relates to sensitive topics connected to participants’ personal lives. In 

designing the research, I considered the use of focus groups as a data collection method. I opted 

not to use this method as it could be embarrassing for social workers to discuss sensitive topics in 

front of colleagues, to be possibly constructed within groups as someone who cannot ‘cope’ with 

the job, and collecting this type of data in focus groups could inhibit participants’ willingness to 

discuss particularly sensitive issues. The ethical basis underpinning this research was that the 

research process should be positive and affirming, and not cause undue distress to participants. 

The semi-structured interview as a one-to-one personal encounter provides a more personalised 

opportunity than a focus group to develop trust and rapport with a participant, it is less impersonal 

than structured interviews, less ‘public’ than focus groups, and more time can be spent mediating 

the informed consent process and assuring participants that the research is not an ‘inspection’ of 

their practice. Gerson and Horowitz (2002) suggest that these qualities and the process of 
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qualitative interviews makes disclosure more likely than other methods. Due to these factors and 

the sensitive nature of the subject matter, I decided that semi-structured interviews were the most 

appropriate data collection method for my particular research.   

 

In addition to the strength of semi-structured interviews in collecting sensitive personal data, this 

type of interviewing was chosen as appropriate for the study’s chosen methodological approach - 

providing a way to understand participants’ lived world, their behaviour and the meaning of a 

particular phenomenon or behaviour (Seidman, 1991; Kvale, 1996). Mason (2002a), developing 

this idea further, argues that qualitative interviews are more than a straightforward information-

gathering exercise: the interview is a ‘site of knowledge construction’ (p. 225). The impact of the 

researcher on the construction of knowledge, in particular the matching of interviewer and 

participant characteristics (for example, gender) is identified as significant in the literature (Lewis, 

2003). The majority of ‘front-line’ child protection and welfare social workers in the HSE ‘Area 

A’ are women and I was approaching them as a male academic who used to be a male team leader 

in child protection and welfare in this HSE. I clarified at the beginning of interviews that I had no 

contractual ties with the HSE. My experience of undertaking this research, in so far as I could 

discern, was that being a male researcher did not appear to impact negatively on data collection. 

In retrospect, a question to examine this issue during the interview may have been useful.  

 

My knowledge and experience of child protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’ also impacted 

on the construction of knowledge. An advantage of being known in the sector was that it may 

have encouraged social workers to participate in the study and reduce the number of refusals (no. 

= 2). Scott (2002, p. 927) describes social work academics who undertake research in settings 

where they have close personal and institutional links as ‘honorary insiders’. The disadvantage of 

having knowledge of the sector from working in the HSE ‘Area A’ were that some participants 

perceived me as an ‘insider’ and assumed I had certain knowledge of the setting and expected me 

to ‘fill in the dots’. Some participants had to be encouraged to elaborate and give a fuller account 

by being asked to assume that I had no knowledge of the sector. This became an issue in some 

interviews as I had to assure participants that I was not trying to catch them out when undertaking 

iterative probing (Legard et al., 2003), but that I was just curious about their understanding and 

interpretation of their work and that I was not comparing their experience to my own. Following 

the pilot study, these issues became a standard aspect of my briefing with each participant at the 

beginning of the interview. The pilot study confirmed that individual semi-structured interviews 

were an effective data collection method, but data collection using this method only would not 

allow me to answer all of my research questions. I would also need to employ surveys to collect 

quantitative data on social workers’ workloads, turnover and employment mobility. 
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Survey form and HSE ‘Area A’ caseload/turnover/employee mobility data 

To collect data on child protection and welfare social workers’ caseloads, their job turnover and 

employment mobility, I needed to collect data that was not available in the public domain and 

could not be collected through individual semi-structured interviews. I negotiated with the HSE 

‘Area A’ to provide data on these issues. The data provided was in a ‘raw’ form and required 

further detailed analysis. To collect descriptive and demographic data from participants, I 

designed a survey form for completion prior to the interview. It was not my intention to collect 

quantitative data by using quantitative surveys as a measure to ‘validate’ the findings of the 

qualitative data through ‘concurrent/successive paradigm triangulation’ or as a means to measure 

an ‘objective’ reality and ‘improve’ the ‘validity’ and ‘reliability’ of the study (Sarantakos, 2005; 

Flick, 2006). However, the quantitative data collected for this study helped me to answer a 

particular research question that could not be answered using interviews. The quantitative data 

was also important as in the literature review I had identified gaps in the Irish literature about 

social workers’ turnover and caseloads.    

 

To access basic descriptive data on interviewees which was not included in the employee lists 

provided by the HSE ‘Area A’ and to gather initial data on factors which were highlighted as 

significant in the literature review (sample items: educational history, incidents of violence and 

threats, and caseload data - see Appendix E), a documentation sheet was sent to all interview 

participants with their letter of invitation. Collecting structured data in interviews can impact on 

its ‘flow’ and the rapport between researcher and interviewee (Arthur and Nazroo, 2003), 

therefore this documentation sheet was sent in advance of the interview.  This descriptive data 

was analysed using Microsoft Excel to produce statistical data (for example: lengths of service, 

average and mean ages). The documentation sheets were completed by all of the interviewees. 

The documentation sheet was redeveloped after the pilot study to reduce its length, to make it 

more aesthetically appealing and to remove some minor repetitions. The participant’s 

documentation sheet was reviewed during each interview as an additional guide to explore certain 

topics in greater depth. This survey form proved useful in reducing the length of the interview by 

collecting ‘basic’ descriptive data in advance and some participants noted that it had served as an 

additional ‘prompt’ to prepare them for the type of issues that were likely to be discussed at the 

interview.  

 

One of the aims of the study was to explore the level of turnover in child protection and welfare in 

the HSE ‘Area A’. Therefore, the researcher negotiated with the HSE ‘Area A’ to provide a list of 

all social work staff in the five child protection and welfare teams in the HSE ‘Area A’ for the 

duration of the study (seven lists were provided in total). This provided the opportunity to track 

staff mobility and turnover over the fieldwork period. This data was analysed using Microsoft 

Excel and illustrative analysis charts were produced using OmniGraffle (see Appendix A and 
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Chapter Five). The Excel sheets noted when a staff member left and when another social worker 

was recruited to fill the vacancy. During the fieldwork period, it was necessary to consult with 

Principal Social Workers, Team Leaders and the HSE ‘Area A’ Child Care Information Officer to 

establish the nature of the change for every social work employee movement (retirement, 

maternity leave, sabbatical, resignation, sick leave) and to establish where the social worker went. 

This process, while labour-intensive, enabled me to undertake a comprehensive analysis of 

turnover/employee mobility for five child protection and welfare social work teams, data 

heretofore unavailable in the Irish literature. The analysis also includes data on the retention of 

social workers within the HSE, retention within child protection and welfare social work in 

Ireland and within the social work profession. This process and its findings are described in 

greater detail in the next chapter, and the data is presented across the four data analysis chapters. 

 

The literature review also noted the significance of caseloads/workloads as an organisational 

factor in job retention and turnover. During an examination of the research question which sought 

to explore organisational factors and their impact on retention, it became clear that the 

Department of Health and Children’s Interim Minimum Datasets (Office of the Minister for 

Children, 2008) were limited in their reporting of the work undertaken in teams. Also the Social 

Information Systems report (2005) only provided limited information on social work caseloads 

and there was no other Irish data on social workers’ caseloads in the literature. For these reasons, 

I decided to undertake a survey of child protection and welfare social workers’ caseloads for one 

calendar month. The researcher negotiated with the HSE ‘Area A’ to undertake a once-off review 

of all social workers’ caseloads in the month of November 2006. The review was limited to one 

month as this data was not routinely collected36. The advantage of collecting this data is that it 

provided a context for social workers’ discussions about their workloads. Collecting workload 

data for only one month limits the comparisons and generalisations that can be made from this 

data, but this data will provide a good indication of social workers’ general caseloads. All of the 

data, both in quantitative and qualitative form, were collected and analysed using Information and 

Communication Technology (ICT). These processes, and the merits and demerits of using 

technologies to support qualitative research practice, are examined in the next section. 

 

3.5 Using information and communication technologies to support qualitative 
research 

The use of information and communication technologies (ICT) such as computer assisted 

qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) is a relatively neglected topic in the qualitative 

research literature. Mason (2002b, p. 164) sums up qualitative researchers’ ambivalence towards 
                                                      
36 Since the completion of the fieldwork, the HSE ‘Area A’ has implemented a new computerised client record system (RAISE) that 

will greatly assist the collection and analysis of this type of data in the future. 
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technology when she highlights that ‘qualitative researchers have been said to be notoriously, and 

not always productively, anti-technology’. Technological developments since 2000 in digital 

audio recording, Internet speeds, computer software and hardware, qualitative data analysis 

software and the low cost of data storage devices, suggested some potential for these technologies 

to support and enhance this qualitative research study.  

 

Recent methodology texts are more sanguine about the merits of using technology in qualitative 

studies, while also expressing some important epistemological and technical caveats (Mason, 

2002b; Sarantakos, 2005; Richards and Morse, 2007). Indeed, Richards (2005), who is involved 

in the development of nVivo, argues that all researchers, irrespective of their methodological 

orientation, should no longer avoid using computers in their research. This section examines the 

use of technologies in the collection, management and analysis of qualitative data, and in the 

production of transcripts. Other innovative uses of the Internet as a method of data collection, 

such as the use of online focus groups, online participant observation, online social surveys, 

ethnographies of online communities and online asynchronous interviews, are not discussed as 

they are outside of the scope of this chapter (see Sarantakos, 2005).  

3.5.1 Qualitative data analysis software and grounded theory  

Much of the debate around the use of computers in qualitative research centres on their use in the 

analysis of qualitative data. The design of any research project should attend to the development 

of a data management plan: the collection of data, data storage and data retrieval, all of which 

computers can support more readily than pen, paper and card systems. One of the concerns 

associated with the use of qualitative data analysis software was that earlier versions were limited 

to text retrieval (Lee and Fielding, 2004). Furthermore, like SPSS (software used for the analysis 

of statistical data), another concern was that qualitative data analysis programmes would ‘do the 

analysis’ for the qualitative researcher, thereby divorcing them from the analytical process (Flick, 

1998). Other concerns relate to quantitative style ‘counting’ and ‘theory building’ features offered 

by some programmes. Mason (2002b, p. 164) argues that the latter closely resembles the ‘logic of 

variable analysis’, which may be incompatible with a researcher’s methodological stance. 

CAQDAS software applications usually facilitate the indexing and cross-referencing of 

categories, but this strength can also be a drawback as it opens up more indexing possibilities. 

Another limitation of CAQDAS applications is the potential to facilitate ‘stepwise’ conversion of 

qualitative data into quantitative data. This involves assigning uniform numeric values to 

statements (textual data), which then facilitates a quantitative analysis of this data (Sarantakos, 

2005). This type of conversion and analysis is inconsistent with the principles of qualitative 

research. 

 

Until my introduction to Atlas.ti, the draft analysis of interview transcripts during the pilot study 

had been undertaken on paper and by using the ‘comment’ function in Microsoft Word. This 
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approach was sufficient for this stage as the transcripts were in their first draft, and it assisted the 

development of the interview guide and some initial categories of analysis. What became apparent 

was that this approach to indexing and the development of categories made it difficult to keep 

data on similar categories or concepts together. It was difficult to organise the data in order to 

undertake more analytical coding and to answer analytical questions such as: When social 

workers talk about leaving child protection and welfare, is their experience of supervision and 

support from managers a factor in this decision? Following a one-day training course on Atlas.ti 

and the purchase of this application by University College Cork, I explored the potential of this 

application to support my qualitative data analysis. As I saw it, the merits of this application were 

its coding functions (creating codes, merging codes, linking categories, and attaching memos to 

codes), quick retrieval of data, memoing, an audit trail to record research decisions, improved data 

storage and backup over the paper and pen method, the flexibility of carrying the dataset around 

from place to place, increased security and its capacity to keep quotations within their original 

context. Criticisms of the traditional scissors, coloured pens and copied abstracts approach to 

coding and data analysis are that it removes textual data from its original context, which may lead 

to misinterpretations (Richards, 2005). One key advantage of software applications such as 

Atlas.ti and nVivo is that they do not remove data from its original context. This facilitates the 

researcher to interpret the data within the context of the preceding and following transcript text, as 

the quotation is not ‘cut’ from the transcript. 

 

While there are a number of CAQDAS applications other than Atlas.ti (WinMax, nVivo, and 

NUD*IST being the most popular), Atlas.ti was chosen for its congruence with data analysis in 

grounded theory (Richards and Morse, 2007), I had access to the programme and I had also 

received training on its use. My approach to using the application was that it supported my 

analysis of a very large data set, I had control over the coding rather than it being done 

‘automatically’ for me by the application, it enabled me to keep memos together, undertake 

analysis across ‘families’ (for example, team, age) and to link them with codes/quotations, and the 

speed at which you could search and retrieve data was very attractive. A ‘stepwise’ conversion of 

the data was not appropriate or desirable as it was incongruent with my methodological 

orientation and the quantitative word count/statistical features were not used in the analysis. Once 

I had developed a degree of competence in using Atlas.ti’s tools, I returned to the three earlier 

transcripts coded in Microsoft Word and I recoded them in Atlas.ti. All 45 interview transcripts 

were ‘assigned’ to Atlas.ti (version 5.2.18) and analysed using grounded theory. 

  

In his text on qualitative methods in organisational research, Lee (1999) highlights the dominance 

of grounded theory studies in organisational research. Grounded theory provides specific 

strategies and approaches for the analysis of large amounts of unstructured qualitative data, and 

the aim of this method is to develop theory from the data (Punch, 1998; Willot and Griffin, 1999). 

An overview of the historical development of grounded theory and the ‘schism’ between the 
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original developers of the method (Glaser and Strauss) is outside the scope of this section (see 

Charmaz, 2006). Grounded theory has been subject to much criticism over the last 40 years, with 

critiques focusing on the continual redevelopment of the method, the overemphasis on 

procedures, eschewing particular ways of making sense of the world while ‘elevating’ a certain 

kind of thinking, the fracturing of datasets in the pursuit of order, and the ‘dismissal’ of people’s 

own accounts of their social world (Thomas and James, 2006). The application of grounded 

theory in its entirety by researchers in research design and the analysis of qualitative data has been 

questioned by Bryman and Burgess (1994, p. 220) who suggest that it has ‘… alerted qualitative 

researchers to the desirability of extracting concepts and theory out of data. Second, grounded 

theory has informed, in general terms, aspects of the analysis of qualitative data, including coding, 

and the use of different types of codes and their role in concept creation’. Taking into account 

Bryman and Burgess’s (1994) observations regarding researchers’ selective use of this method 

and criticisms of the method, the researcher felt there were some merits in using some of the 

method’s procedures and concepts to support the research design and data analysis. The main 

features of the method used in this study were a focus on memo writing, coding, and the use of 

theoretical and purposive sampling in the research design.   

3.5.2 Data collection, digital recording of interviews and the production of transcripts 

The research literature highlights the importance of making audio-recordings of qualitative 

research interviews: it produces a verbatim account of the interview, it is a method of recording 

participants’ pauses and tone, and it enables the production of a text/transcript that becomes the 

basis for a detailed qualitative analysis (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003; Bryman, 2004; Richards and 

Morse, 2007). In my research, the informed consent process addressed the audio recording of 

interviews by giving advance notice in the letter of invitation and by discussing its importance 

during the informed consent process at the beginning of each interview. Participants were given 

the option to being interviewed without being recorded, but all 43 interviewees agreed to have 

their interviews recorded. One participant requested that the audio file (permission obtained to 

retain transcript) of her interview should be destroyed after the PhD was fully completed37.  

 

The standard technology used to record interviews has been the use of analogue tape recorders. 

Analogue tape recorders have come under criticism due to the poor audio fidelity of the 

recordings (Fook, 1996) resulting in transcribers straining to discern what is being said, possibly 

leading to a lesser accuracy of transcript. It has been argued that the technical quality of 

recordings and the adequacy of transcripts contributes to the reliability of qualitative research 

(Peräkylä, 2004). My previous unsatisfactory experience of using an analogue tape recorder in a 

research study (Burns, 2006), producing poor-quality audio recordings and leading to subsequent 

problems with transcribing the interviews, suggested that a review of alternatives was necessary. 

                                                      
37 Defined as post-graduation. Audio files include: iPod and iTunes copies, DVD backup and original Mini-disc cartridge. 
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In recent times, the use of digital audio recorders such as Sony Mini-disc recorders have become 

more popular as they improve the technical quality of recordings (Bryman, 2004). A limitation to 

audio recording interviews is that body language, which may also provide interesting data, is not 

recorded. 42 out of 43 of my interviews were recorded using a Sony Hi-MD NH700 Mini-disc 

recorder. This device produced high-quality audio recordings and contributed to the production of 

more accurate transcripts as there were very few inaudible remarks and fewer transcription errors 

due to fatigue and ‘guessing’. Mini-disc cartridges were stored securely and digital copies were 

stored on a computer with a strong password. Having the interviews in the MP3 format on a 

laptop allowed me to listen back again to interviews on an iPod while travelling, and through the 

laptop while writing up the dissertation. 

 

What Bryman does not discuss are the technical issues associated with using Mini-disc recorders.  

Transcribers have complained that the audio quality is ‘too good’ as the recorder and microphone 

clearly picked up extraneous noises, such as passing pedestrian traffic, which were distracting. 

Difficulties with transcribing the interviews were caused by Sony imposing a digital rights 

management system (DRM), which at the time, permitted recorders to use only their niche 

proprietary audio format (ATRAC). Problems with software to playback these ATRAC files led 

to difficulties in transcribing the interviews. Sony’s proprietary ATRAC format is limited to 

playback on SonicStage software which runs on PCs only, SonicStage was unsuitable as a 

transcription application and transcribers did not have their own Mini-disc recorders. The 

resolution of these issues consumed a significant amount of time in the pilot study (these issues 

are described in Appendix F). Furthermore, the recorder malfunctioned on one occasion. For this 

interview, the interviewer recorded as much as he could remember of the interview in his research 

journal on the train journey home, and the participant was advised of the malfunction and was 

sent a copy of these notes, but she made no changes. Since the research interviews were 

undertaken, technology has progressed and there is now a wider choice of digital recorders that 

obviate many of the issues experienced in this study. 

 

One interview was undertaken and recorded over the Internet using Skype, a regular phone and 

AudioHijack (see Appendix F). This participant lived outside Ireland and she agreed to a 

synchronous Internet interview that was recorded using these technologies. This interview was 

similar to a regular telephone interview, except that the researcher spoke through a computer 

which recorded the interaction. This method is different to asynchronous interview methods such 

as email, where there is a significant time lag between responses. The merits of this approach 

were the time saved by not travelling to another country, and the ease with which a digital copy of 

the interview was made and subsequently transcribed. The demerits of using this method were a 

lower quality of audio recording than the Mini-disc recorder, the lack of a physical presence 

between the participant and researcher, and some disruption to the ‘flow’ of the interview. All of 
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the interviews were transcribed in full, except for the welcome and informed consent discussions 

in each interview.    

3.5.3 Voice-to-text software and the production of transcripts 

The production of a transcript from talk and its primacy in qualitative research (Silverman, 2004), 

led me to examine alternative methods of transcribing the research interviews. Kvale (1996) 

argues that the production of transcripts is not without its limitations and involves an artificial 

interpretative construction of a written text from an oral communication. Transcription can be 

inaccurate, decisions and judgements will need to be made regarding mumbled words, where a 

sentence ends and whether emotional aspects are included (e.g. tone of voice, crying, long pauses, 

and so on). The transcription of 43 by approximately 1.5 hour interviews is a significant labour 

and as I worked full-time while also undertaking this research study, I spent some time examining 

voice-to-text software as a possible way to reduce the transcription workload. However, the ‘holy 

grail’ of a computer that ‘listens’ to your digital audio recordings and then produces a ‘faithful 

text’, is not presently available. As discussed earlier, the quality of the interview transcript is 

intrinsically linked with the reliability of the study (Peräkylä, 2004) and it was also important to 

value and respect participants’ contributions by ensuring that the transcripts were of a high 

quality. The current available method is the ‘journalist’s solution’: ‘teach’ a voice-to-text software 

application to recognise your voice (for example: IBM ViaVoice, Dragon Naturally Speaking), 

listen to the interview on headphones and speak what you hear into a microphone connected to the 

computer, and the computer ‘translates’ your voice into text on the computer screen.  

 

This method was utilised to transcribe one interview (No. 2) and led to the production of a 

transcript that was approximately 60% accurate. While the method produced a draft transcript 

quickly, the accuracy of the transcript was inadequate, which led to a lengthy and time-consuming 

editing process. The researcher transcribed six of the interviews using the regular transcription 

method and the other 37 were transcribed by professional transcribers who were paid for their 

services. The transcribers agreed to a contract which included a confidentiality clause, the return 

of all original audio files/digital media, the deletion of all audio files from their computers, and 

they were not to discuss the content of the interviews. All of these transcripts were reviewed by 

the researcher to ensure the accuracy of the transcription, but few changes were made as they 

were of a very high quality. Interviews were sent for transcription immediately after each 

interview to facilitate the ongoing data analysis. 
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3.6 Ethical considerations 

Research ethics provide a systematic framework to improve the quality of research and as Bryman 

(2004, p. 506) argues, researchers need to think about how we ‘treat the people on whom we 

conduct research’. This section considers the ethical issues associated with undertaking this study, 

including informed consent, anonymity and confidentiality, responsibilities towards participants 

and reciprocity. 

3.6.1 Organisational consent and participants’ informed consent 

A cornerstone of research that involves interviews is the informed consent of interviewees: the 

process whereby participants are provided with sufficient information to make an informed 

decision regarding their participation in a research study. Informed consent involves making 

participants as aware as possible of the nature, purpose and scope of the research, the fact that 

participation is voluntary, how the data will be used, confidentiality and anonymity arrangements, 

and that they can withdraw from the research at any point (Punch, 1998; Lewis, 2003; Silverman, 

2004). Before the researcher could approach individual social workers to begin an informed 

consent process, it was necessary to negotiate access from their employer, the HSE ‘Area A’. 

 

Consent was first sought from management level in this Health Board (HSE ‘Area A’) prior to 

approaching individual teams and social workers. The HSE ‘Area A’ (Child Care Managers 

Group/General Manager) was sent a full research proposal indicating the focus, aims, rationale 

and objectives of the study, research questions, approximate indication of the number of 

participants and time involved, and a short literature review. Permission to undertake the research 

was granted in May 2005 and it was agreed that the researcher would have sole control over the 

selection of participants for interview and that social workers would participate on a voluntary 

and anonymous basis. A meeting was held with the Principal Social Workers Group in the HSE 

‘Area A’ during June 2005 as a courtesy to introduce the research and to seek their support for the 

study. This group agreed to support the research and I was granted approval to attend team 

meetings to introduce the research in advance of the interviews. Attendance at the teams meetings 

represented the first stage of the informed consent process and issues of trust associated with the 

previous stage of organisational consent were addressed. For example, getting organisational or 

administrative approval may lead to distrust among staff who wonder why the organisation is 

supportive, and they may misconstrue permission for ‘official sponsorship’, both of which can 

affect the equity of the relationship between participants and the researcher (Seidman, 1991; 

Flick, 1998). Table 3.8 provides a diagrammatical representation of the fieldwork stages, 

permissions sought and the consent process at each stage: 
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Table 3.8: Fieldwork timeline, permissions sought and consent processes 

Organisational Consent Process (December 2004 – May 2005) 

Research proposal sent to the chosen Health Board, December 2004. 

January 2005, Health Service Executive formed to replace Health Boards. Two Health Board areas are 

merged to become the HSE ‘Area A’. 

Permission granted (May 2005) to interview social workers in five 

child protection and welfare teams.  
⇓ 

Principal Social Workers Group Meeting & Request for Permission to Meet Child Protection & 

Welfare Teams to Introduce Research (June 2005) 

Attended PSW meeting to present research aims and objectives. Permission granted to attend team meetings. 
 ⇓ 

Presentations to Five Teams on Research Background, and Aims and Objectives 

(June, July & September 2005) 

Attended team meetings in all five child protection and welfare teams.   
⇓ 

Social Workers Invited by Post to Participate in Pilot Study (September 2005) 

6 interviews held between end of October 2005 and start of March 2006. 

Informed consent and voluntary participation process. 
⇓ 

Main Field Work Interviews (April 2006 – February 2007) 

39 interviews and 1 email correspondence 

Informed consent and voluntary participation process + participants invited to review accuracy of transcripts. 

‘Leavers’ were encouraged to make their employer aware of the interview and to seek permission to 

participate. 

Application to HSE ‘Area A’ to extend initial permission to include social workers in the HSE ‘Area A’ who 

had worked in child protection and welfare, but were now working in other departments – Permission 

granted. 
⇓ 

Telephone Interviews – HSE Workloads ‘Policy’ Search (April 2007) 

6 phone interviews with team managers in other HSE teams to establish whether  

they had written caseload management policies and/or had caseload ‘caps’. 

 

  

After attending the team meetings social workers and senior social work practitioners were 

invited to take part in the study by letter (see Appendix C). This letter included a brief description 

of the research and information relevant to making an informed decision. The beginning of each 

interview was dedicated to a process to ensure that participants’ questions were answered about 

the study and that they were provided with enough information so that they could make an 

informed decision about their participation in the study. The researcher and participant discussed 

and co-signed an informed consent form (see Appendix D) that included information on: contact 

details for the researcher and research supervisor, the explicit aims and objectives of the research, 

a brief description of the research, a statement on confidentiality and anonymity, a statement on 

voluntary participation, permission to be interviewed, permission for the author to use the data to 
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develop research findings and for use in publications / presentations, and that the data would not 

be archived for other researchers (Gomm, 2004; Sarantakos, 2005). The extensive informed 

consent process undertaken in this research study may account for the very low level of refusals to 

participate in the study (2 participants). The most significant area of clarification and assurance 

arising from the informed consent process was participants’ concern that the study would use their 

real name and that the HSE would be advised of their participation. The next section elaborates 

upon issues associated with confidentiality and anonymity.    

3.6.2 Confidentiality, anonymity and data collection 

It is not always possible or desirable in a research study to provide cast-iron guarantees of 

confidentiality and anonymity (Seidman, 1991) and there are often misunderstandings regarding 

the difference between these two concepts. Lewis (2003, p. 67) explains that ‘anonymity means 

the identity of those taking part not being known outside of the research team … [and] 

confidentiality means avoiding the attribution of comments, in reports or presentation, to 

identified participants’. Due to the small size of the sample frame (81 social workers/senior social 

work practitioners in total in the HSE ‘Area A’) and the location of the study in one HSE, the 

informed consent form and the interview preparation process made it clear that absolute 

guarantees could not be made, but that every effort would be made to ensure confidentiality.  

 

Tapes and transcripts were labelled with codes and participants’ names and team names were 

anonymised on the transcripts. Transcripts were stored separately from signed informed consent 

forms and the master sampling document. Participants were assigned pseudonyms which were 

used when quoting sections of transcripts. Every effort was made, within reason, to ensure that the 

pseudonyms did not match the names of other social workers in child protection and welfare in 

the HSE ‘Area A’ (cross checked with sample frame). A list which linked the pseudonyms with 

participants’ real names was stored within the sampling document which was a password 

protected Microsoft Excel file. As the research data will not be archived, additional measures to 

further anonymise the transcripts were unnecessary. Efforts were made to avoid direct and 

indirect attribution in the reporting of the findings by excluding or changing certain biographical 

characteristics (Lewis, 2003), but the limitations of this process were also discussed with 

participants.   

 

There was one issue regarding anonymity which arose in the pilot study as a result of child 

protection and welfare teams’ mail management policy. Administrators in teams open and stamp 

social workers’ mail to ensure that no important letters are left unattended if a social worker is out 

of the office. As the sampling frame did not include social workers’ home addresses, invitations 

to participate in the study were sent to their work address. Letters were sent in plain envelopes 

and marked ‘private and confidential’ to ensure that no university identifier would be on the 

envelope. However, during the pilot study some of their envelopes were opened by 
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administrators, therefore potentially identifying social workers as participants in the study. In the 

main study the text size of ‘personal and private’ was increased, and placed more directly above 

the name and address. After these changes, participants no longer raised this anonymity issue.   

3.6.3 Responsibilities to research participants 

This research project sought to explore the personal/private based knowledges and understandings 

held by social workers about working in child protection and welfare, and to make these public in 

an ethical and consensual manner. As outlined above, the informed consent process explored 

issues of confidentiality and anonymity, and the publication of the research data. It was important 

to the researcher that the research process and the researcher’s behaviour did not distress 

participants or cause them to experience this research study as disempowering. 

 

Semi-structured interviews in particular require that participants are protected and that 

interviewers protect themselves from misunderstandings (Seidman, 1991). Seidman argues that 

because a semi-structured interview encourages participants to share intimate aspects of their 

lives, this information ‘if misused, could leave them [participants] extremely vulnerable’ (p. 46). 

The literature review indicated that studies in this area deal with sensitive themes such as stress, 

burnout, health, and professional dissatisfaction. Mason (2002b) advises that in order to recognise 

and confront these issues, researchers should be clear about the purpose of their research, clearly 

identify who will be affected by the research topic, and what the implications are for participants 

and other affected parties for constructing the research in a particular way. To address these 

concerns, the informed consent process covered these areas and participants were advised that 

they could withdraw from the research at any time (see Appendix D), which at the beginning of 

the interview was clarified to mean any time up until the submission of the dissertation. This 

potential for distress was revisited before exploring the health and relationships section of the 

interview and efforts were made to avoid collecting ‘prurient or irrelevant detail’ (Lewis, 2003, p. 

68). Participants were advised that they could take a break or return to a topic during the 

interview, but at no point in any of the interviews did participants take this option. On occasion, 

participants were advised of services that may be of assistance (for example, the HSE ‘Area A’ 

Employee Assistance Programme), but there was no information arising in interviews which 

suggested that the participants or others were at risk of immediate harm. However, the researcher 

was aware that the interview process may open up areas of discussion for social workers on topics 

which may not have been addressed previously or to which they are guarded about. Also, 

participation in the study may act as an unintended trigger for social workers to reconsider their 

position. 

3.6.4 Reciprocity 

It was the researcher’s intention that there be some degree of reciprocity in the research process, 

whereby participants receive something in return for their participation. Thinking about research 
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in this way moves research towards that of an exchange, albeit an unequal one (Lewis, 2003). All 

of the participants were invited to read their interview transcript and confirm its accuracy (5 social 

workers took up this invitation and a few minor changes were made to each transcript), sent a 

copy of a published literature review by post or email (Burns, 2007a), and invited to attend a 

conference concurrent session where I presented the initial results of the data analysis (Burns, 

2007b). Furthermore, I returned to each of the five participating child protection and welfare 

teams to present the key research findings. Social workers were reimbursed for parking expenses 

if incurred and two participants were reimbursed for their petrol expenses (€20 each).  

 

Some social workers were curious about the researcher’s own experience in child protection and 

welfare and why I left this work. Feminist researchers suggest that it is appropriate for researchers 

to reciprocate to such requests as it is incongruent to request intimate private data from 

participants and then refuse to share one’s own experience (Finch, 1999; Lewis, 2003; Bryman, 

2004). The researcher addressed this issue by asking the participant if we might discuss their 

experience first and at the end of the interview I returned to their questions. I am not claiming that 

this approach led to a less hierarchical interview, particularly as I was a man interviewing mostly 

women about their work, but I believe that the approach in some way contributed to a rapport and 

reciprocity between the participant and researcher. Also, by temporarily bracketing my own 

biography, it had less of an impact on social workers’ contributions. Quite a number of the 

participants explained that they felt that they got something from taking part in the research, 

which they defined as their interview providing a forum for discussing issues of concern, which 

they felt were not ‘heard’ outside of their own team and/or peer network, nor addressed in their 

own supervision. The research process, they felt, validated these concerns and they hoped that the 

study would contribute to addressing issues of retention in child protection and welfare social 

work and improving their working conditions. Many of the participants were insistent that the 

research should not be left on a shelf and that the findings should be reported back to the HSE 

‘Area A’. 

 

3.7 Concluding comments 

In this chapter, I have outlined the objectives of the research and detailed the design of the 

research study. I have argued for the merits of developing and applying a qualitative research 

design to this piece of organisational research. While I have highlighted the merits of adopting a 

qualitative approach to examine the research questions, the chapter has also focused on some of 

the challenges associated with this approach. A rationale for using individual interviews as the 

main data collection method, supported by the collection of quantitative data, was provided. In 

addition, I have described the collection of quantitative data from the HSE ‘Area A’ on caseloads, 

and staff turnover and mobility. 



 87 

 

The methodological approach of this study is interpretivist and seeks to explain how social 

workers understand, interpret and construct their experience of working in child protection and 

welfare and how these constructions, and the meanings which they ascribe to these experiences, 

shape their decisions to stay in or leave their work. To explore these understandings, individual 

semi-structured interviews were the primary data collection method employed. The sampling 

strategy, coding, development of concepts, and data analysis, were informed and guided by 

grounded theory.   

 

Most recent qualitative research texts address (usually in a cursory manner) the use of ICT to 

support qualitative research practice. In this chapter, I have argued that CAQDAS software and 

other technologies can make a contribution to the collection, storage and analysis of qualitative 

data, and some of the ethical, technical and methodological issues were discussed. While certain 

technologies such as Atlas.ti and the Internet enhanced the study, other technologies such as the 

use of voice-to-text software to assist the creation of transcripts was severely limited and would 

not be recommended at this stage of their development. In the process of undertaking this study, I 

found that in the reporting of qualitative research, beyond stating that some technologies were 

used in a study, qualitative researchers rarely report how the technologies were used and their 

impact upon the research and participants. It was my intention in this chapter to make explicit the 

methodological and ethical implications of my use of technologies in this research. 

 

It was important to me that the research process and the researcher’s behaviour did not cause 

distress for participants or that they experienced this research study as disempowering. Due to the 

sensitive nature of some of the topics under consideration in this research, the research design 

ensured a robust ethical process which highlighted the importance of gaining informed consent, 

confidentiality/anonymity, and my responsibility towards participants.  

 

In the next chapter, the first of four data analysis chapters, I present and analyse data on statutory 

child protection and welfare social workers’ turnover rates in the HSE ‘Area A’. The chapter will 

help to address a gap in the Irish research on child protection and welfare social workers’ 

turnover. In undertaking this analysis, the chapter will explore a purportedly widely held 

perception expressed to me by some social workers, and occasionally articulated in the Irish 

social work literature (see, for example, McGrath, 2001), that the turnover rates for social workers 

in Ireland are high. 
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CHAPTER 4 
Turnover and employment mobility patterns of child 

protection and welfare social workers in the Health Service 

Executive ‘Area A’  

 

 

4.1  Introduction 

In the literature review chapter, I examined the limited available data on the turnover and 

employment mobility of social workers in Ireland. The only studies that contain such data are the 

National Social Work Qualifications Board (2000, 2002, 2006) labour force studies. 

Unfortunately, these reports lack specific data on statutory child protection and welfare social 

work. To examine the perception held by some social workers that employee turnover in child 

protection and welfare is high and retention is an issue, a view also expressed by the senior HSE 

manager and Minister for Children and Youth Affairs (see Chapter One), I analysed the turnover 

and employment mobility of all child protection and welfare social workers in the HSE ‘Area A’ 

during the period of the fieldwork (March 2005 - December 2006). Moreover, I sought evidence 

of employment growth in child protection and welfare social work in the HSE ‘Area A’ over the 

same period. This data was collected at seven time points during the fieldwork.  

 

The definitions of turnover and employment mobility used in this study are presented in the next 

section. This analysis, for the first time in Ireland, will extend the debate on child protection and 

welfare social workers’ turnover beyond the anecdotal and raise questions about perceptions that 

turnover is high. What were the turnover and employee mobility rates for child protection and 

welfare social workers in the HSE ‘Area A’ between March 2005 and December 2006? During 

this period, was there any evidence of employment growth in child protection and welfare social 

work in the HSE ‘Area A’?  
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4.2  Turnover and employment mobility data 

The HSE does not systematically collect data on staff turnover and mobility in the child 

protection and welfare sector, despite being repeatedly identified as a labour force planning issue 

in the Dáil (Houses of the Oireachtas, 1996, 2000, 2003a, 2003b) and despite the fact that the 

HSE is aware, as evidenced by the Minister Barry Andrews quote in Chapter One, that it is 

allegedly a problem. In order to collect data on staff turnover and mobility I negotiated access to 

HSE ‘Area A’ raw/un-collated staff compliment data produced on a quarterly basis for each of the 

five child protection and welfare teams. From this raw data, it was possible to undertake an 

analysis of the turnover and employment mobility of all social work grades in child protection and 

welfare over the fieldwork period. 

 

The National Social Work Qualifications Board (NSWQB) surveys (2002, 2006) calculated a 

turnover rate for all social workers in Ireland of 10.4% in 2005, down from 18.1% in 2001. In 

these studies, employee turnover was defined as the percentage of permanent social workers who 

left their post as a percentage of total number of social workers employed in Ireland over a set 

period of time (usually a 12-month period).  Following a request to the NSWQB, they provided 

me with additional data on turnover in child protection and welfare that was not published in their 

2006 report. The NSWQB correspondence indicated that the turnover rate of permanent statutory 

social workers in child protection and welfare in 2005 was 11.9%. This rate is marginally higher 

than the overall rate of 10.4% for all permanent social workers in Ireland. A limitation of the 

NSWQB studies is that their analysis focused on permanent staff only. Using Phillips and 

O’Connell’s (2003) turnover benchmarks as outlined in Chapter Two, a turnover rate of nearly 

12% was calculated which suggests a relatively low rate of turnover in child protection and 

welfare in Ireland in 2005. The report also noted that the ‘mobility’ of social workers within the 

profession to take up other social work posts or a secondment was lower than 2001, due possibly 

to restrictive recruitment practices within the HSE. At this time, the HSE had not publically 

announced that they had initiated a recruitment embargo/employment ceiling policy. However, 

HSE staff were aware that if they left their post that it was unlikely they would be able to return as 

a result of these policies. This may have contributed to a lowering of turnover rates and 

employment mobility within the profession during the period that the NSWQB data was 

collected38.  

 

Between March 2005 and December 2006, data was collected on the total social work staff 

compliment in the identified five child protection and welfare teams in the HSE ‘Area A’. By 

                                                      
38 There were reports from practitioners that staff on a career break were unable to return to their posts, posts which were ‘vacant’ on 

the 31st December 2007 were abolished, maternity leave cover was not always provided and certain posts were left vacant even though 

they were approved posts. During the period in which the embargo was publically in place (see footnote 12 in Chapter One), Alan 

Shatter TD claimed that of the total 718 social work WTEs in child protection and welfare, over 160 posts (22%) were vacant and he 

called upon the Minister for Children to instruct the HSE to fill these vacancies urgently (RTÉ, 2008a).   
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comparing each dataset, it was possible to establish how many staff resigned from their post, went 

on secondment, took a career break, retired, went on maternity leave or long-term sick leave. This 

data also allowed me to analyse whether the HSE ‘Area A’ were filling vacancies. The datasets 

also allowed for an analysis of Whole Time Equivalent (WTE) posts across this time period to see 

if there were any fluctuations. The diagram in figure 4.1 presents the study’s findings on the 

turnover and employment mobility of child protection and welfare social workers in the HSE 

‘Area A’ (a detailed diagram for each individual child protection and welfare team is presented in 

Appendix A). It also describes the total number of child protection and welfare social workers and 

WTEs at the end of March 2005 and December 2006. In between these two dates, the model 

illustrates social workers’ movements in and out of the teams, and as resignations are not the only 

reasons for personnel changes, the analysis also includes data on secondments, career breaks, 

retirements, long-term sick leave and maternity leave. In designing this model, a decision was 

made to track the movements of all social work grades in child protection and welfare in the HSE 

‘Area A’ (locum and permanent staff). This decision was taken in order to provide a more 

detailed picture of turnover and employment mobility than was presented in the NSWQB (2006) 

study; locum social workers, who are most likely to change employment due to a lower level of 

employment security, and who were not included in the NSWQB analysis, are accounted for in 

the analysis below. 

 

Before presenting the data analysis, it may be useful to restate the definition of turnover from the 

literature review chapter that is used in this research. Turnover refers to the voluntary cessation of 

membership of an organisation by paid employees, with an emphasis on the separation of 

employees from an organisation rather than on promotion, transfers and internal mobility within 

the organisation (Mobley, 1982; Hom and Griffeth, 1995). There are different interpretations in 

the literature as to what constitutes voluntary turnover; some consider pregnancy and moving job 

because of a spouse as voluntary turnover, whereas others define such moves as involuntary. 

Moreover, it is difficult to establish the exact reasons for moves as researchers are not always able 

to access personnel files, and these files may be incomplete to protect an employee’s privacy, 

and/or to guard against legal action. Similarly, exit interviews with employees may not always be 

complete as employees may censor themselves so as not to damage their chance of getting a good 

reference (Hom and Griffeth, 1995).  

 

In this study, turnover means social workers employed in child protection and welfare in the HSE 

‘Area A’ on either a permanent or locum contract who voluntarily ceased their employment. 

Maternity leave, secondments and career breaks are also not included in the turnover calculation 

as their separation from the organisation is temporary: many of these social workers returned to 

their posts in child protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’, and the others may yet return. 

Employment mobility on the other hand, refers to all other changes in employment status, where 
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the social worker is temporarily not occupying their post in child protection and welfare. The 

model developed from this data is presented in figure 4.1: 

Figure 4.1: Employment mobility and turnover of child protection and welfare social work staff in the 

HSE ‘Area A’, March 2005 – December 2006 

 
The above diagram shows that 15 child protection and welfare social workers resigned their post 

in the HSE ‘Area A’ during the 22-month39 research period. Employee mobility for reasons of 

secondment, retirement, career breaks and maternity leave accounted for the other employment 

mobility seen by social workers. Many of these social workers returned to their post once their 

special leave period came to an end. For example, 11 female social workers had gone on 

maternity leave and 9 had returned to their posts. Taking into account the age and gender profile 

of social workers in child protection and welfare, it is not surprising there are so many maternity 

leaves40. 8 of the 11 maternity leaves were based in Team 1, which is disproportionate to its size 

relative to the other four teams41, but this is possibly explained by the relatively older age profile 

of female social workers on the more ‘rural’ teams. 12% of the total population of female social 

workers in child protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’ were on maternity leave at some 

point during the fieldwork period. While this may not be surprising due to stated demographic 

                                                      
39 The HSE ‘Area A’ stopped collecting this data in month 22, so it was not possible to complete a full two-year cycle. 
40 The average age at which women in Ireland currently have their first child is 28.7 years. In 1977, this figure was 24.0 years (Central 

Statistics Office, 2008). Nearly 60% of social workers in child protection and welfare in Ireland are under the age of 35 and over 90% 

are female (National Social Work Qualifications Board, 2006). See also data on the demographic profile of child protection and 

welfare social workers presented in Chapter Three. 
41  Team 1 employed 45 of the 111 (41%) child protection and welfare social workers in the five HSE ‘Area A’ teams that participated 

in the research study. 
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factors, the over-representation of young and female workers in this practice setting, and 

consequently the high number of maternity leaves, may affect the continuity of service delivery 

due to a change in HSE policy in covering maternity leaves. The current HSE policy of not 

covering all maternity leaves and the specific demographic factors outlined above will particularly 

impact on child protection and welfare social work compared to other social work sectors. 

Maternity leaves which are not covered place an increased caseload burden on other staff and 

potentially impact on the quality of service to children and families.  

 

Secondments were all internal to the HSE ‘Area A’, whereas career breaks were used to move 

outside of the HSE for international travel, work in other countries or caring responsibilities at 

home. A number of social workers interviewed said that there had been a reduction in social 

workers taking breaks because the HSE human resource policies at the time made it hard for 

teams to fill vacancies, which meant that social workers were concerned they would be unable to 

return. Furthermore, managers were less likely to approve a break unless they were assured they 

could fill the newly vacant post. The figure for career breaks may have been higher, except that 

the employment climate within the HSE restricted some social workers from taking this option. 

The very small number of retirements is also unsurprising, given the primarily young age profile 

of staff in this sector as described in the methodology and literature review chapters.  

 

It is perhaps surprising that the number of resignations (15) is quite low and contrary to the 

opinions of some social workers in the interviews who believed that there was a significant 

turnover of staff in their office (additional data presented in Chapters Five and Seven to support 

this point). Social workers often had contradictory views of the turnover rate in their own office. 

For example, three social workers in the same team who were interviewed within two months of 

each other, indicate the variety of views amongst social workers regarding turnover: 
With our own team at the moment there seems to be a very high turnover (Ryan). 

 

I think it’s very stable [referring to turnover] (Evan). 

 

I don’t think the team has been as stable for so long.  By that I mean that the same people are 

here.  Like the changeover, people aren’t changing as fast.  There is…the same staff have been 

here (Denise). 

 

What were the turnover rates of child protection and welfare social workers, specifically in the 

Health Service Executive ‘Area A’, between March 2005 and December 2006? The following 

turnover calculation uses the definition of turnover outlined earlier in this section: 
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Calculation: 

Average numbers of total social work staff at start (March 2005) and end date (December 

2006): (111 + 106.5)/2 = 109. 15 social workers left child protection and welfare in the 

HSE ‘Area A’ divided by 109 = 14% over a 22-month period. Adjusted for 12 months = 

approximately 8%42. 

 

Thus, we get an approximately 8% turnover rate for the five child protection and welfare social 

work teams. This figure represents both permanent and locum social workers and is even lower 

than the NSWQB (2007) rate of 11.9% for the year 2005. Using Mobley’s (1982) definition of 

turnover as being only those who separate from the organisation, then only 9 of the social workers 

who resigned from the HSE should be counted in the calculation, as the other 6 were still working 

for the Health Service Executive outside of child protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’. 

Using this approach results in an even lower turnover rate again (4.5%). As discussed in Chapter 

Two, the turnover literature further stratifies turnover into ‘avoidable’ or ‘unavoidable’ turnover43 

(Hom and Griffeth, 1995; Phillips and O'Connell, 2003). In Chapter Seven, I present data from 

interviews with 10 of the 15 social workers who resigned from child protection and welfare, and 

this analysis will examine the reasons for their resignations and whether their resignations could 

have been avoided.  

 

There were differences between teams on the rate of turnover and the analysis of resignation by 

team and turnover percentage is presented in table 4.1:  

Table 4.1: Resignations and turnover by team 

Team  No. Turnover % (12 month period)* 

Team 1 9 11% 

Team 2 1 5% 

Team 3 2 8% 

Team 4  2 5% 

Team 5 1 3% 

Total 15  

* Rounded up/down 

 

Team 1, the largest team, had the highest rate of turnover (9 of 15 resignations, 11% turnover 

rate). The lowest turnover rates were on the smaller and more rural teams. However, due to the 

relatively small number of social workers in these teams (see table 3.1 and Appendix A), it is hard 

to make hard and fast conclusions. Of note in the analysis of turnover in Team 4 is that despite 

there being collective action amongst social workers concerning their working conditions during 

                                                      
42 % figures are rounded up/down. 
43 ‘Avoidable’ turnover (employees leaving for better pay, better working conditions, problems with managers) and ‘unavoidable’ 

turnover (death, retirement, geographical move, not coming back to work after birth of child). 
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the period of data collection which led to conflict with management and the instigation of 

industrial relations mechanisms, the turnover rate of social workers was surprisingly small.  

 

Does a low turnover rate and low rate of employment mobility indicate that social workers are 

satisfied in their work, feel valued and supported by the HSE and want to stay? Isabelle, a social 

worker with nine years’ experience in child protection and welfare, and therefore well placed to 

note changes over this period, explains: 
In previous years they could leave.  The situation at the moment with no jobs going and if 

you look in the papers for the last three years or whatever it is, there is no jobs going.  So 

what’s happened here on the team is that a lot of the same people are here and haven’t 

moved for a long time because they can’t move, which in itself causes a lot of … a lot of 

problems … They are not moving on to another team like…like we would have done before 

in fostering or adoption.  And there is just no posts coming up at all.  My feeling is that the 

whole thing is stagnated, and the people that are in child protection at the moment have no 

way out of that (Isabelle). 

 

Thus, the high turnover rates in child protection and welfare identified in the 1990s (McGrath, 

2001; National Social Work Qualifications Board, 2002; Burns and Murray, 2003), appear, at 

least in the HSE ‘Area A’, to have reduced significantly during the period of data collection 

(March 2005-December 2006). This reduction may be explained by (these explanations are 

examined in subsequent analysis chapters):  

a) social workers who want to leave their job in child protection and welfare find that 

the decision to leave becomes harder as there are fewer alternative employment 

opportunities due to a tighter labour market.  

b) the HSE recruitment embargo/‘pause’ applied to the whole HSE and as the HSE is 

the largest employer of social workers in the State44, these policies restricted internal 

transfers to other areas such as fostering, adoption and medical social work; 

c) the supply of social work graduates from the universities has increased steadily since 

2001 (National Social Work Qualifications Board, 2002, 2006), which reduced 

opportunities to move internally within the HSE or externally, due to increased 

competition for posts; 

d) social workers who resigned their post in the HSE may not be able to return (career 

breaks, or if a job outside the HSE was inappropriate) as the HSE were recruiting 

fewer social workers than in previous years;  

e) managers are less likely to approve leave as the new HSE labour policies do not 

guarantee that the departing employee’s post will be covered; and  

                                                      
44 The Health Service Executive employs 59% of all social workers in Ireland. The second and third largest sectors are 

‘Voluntary/Community/Private’ at 14% and Probation Service at 13% (National Social Work Qualifications Board, 2006). These three 

sectors account for 86% of all social workers employed in Ireland. 
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f) the HSE employment contract is considered by social workers to be more secure and 

‘better’ than other available jobs (supporting data presented in Chapter Five). 

 

It might also be possible that more social workers like their jobs and want to stay in child 

protection and welfare. All of these possible explanations were explored in the interviews with 

social workers and these findings will be presented in Chapters Five, Six and Seven.  

 

As regards the 15 social workers who resigned from child protection and welfare in the HSE 

‘Area A’, 14 went on to work in other social work positions, indicating a very low attrition rate 

for the profession; however, 3 of these social workers were working in social work outside of 

Ireland. 6 continued to work with children and families in child protection and welfare or 

fostering as indicated in Table 4.2:  

Table 4.2: Subsequent occupations following resignation from child protection and welfare post in the  

HSE ‘Area A’ 

New Post No. 

Child Protection and Welfare (Ireland 2 & International 1) 3 

Fostering (Ireland 2 & International 1)  3 

Disability – Social Work Post 3 

Mental Health – Social Work Post 1 

Older Adults-Social Work Post (Ireland 1 & International 1) 2 

Hospital-Social Work Post 1 

Social Work Education 1 

Not working in social work 1 

  

Sub Total: Social Work Posts (Republic of Ireland) 11 

Sub Total: Social Work Posts (International) 3 

Sub Total: Not Working in Social Work 1 

Total Resigned 15 

 

The number of social work posts, however, seems to have remained stable as indicated in the next 

section. 

 

4.3  Social work labour force ‘strength’ 

The data presented earlier in figure 4.1 clearly shows that the number of social work posts in the 

sector remained stable during the period of data collection. A closer analysis of the staff turnover 

and mobility dataset showed that the HSE tended to quickly fill vacant WTEs, which suggested 

that the supply and recruitment of new social workers was not an issue during this period, and 

there was no evidence of the HSE leaving vacant posts unfilled. The fieldwork for this study took 

place before the introduction of the ‘official’ recruitment embargo and employment ceiling (see 

footnote 12 in Chapter One for background information and competing perspectives on the 
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implementation period of this HSE policy). Anecdotal reports from within the HSE ‘Area A’ 

since the fieldwork was completed indicate that managers are finding it increasingly difficult to 

get permission to fill vacancies.  

 

The number of WTEs was virtually identical 22 months after the beginning of the study  (-4.3 

WTEs, but this can be accounted for in the usual time-lag in replacing staff). The lack of growth 

in WTEs is explained by the ‘official’ and ‘unofficial’ HSE employment ceilings in place since 

2003, and in fact the total compliment of social WTEs in child protection and welfare in the HSE 

‘Area A’ has not changed since 2003. This HSE labour force policy sought to curb the expansion 

of new posts as part of a fiscal tightening programme. The lack of growth in social work posts in 

child protection and welfare, and the national child protection and welfare social work vacancy 

rate of 22% as claimed by Alan Shatter TD, is of particular interest in this study as social workers 

in the interviews repeatedly noted excessive workload demands and job stress as a result of high 

caseloads (supporting data presented in the next chapter). The best way to address high caseloads 

is through the creation of new social work posts to redistribute work, a strategy that is unlikely to 

be supported by the government in the current economic climate.  

 

The factors outlined in this section so far are important to place this chapter’s findings in context. 

A further important limitation of the data presented in this chapter was that it was collected during 

a particular set of political and economic conditions which are likely to have influenced the 

turnover rate. Furthermore, the dataset is small: it is for five child protection and welfare teams in 

the HSE ‘Area A’ over a 22 month period. Due to the exploratory nature of this small study and 

the lack of availability of datasets for other years, it would not have been feasible to have done 

anything else. The new HSE PPARS system may make it possible in the next couple of years to 

track all of these social workers over a much longer period, but I suspect data on the past is ‘lost’ 

or may be too difficult to reconstruct. A more through analysis of turnover would need to generate 

a larger dataset of teams that includes all four HSE areas and consists of a wider span of years. 

Therefore, it is important not to generalise too much from this data, nor use it to make predictions 

or infer statistical probabilities.   

 

4.4 Concluding comments 

In this chapter, I presented data which showed that the turnover of social workers in the five child 

protection and welfare teams in the HSE ‘Area A’ is relatively low and I explored some of the 

possible reasons for this situation. At the time of the study, there was still some mobility within 

the profession with social workers moving to other posts, career breaks and secondments, and the 

HSE ‘Area A’ were filling vacancies as they arose. The data does not support reports of high 

turnover and low retention levels in child protection and welfare social work. If reports earlier in 
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the 1990s and earlier in this decade of high turnover in child protection and welfare are accurate, 

the findings in the HSE ‘Area A’ at least, suggest that a number of factors have changed that may 

have influenced social workers’ decisions to resign or stay in their posts. Firstly, social workers 

perceive that the labour market for social workers has tightened, resulting in less employment 

opportunities (internal or external) - perceptions which are supported by a significant reduction in 

the number of social work posts advertised in the job vacancies pages of the main newspapers. 

Secondly, the HSE labour force recruitment embargo and employment ceiling policies have 

impacted on the demand for social workers, who may therefore be less likely to leave a ‘secure’ 

job in an uncertain labour market climate. Thirdly, the supply of social work graduates from the 

universities has increased to fill an ever decreasing number of vacancies as fewer social workers 

are moving within the profession; the total number of posts in the sector has declined slightly 

since 2001 and there are now significant vacancies in the sector which are unfilled45. 

 

The literature review chapter and interview data to be presented in the next chapters indicated that 

the HSE has never specifically implemented a labour policy to address the turnover of social 

workers. The reduction of turnover can be largely explained by demand and supply 

considerations, rather than as a result of a specific HSE policy initiative. An implication of this 

finding for the HSE’s labour force planning is that there may be a cohort of social workers in 

child protection and welfare who want to leave, but are ‘stuck’ – a theme which is explored in 

subsequent data analysis chapters. Taking into account reports of higher turnover earlier in the 

decade and the now relatively low level of turnover, the question arises as to whether there are 

particular groups of social workers in child protection and welfare social work in the HSE ‘Area 

A’ who are dissatisfied in their post and want to leave, but are unable to do so due to certain 

factors. This question will be examined as part of the qualitative data analysis in Chapters Five 

and Six. 

 

The findings in this chapter help to set the context of employment changes within child protection 

and welfare teams within the HSE ‘Area A’. In Chapter Seven, I will return to present data from 

qualitative interviews with ten of the social workers in this chapter who left their job in child 

protection and welfare in the Health Service Executive ‘Area A’. This analysis will explore their 

professional experiences in this sector and identify the particular factors which they described as 

influencing their decisions to leave.   

 

                                                      
45 Prime Time Investigates (RTÉ, 2008b) compared the workforce strength of child protection and welfare in 2005 (National Social 

Work Qualification Board data) with data supplied by the HSE for 2008 (unpublished data). This analysis showed that the number of 

social work WTEs in child protection and welfare declined from 737.9 in 2005 to 718 in 2008. The 2008 figure is virtually unchanged 

from the workforce strength of ‘Child and Family Work (Statutory)’ of 723 posts in 2001 (National Social Work Qualifications Board, 

2006).  See also Alan Shatter’s comments in earlier footnote on unfilled vacancies in child protection and welfare in 2008. 
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The next chapter explores in greater detail the turnover and retention of social workers by 

analysing qualitative data collected from 35 social workers who are presently employed in the 

HSE ‘Area A’. The chapter describes social workers’ professional experiences in child protection 

and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’ and examines whether these social workers want to stay or 

leave. It also identifies and examines the individual, supervisory, social support and 

organisational factors which influence child protection and welfare social workers’ decisions to 

want to stay or leave.  
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CHAPTER 5 
Analysis of individual, supervisory, social support and 

organisational factors that influence social workers’ 

retention  

 

 

 

5.1  Introduction 

In earlier chapters, I argued that there has been little research in Ireland examining the factors that 

influence child protection and welfare social workers’ decisions to stay or leave their jobs. I also 

argued that child protection and welfare work is particularly challenging and demanding as 

workload demands are high and it is a job that places considerable responsibility on individual 

workers to ensure that children’s welfare is safeguarded and promoted (Ferguson, 2004; RTÉ, 

2008c). Therefore, this work can place social workers under considerable risk of stress. 

Furthermore, international studies and Irish commentaries have indicated that the working 

conditions, organisational factors and statutory responsibilities associated with child protection 

and welfare contribute to high employee turnover rates (Anderson, 2000; McGrath, 2001; Stanley 

and Goddard, 2002; Mor Barak et al., 2006). However, in the preceding chapter, I examined data 

on turnover rates and employment mobility of social workers in the HSE ‘Area A’ and described 

how the turnover rate was relatively low. Contrary to my expectations, which were shaped by my 

experience of working in the sector and from a review of the literature many child protection and 

welfare social workers were being retained. This raises the question of why social workers were 

staying in child protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’. 

 

Within the sample of social workers interviewed, there were diverse opinions regarding the issue 

of social workers’ retention in child protection and welfare in the Health Service Executive ‘Area 

A’.  The following illustrative quotations taken from the interviews highlight these views. Mya 

and Sophia question the commonly-held perception that there is a high turnover of social workers 

in child protection and welfare: 
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… maybe I came at a good time but I’m not quite sure where that idea of such a high 

turnover, ‘oh my God’ you know, you think people are leaving after six months (Mya). 

 

No, I don’t think people are dropping like flies in the agency … There is great craic in the 

office.  There is great camaraderie … A lot of that is just baloney, it’s trumped up.  Do you 

know … the stereotyping that bears little relation to reality, you know (Sophia).   

 

However, Anna explains that while turnover rates on the child protection and welfare team on 

which she works are relatively ‘stable’, she believes that all of her team colleagues are talking 

about leaving. Also, Hannah, a social worker on a different team appears to confirm this view 

while also suggesting that a theme from the last chapter – that of a tight labour market – limits 

social workers’ options to leave:   
 The team is stable but I don’t think there’s one person that I have heard saying that they 

want to stay there forever … everybody I know there talks about leaving (Anna). 

 

… everyone wants out [of child protection and welfare social work] if there’s another job 

out there (Hannah). 

 

This chapter presents the findings from qualitative data collected during interviews with 35 social 

workers in direct service provision in child protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’. These 

interviews explored social workers’ and senior social work practitioners’ experiences of ‘doing’ 

child protection and welfare work, and the factors that they identified as important in shaping 

their decisions to stay or leave. This chapter discusses the key findings under three main headings: 

individual factors, supervisory and social supports, and organisational factors. These factors are 

not always discrete, therefore data relating to some factors is presented in more than one section. 
 

5.2 Individual factors 

In this, the first of three main sections, I examine the personal/individual factors that influence 

social workers’ decisions to stay or leave child protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’: 

making a difference with children and families; professional commitment to child protection and 

welfare work; age and educational background, and social workers’ health.  

5.2.1  Making a difference with children and families 

The ability of a job to ‘engage, enable and support staff to make a positive difference to service 

users and communities’ (Audit Commission, 2002, p. 59) was found in research studies to be an 

important factor in the turnover and intentions to leave of workers (Reagh, 1994; Rycraft, 1994; 

Mor Barak et al., 2006; Ellet, 2007). ‘Making a difference’ has acquired the status of a cliché 

within social work. In my experience, it is often the main reason social work students give for 

wanting to become a social worker. However, the term encapsulates a very broad and ambiguous 

commitment to safeguarding and promoting the welfare of children and families. Rycraft (2000) 
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describes it as the ‘mission’ associated with the work and as a central factor in the job retention of 

staff. In the job characteristics theory, making a difference, or ‘task significance’, is a crucial 

component of designing a positive job (Morgeson and Campion, 2003) – your job makes you feel 

like you are making a ‘substantial impact on the lives of others’ (Hackman and Oldham, 1980, p. 

79). In this study, social workers defined making a difference as occasions when they made some 

positive contribution towards safeguarding and promoting the welfare of children and families. 

For example, Grace, Jessica and Ava, who want to stay in child protection and welfare, said: 
I do make a difference in a family and I do get on their wavelength and you mightn’t be able 

to cure everything, but you certainly make a better difference - they are usually better when 

you come out/leave, when you close the case (Grace). 

 

I like it in there and I suppose about, to me, it's about meeting with families and seeing 

what's going on and seeing what level of risk there is for the child and just about making a 

safe and secure environment for the child, whether that's at home or somewhere else 

(Jessica). 

 

What we do it’s very important stuff for people, you know … a parent having a problem 

with a child, a child having difficulties, a child experiencing abuse, sort of behaving… kind 

of acting out, a child rejected, grieving. I mean it really is very meaningful stuff - hugely 

meaningful stuff.  It’s very basic. It’s very powerful stuff (Ava). 

 

Within the sample of social workers interviewed, social workers who wanted to stay generally 

thought they could make a difference. However, a number of factors impacted upon social 

workers’ assessments of their ability to make a difference with children and families: the crisis 

orientation and long-term nature of the work; definitions of success and accomplishment; 

difficulties in accessing essential but finite resources for children; high caseload/workload 

demands, and the ‘stress of conscience’ (Glasberg et al., 2007) associated with not having enough 

time to do the work. Lucy and Hannah, two social workers who wanted to stay, remarked about 

their decision to stay and making a difference:  
Yeah, definitely.  I think I wouldn’t do it if I didn’t.  No I do, definitely think you see, 

especially when you are with children who have had positive experiences.  You really do 

see the meaning then (Lucy). 

 

Well there are lots of good things it’s the little things that happen on the cases that are the 

good things it’s watching those children in care you know coming to eighteen and actually 

going off to university or it’s watching you know returning say a child where the parents 

have really done the work and seeing it working out (Hannah). 

 

Social workers who felt they did not make a difference highlighted the long-term nature of the 

work and the lack of immediate feedback from their input. Caoimhe explains:  
When you don’t see any change and for me I think, I’m an instant gratification woman, I 

like to see change happen fast and when it doesn’t happen, it frustrates me. But I do know 
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that then what work you put in now might, in ten years time, reap the benefits of it.  But, it 

frustrates me, and I know that’s my issue, because I am about instant gratification but I 

know that when I don’t see change occurring in a shorter time frame, then I get frustrated 

(Caoimhe). 

 

Aoife, a newly-qualified social worker with less than one year’s experience who has decided she 

wants to leave her job, identified the crisis nature of the work and the lack of hands-on work as 

factors that inhibited her ability to make a difference in the lives of others: 
I’m kind of a bit disillusioned with it.  I went in to it thinking, I was going to make a 

difference in people’s lives, but I don’t think I do and I think it’s more the job is very much 

crisis driven so you don’t get to do the things that you want to do … obviously I expected 

the families to have problems right, because they wouldn’t be coming to the attention of the 

Social Services otherwise, that’s fine, but I thought that I would be doing hands-on work 

with the family and that I would be able to see a difference in the family over time (Aoife). 

 

Aoife explains that the lack of face-to-face work with clients, and the actual crisis nature of the 

work, inhibits her ability to make a difference. Later in her interview she goes on to describe how 

the large volume of the work, not having time to do the work, and subsequent worry about all the 

work that she cannot get done, contributes to her frustration. Caitlin, a social worker with over 4 

years’ experience who wants to leave, said she felt ‘useless’ when she described her inability to 

access an essential resource for a child at risk. She described how as a representative of the HSE 

she received negative feedback from a parent about the lack of child psychiatric services. 

Although the provision of this service was outside of the control of the social worker, her inability 

to provide the service was experienced as her own ‘failure’: 
Caitlin: Like even recently now I called to a woman who has a little boy who is seven and 

he has been on a waiting list for a psychiatrist since he was three, do you know?  Yes.  And 

he is out of control.  And like there is nothing to offer her … your hands are tied then really 

in what you can do for people.  And like there is nothing to offer her … 

KB: And how does that make you feel?   

Caitlin: It just makes me feel kind of useless really.  Because obviously I mean it’s just 

human nature.  These people are going to direct that at you…their frustration at you.  You 

know a case of, oh you are doing nothing for me and I have come to you looking for help 

and you are not doing anything.    

 

Such difficulties with accessing finite resources for children were identified as a particularly 

frustrating issue which prevented both these social workers ability to make a difference. The 

following quotations are taken from interviews both with social workers who wanted to stay and 

those who wanted to leave. Social workers highlighted critical problems in the availability of 

alternative care placements, mental health/therapeutic services, and an apparent lack of 

recognition and support from senior management in the HSE ‘Area A’ in acknowledging and 

addressing these issues (for greater detail on resource deficits, see section 5.4.3). There was also 
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some evidence in the interviews to support a general view that there is a policy of reducing 

spending being implemented in health and personal social services, which is significantly 

affecting the health and welfare of children: 
I suppose one of the stresses that we would have in child welfare and child protection, 

especially in relation to children coming into care, is finding placements for them 

(Clodagh). 

 

At this stage I have worked within child protection for [greater than 5 years]. I am fatigued 

by the work, and I feel I need a change of scenery. At the moment it feels like a new case 

with the same old story. In addition to this, it is so difficult to keep up energy and 

motivation for clients as what I can offer clients is so limited. Support services are close to 

non-existent and so all I can offer is regular visits to clients. This can only bring about 

limited change, and is frustrating for both the client and I … repairing the same old worn 

out tyre repeatedly. Major investment is needed, but this is not a priority for Senior Health 

Board Management (Majella). 

 

Burnout theory (Maslach et al., 2001) and recent research on self-efficacy (Ellet, 2007), as noted 

in Chapter Two, suggest that when workers have a sense of inefficacy (low feelings of personal 

accomplishment), they are at increased risk of burnout. This in turn increases the likelihood of 

workers starting to think about leaving. These social workers are critical of a system that was 

unable to provide them with some of the essential resources for promoting the welfare of children, 

such as alternative care placements and counselling. Of particular concern is the difficulty for 

some workers of finding care placements for children who are left at home in ‘unsafe’ home 

conditions. Furthermore, Majella’s quote represents a broader view expressed by social workers 

in the interviews that ‘Senior Health Board Management’ were well aware of these resources 

issues. 

 

Tara and Ciara, two social workers who want to stay, stressed the often-contradictory nature of 

defining ‘making a difference’ in child protection and welfare. Making a difference to a child, for 

example by removing them to a place of safety, may not be understood in the same way by the 

child, their family or the wider community. On the contrary, the fact that a child is taken into care 

can be perceived as a failure of the State to provide services under the Child Care Act 1991 to 

ensure that children remain within their family: 
Even taking children into care and going into court, there are no winners in that situation. 

You might get your care order, but it is like - there are no winners really (Ciara).   

 

You make the decision in the best interest of the child but that doesn’t necessarily mean that 

they are going to appreciate that or they are going to cope with that or it’s not going to do 

substantial damage to them.  So, I think the impact of our work is huge … Well, I would 

have to say more positive.  I wouldn’t do it if I thought it was more negative (Tara).  
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Taking a child into care can also be defined as a positive difference, as the child is safer. 

However, Tara noted how a social work intervention also has the potential to do ‘harm’, as an 

admission to care may not be synonymous with achieving good outcomes in an under-resourced 

care system. Such dilemmas regarding the meaning of ‘the best interests of the child’, competing 

opinions on what this means in each case, and an awareness of the limitations of the system to 

provide adequate resources to promote and safeguard the welfare of children, can lead to social 

workers feeling an enormous sense of individual responsibility and an uncertainty that their work 

will make a difference. It may mark a change in the child’s welfare, but it is not always possible 

to assess immediately what that change is or whether it is ‘positive’ or ‘negative’. Nevertheless, 

Tara clarified that overall, she feels that she makes more of a positive difference and this 

perception helps her to stay in the job. 

 

Social workers who had made a decision to leave highlighted how their ability to make a 

difference was influenced by the availability of resources. Additionally, they also identified how 

working with ‘involuntary’46 clients impacted on their ability to make a difference. The experience 

of working with involuntary clients was noted as a factor in social workers leaving child 

protection and welfare work in Australia (Barber, 1991), and social work education has been 

criticised for not equipping social workers with adequate skills and theoretical frameworks to 

work with involuntary clients (Ferguson, 2005). Anna, a social worker who wanted to leave and 

who during her interview described feelings of accomplishment in her work as ‘rare’, links 

working with involuntary clients and her feelings towards the job:  
Sometimes you do feel like you make a difference but sometimes if you have a resistant 

client … It feels crap sometimes … it’s difficult knowing that you’re going to somebody’s 

house and they don’t, they’re, they really hate that the fact that you’re coming to see them. 

It’s difficult to face that all the time. I think just knowing that you are not welcome or you 

know, people hate to see you coming (Anna). 

 

Caitlin and Aoife associated working with involuntary clients with their decisions to leave child 

protection and welfare work. They emphasised the stress associated with working with resistance 

and the difficulties associated with improving the welfare of children when families do not 

engage:  
I suppose when people are very resistant to any kind of change or any kind of intervention, 

and very hostile towards the service.  And………….I think sometimes with cases 

where….where people will tell you what you want to hear but you know they are not 

                                                      
46 Literatures associated with statutory services such as probation and child protection and welfare social work use the terms 

‘involuntary’ or ‘resistant’ clients/service users for persons who become clients of a statutory service without having sought out the 

service themselves or for persons who are generally ‘un-cooperative’ with assessments and interventions. The person usually disagrees 

with the need for the service and/or the need for a specific change. The challenge for social workers is that they may be required to 

stay involved, which can be stressful for both the worker and the service user (Barber, 1991; Ferguson, 2005; Trotter, 2006). 
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following through on it, and the children continue to be put in situations where they are at 

risk (Caitlin).   

 
I have an awful lot of clients who won’t engage with me and that’s very stressful.  That’s 

really really stressful for me and won’t take phone calls from me and won’t have me in the 

house (Aoife).   

  

Thomas, a social worker who said he had a long-term commitment to working in child protection 

and welfare social work, described how he felt he had the skills to develop relationships with 

‘involuntary clients’: 
… if you look at involuntary clients, obviously we have loads of them, but I so far - knock 

on wood, I always found a way to actually work with people, to build a working relationship 

even if they are very reluctant in the beginning and sort of slam the door in my face and 

shouted at me and then threatened with solicitors, but, eventually I always found a way to 

actually sit down with them and work on the problems (Thomas). 

 

Social workers in the study who constructed small and achievable definitions of success and 

accomplishment or making a difference, were more likely to describe themselves as wanting to 

stay in child protection and welfare. Social workers acknowledged that their definitions of making 

a difference may not be shared by, or visible, to the community, or even meet the standards of 

agency performance indicators, but are significant for them in achieving job satisfaction. Thomas 

suggested that it is important to moderate one’s expectations of success and that meanings of 

success and making a difference could be relative. His advice was to have low expectations for 

change to reduce the potential for frustration: 
If I can be sort of a catalyst to get things a little bit going, then that’s the best you can [do]. 

You know people are always asking you as a social worker, how much success do you 

actually have and of course success is very relative. If you think success is sort of solving 

ten cases and everything is hunky dory afterwards, you’d be disappointed and frustrated.  So 

success is something different, you have to define it for yourself.  Success can even be to, 

whatever, establish a relationship and make them, maybe get their agreement to look at a 

parenting programme, even that’s a success.  If you can improve their relationship between 

the kid and the parent in the slightest bit, that’s a success.  So, don’t set the bar too high, I 

think that’s very important for me because otherwise there will be frustration (Thomas). 

 

This quotation from Thomas can be interpreted in at least two ways. Firstly, that it is reasonable 

and practical to moderate your expectation of change, particularly when working with what 

Ferguson and O’Reilly (2001) describe as ‘extremely complex, often intractable problems for 

children and families’, while trying to manage large caseloads under less than optimal working 

conditions. Secondly, it can be interpreted as the social worker reducing his expectations to such a 

level that he is uncritical of the child protection and welfare system and being pessimistic 

regarding families’ potential for change.  
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In summary, social workers who experienced their work as satisfying and chose to stay nearly 

always felt that they were making a difference, or enough of a difference, in the lives of children 

and families. These social workers were able to feel that they were making positive changes with 

children and families, however small, and this perception sustained them in the work. Using job 

characteristics theory, these social workers’ perception of task significance (Hackman and 

Oldham, 1980) meant that they were more likely to come to terms with working in an imperfect 

system, even though they had inadequate resources which limited their ability to make a 

difference. They were also less frustrated by working with involuntary clients than those who 

wanted to leave. Being able to see positive differences in the lives of children, and believing that 

the social worker had made a contribution was also significant:   
Yeah, definitely … especially when you are with children who have had positive 

experiences.  You really do see the meaning then (Lucy).   

 

On the other hand, nearly all of the social workers who wanted to leave felt that they made little 

or no difference in the lives of children and families (low task significance). Erin, a social worker 

who had decided to leave, explained: 
KB: Do you think you make a difference …? 

Erin: No.  … No.  No.  I would like to think I do … go back a little bit and say that there is 

little differences that maybe I am making, but not the amount of differences that I wanted to 

make when I set out.  And that for me is very disappointing.  But I don’t know is there a 

certain level of hopelessness in that.   In that am I thinking to myself, this is the way it is?  

(Erin).   

 

These social workers found working with involuntary clients particularly difficult, and were 

extremely frustrated at the lack of services and resources to safeguard and protect children. Even 

if they sometimes felt that they made a difference, it was not enough to sustain them in the work.  

5.2.2 Professional commitment to child protection and welfare work 

While professional commitment to child protection and welfare work is presented as a discrete 

theme in the literature review, when compiling this findings chapter it became clear that social 

workers’ commitment to the work spanned across quite a number of the themes. So as not to 

fragment this data from related factors or unnecessarily repeat data, I have decided to present the 

data related to social workers’ professional commitment to child protection and welfare across the 

chapter. Thus, data relating to social workers’ commitment to children protection and welfare 

work is addressed in the following sections: making a difference with children and families; 

organisational climate and culture; ‘farming’ out the work; accessing finite resources, and 

caseload size/workloads. Professional commitment to child protection and welfare work will also 

be examined in Chapter Six.   
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5.2.3 Educational background and age of social workers 

Studies in the United States of America (U.S.A.) found differences between child protection and 

welfare workers’ educational background and their retention and turnover (Jones, 2002; Robin 

and Hollister, 2002). Workers in these studies with a social work qualification, particularly an 

MSW, were more likely to be retained that workers who did not have a social work qualification. 

However, unlike the U.S.A. and some other countries, in order to be employed as a statutory child 

protection and welfare worker in Ireland you must have successfully completed a minimum of 

four years’ social work education at university. All of the social workers in this study had a 

professional social work qualification; therefore it was not possible to undertake an analysis of 

differences between different professions undertaking this work. While there are other professions 

working in child protection in the HSE ‘Area A’, their role and tasks are different to social work 

staff and they were not interviewed as part of the study.  

 

Regarding social workers’ age as a retention factor, a U.S.A. study noted that older workers have 

lower intentions to leave as they may see advantages in staying in their post and value their 

employment benefits (Mor Barak et al., 2006). Overall, age is rarely noted in turnover and 

retention studies. An analysis of the ages and experience level of the 35 social workers in this 

study indicated that the median age of social workers who wanted to leave was 30, while the 

median age of social workers wanting to stay was 35. There was also a difference in level of 

experience, where those who had more experience in child protection and welfare were more 

likely to want to stay47. This suggests that there may be some correlation between being older and 

having more experience and wanting to continue their employment as social workers in child 

protection and welfare. 

 

While age did not appear significant in an overall way, it may have some relevance for certain 

social workers. Social workers in the study who were of a particular age and were applying for a 

mortgage saw the advantage of the security of tenure which the job offered, as the following 

quotes explain:  
When I was looking for a mortgage, the bank were saying, oh sure you have a very safe job, 

this kind of thing (Ciara).  

 

… they are having to start making decisions.  Right after I am there three years then I can 

make other choices again in relation to…say do you know do I go a sabbatical or do ….now 

that I am permanent can I apply for the mortgage or can I get the car or….those sort of 

things (Ryan). 

   

                                                      
47 Those who wanted to stay had a median of 4 years’ experience in child protection and welfare, whereas those who wanted to leave 

had a median figure of 3 years’ experience. The sample size is too small for such an analysis to have any statistical significance, and is 

included for illustrative purposes only. 
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Grace and Robyn, two social workers who were coming up to retirement age, did not see their age 

as a factor in relation to their retention and they wanted to stay working in child protection and 

welfare beyond the statutory retirement age48. In the literature review chapter, job embeddedness 

theory suggests that the greater an employee’s links with the community and the organisation, the 

less likely they are to leave. Older workers may have had more time to establish such links in the 

local communities in which they work (for example, through their children attending local 

schools, involvement in local organisations and clubs), and the longer one works in an 

organisation the greater the likelihood of more established social networks in and through work 

(the implications of having children and running a household are addressed later in the chapter). 

The non-city-based (Team 5, Team 3, and Team 2) teams have ‘older’ workers than the two city-

based teams (Team 1 and Team 4), which in conjunction with fewer employment opportunities in 

rural areas, may contribute to higher retention on these ‘rural’ teams. Anna explains:  
There’s a good few people [social workers] who are actually living in the area and who 

would be older and for that reason like, there’s isn’t as much work opportunities I suppose, 

in the [name of social work department] area itself (Anna). 

 

Anna, in her interview, explained how older workers are less likely to move as they have more 

connections in local areas than younger workers. They usually have chosen to live in the 

particular town/area, and these factors, in conjunction with the limited availability of alternative 

employment opportunities, increase the likelihood that they will stay in child protection and 

welfare. In retrospect, the interview guide should have included more specific questions to 

examine the issue of age and experience with participants.  

5.2.4 Social workers’ health 

The impact of child protection and welfare work on the welfare of those who undertake this work 

has been a consistent feature in the literature, most specifically connected with the impact of 

burnout (emotional exhaustion) on turnover (Dickinson and Perry, 2002; Strolin et al., 2007). In 

this section, I consider the data connected with social workers’ health in a broader sense and 

whether it impacts on their decisions to stay or leave. Social workers in the study described how 

the work impacted on their physical health, sleep, feelings of stress, and emotional exhaustion, 

and how taking sick leave could sometimes be ‘problematic’. Both Thomas and Jenna described 

some of the health implications of working in this area:    
… a lot of viral things….chest infections, throat infections, just things that won’t go…like 

kidney infections.  I mean half the staff are prone to bladder and kidney infections…. [and 

other health – identifying information removed] problems.  You know, I suppose those viral 

things that just linger and not….like colds and….just don’t go away (Jenna).    

 

… there are loads of experienced colleagues here and people I know who had mental health 

problems, who had tumours, who had heart attacks who had all kind of things and I think a 
                                                      
48 Social workers are public servants and are legally obliged to retire at age 65. 
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lot of it is certainly, I’m not sure if it’s primarily the work, but as I said, if there are 

problems outside the work, it can be the last bit, the last straw that breaks your back 

(Thomas). 

 

In his description, Thomas questioned whether it is work or other factors that affect social 

workers’ health. However, he suggested that physical illness could be a factor in social workers’ 

decisions to leave the profession.  

 

On the other hand, Ava, a social worker who wanted to stay, clearly linked her ill-health with her 

work: 
I found by the end of the week I was actually physically sick, like I would have some sort of 

an infection or a cold or something.  I wasn’t going into the weekend able to enjoy the 

weekend.  I was going into the weekend needing to recover … I went full time when I 

applied for the permanent post.  I was full time for a year.  And I came out of that year 

convinced that I had cancer, which I didn’t have, fortunately … my neurosis was telling me, 

this is too much.  So there was something telling me, my body wasn’t going to survive this 

…   And so it was like I feel it was my way of telling me something has got to change here 

… I would be getting worried that I was going to get cancer, do you know.  No, I mean, 

there is absolutely no way on this earth I would have done it full time … (Ava).   

 

This quotation starkly highlights how work can influence the perception of social workers’ health 

and home life. Ava wanted to stay in this work so she reduced her hours to part-time as she felt 

that working full-time took too much of a toll on her health and gave her insufficient time to 

recover from the impact of the work. A further example of the physical and emotional affects of 

the work can be found in Caitlin’s transcript. Caitlin is a social worker who wanted to leave and 

she describes how the stress of the work impacted on her:  
I had a constant feeling of stress.  Well I suppose my experience of stress would be, I would 

get …like an almost…a physical feeling of not being able to breathe, do you know.  And I 

would have that regularly.   Again if I am stressed I would lose weight.  I was losing a lot of 

weight.  I suppose it got particularly bad maybe in the last six months before I took the 

career break.  Just that general feeling of panic, of not being able to sleep, of waking up in 

the middle of the night, just kind of going, how am I going to get all this done.  I suppose it 

got to the worst point where, shortly before I took my career break, I woke up one morning 

and I actually physically was unable to move.  I couldn’t get out of bed.  And I ended up…I 

ended up being off for two weeks.  And I was at the point where I actually couldn’t stay 

awake for more than a couple of hours.  There was actually nothing really physically wrong 

with me.  It wasn’t like a bug or a virus or anything like that even.  I was just purely burnt 

out from being stressed for so long.  And yes, it took two weeks to actually be any way 

right, you know, to be able to even go into work. It was actually quite frightening because 

you don’t…you know you….I wouldn’t have expected …it to affect you in that much of a 

physical way you know (Caitlin). 
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In this lengthy quotation, Caitlin describes how persistent levels of stress from the work 

contributed to her reduced mobility, energy, physical and mental health. Caitlin refers to a career 

break which she took to ‘recover’ from the impact of the work on her, and to evaluate whether to 

come back to child protection and welfare work or to seek a job in another social work practice 

setting. Taking a career break from this work as a result of burnout, ill-health or disillusionment 

with the work was also a feature for some other social workers in the study. For example, Isabelle 

a social worker who wanted to stay, said: 
The career break was taking time out … coming towards the start of the career break, I 

definitely would have been burnt out … I would have had a lot of physical symptoms, like 

back problems on a very regular basis, waking at night worried about cases, feeling very 

unsupported, and what else… just… just the stresses and strains of that … I couldn’t deal 

with the amount of work that was there anymore.  And I would literally come in and feel, 

oh, I can’t even look at this, which is a sign literally of not being able to deal with it at all 

(Isabelle).  

 

All of these social workers returned to the work, but with a revised orientation to the work. They 

felt they were better able to accept its limitations (i.e. too much work, too little time and 

resources), they reduced their expectations regarding the contribution they could make, even it 

was at odds with their commitment to the work, and they placed stricter boundaries around 

home/work life. Nicole, a social worker who wanted to stay, pointed out that a strong 

commitment to the work when connected to the unsupportive culture in the HSE can contribute to 

burnout for social workers:  
I can see how people would get burnt out very easily here…..very easily.  You know, you 

are always going to be expected to do more.   You are never going to be told …or rarely are 

you going to be told, you know, pull back there and take it easy, you know, you are 

affecting your own health or whatever.  We do look out for each other alright like…but I 

suppose it’s your own sense of….I don’t know, it’s not pride, but you want to do what is 

best and you want to do the best for people you know.  So that keeps pushing you and 

pushing you [until] breakdown, yes (Nicole). 

 

Close to two thirds of the social workers reported how the work intruded on and disturbed their 

sleep:  
When I am getting really stressed - I dream about my clients (which) is a clear indication to 

me that I need to switch off a bit (Grace). 

 

… something that happens and then it sticks to you then and your mind starts to race and 

ultimately, you know, and then when you start dreaming about your clients, that’s just the 

worst yet ‘cause they are in your dreams as well as in your daily life (Caoimhe). 

 

I’d find I’m lying in bed at night and I can’t get off to sleep cause I’m thinking about work 

and that really annoys me ... (Hannah).  
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… almost a physical sense of just being so stressed and so wound up.  And like going home 

at night and waking up in the middle of the night going, oh my God, I didn’t do this, I didn’t 

do that, do you know (Caitlin)?  

 
The impact on sleep and intrusive thinking was also reported by Ferguson (2004) in his study of 

child protection and welfare social workers in the Mid-Western Health Board49. Having reduced 

energy for life and family as a result of the work was also an issue for social workers. Denise, 

Anna and Abbey, three social workers that wanted to leave, said: 
… there are times when I find it very very emotionally draining and exhausting.  But that’s 

the nature of …of the work, you know (Abbey). 

 
I just find that I’m exhausted after the day (Anna). 

 

I would have seen the quality of my own personal life change very significantly, and not 

necessarily for the better in the last number of years.  I don’t have the same energy when I 

go home in the evening.  I found the last year there was a considerable amount of illness for 

no particular…you know, nothing…nothing else I can attribute it (Denise). 

 
For these social workers, the job led to being physically tired and exhausted. This is increasingly a 

feature of work for many Irish workers. As described in Chapter One, 44% of workers in Ireland 

who participated in a study on attitudes towards work said that they came home from work 

exhausted and 36% were too tired to enjoy home life after work (O'Connell et al., 2004). Some 

social workers in my research said that the pace, stress and nature of the work contributed to them 

reaching a point where they felt they were no longer able to function in the job. The next three 

sample quotations are from social workers who described taking sick leave because of the impact 

of the work on their health:  
… in the last year I suppose I would have found times where I had to take time out for 

myself to survive.  And I hated doing it.  And it seemed like ….how will I put it….it seemed 

nearly dishonest to take it.  But I actually felt if I didn’t I would end up ill, or you know in 

the sense of being physically ill.   And there was also …I suppose I have come to terms with 

the fact that there are times on those particular occasions where I actually felt I couldn’t 

function (Clodagh). 

 
I just, I burst into tears.  I, I couldn’t believe it.  She [GP] did put it down as stomach 

problems which she felt wasn’t a real lie so but I the thought that I was off for two weeks 

made me feel that I couldn’t do my job.  That I wasn’t strong enough.  That I was weak.  

That I was letting people down.  What was I going to do for two weeks?  It felt like I was 

knocking off school you know.  That, that I wasn’t ill (Claire).   

 
Lucinda: I definitely think stress is…is a major factor, you know. 

KB: And what does stress mean for you in this job? 

                                                      
49 The Mid-Western Health Board is now part of the HSE West.   
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Lucinda: When I go through…through periods where I feel stressed to such a level 

that…that it is affecting me….the sleepless nights, it is worrying …it is…and I have…I 

mean I have been on sick leave because of stress on ….one occasion….two occasions.  So 

yes it actually means that I…you know, that there are times where you feel …..you would 

obviously do yourself a disservice if you continued working, but you certainly would do 

your clients a disservice.  And that is a major issue … When I came to that stage where I 

went on sick leave? That I got up in the morning and just dreaded going in and couldn’t stop 

crying. 

 

When social workers did take time out as the result of stress at work, they often felt, such as 

Claire and Clodagh suggest above, that in some way that they were not worthy of the time off; it 

was a sign of their ‘inability’ to cope and they would be letting clients down. A strong 

commitment to co-workers and client care underpinned these social workers’ decisions. Despite 

data which repeatedly recounted signs of stress, emotional exhaustion and physical ill-health, 

there appeared to be a surprisingly low sick leave rate for social workers in the study. When this 

trend became obvious in early interviews, the researcher made a request to the HSE ‘Area A’ for 

access to composite data on sick leave levels for child protection and welfare social workers. 

Unfortunately, the HSE ‘Area A’ was unable to provide this data. However, social workers in the 

study self-reported (see Appendix E) an average of 5 sick days in the 12 months leading up to 

their interview, which is less than the national average of 6 sick days per year50. In 2004, workers 

in Ireland had the second lowest sick leave rate in the European Union after Greece, the highest 

being Sweden with 25 days per year (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 

2005).  

 

As noted above, there was evidence of a strong ethic of care amongst the social workers who 

continued to work even when it affected their health. For example, in Chapter Two (see Dressel, 

1984; Morris, 2005), I highlighted how the gendered nature of social work and the socialization of 

women as carers may contribute to this mainly female social workers making decisions to stay in 

this work because of this strong ethic of care, particularly when they feel that they are making a 

difference, and despite the negatives affects on their health and welfare.   

 

It is unsurprising that social workers reported high levels of stress, as the profession is nearly 

always towards the top of lists of stressful occupations (see, for example, Millet et al., 2005). For 

those that wanted to leave, feeling exhausted and ‘drained’ from the work was a consistent theme 

in their interviews. However, it was also often raised in the interviews with social workers that 

wanted to stay. The impact of the work on their health, as described by social workers in these 

quotations, suggests a need for the HSE ‘Area A’ to examine this issue and to introduce a strategy 

                                                      
50 As this figure is based on a self-reported study, it can only be considered as an estimate of the actual number of sick days taken by 

child protection and welfare social workers in the HSE ‘Area A’. OECD figure based on full-time equivalent employees. 
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to lessen the impact of the work on social workers. In the interviews, there appeared to be little 

evidence of the HSE ‘Area A’ taking pro-active steps to reduce the stressful working conditions 

for social workers. Such a strategy could include: ensuring that social workers had quality and 

frequent professional supervision; ensuring that they felt valued and support by the organisation, 

and that their workloads were fair and manageable. Perceived organisational support theory 

suggests that workers who feel that the organisation cares for their well-being, are more likely to 

be retained (Eisenberger et al., 2004). The data in this section suggests that for these social 

workers at least, that they do not perceive the HSE ‘Area A’ as supportive or caring in this way. 

The data here suggests the need for further research on the impact of occupational stresses on 

social workers’ health. The role of supervision and social supports to lessen the impact of some of 

the negative effects of the work is addressed in the next section (5.3), and the role of workloads is 

examined in a subsequent section (5.4.1).  

 

5.3 Supervision and social supports 

Studies have consistently shown that quality professional supervision and social supports can 

reduce the occupational stress experienced by social workers (Rushton and Nathan, 1996; Gibbs, 

2001; Jacquet et al., 2007). In Chapter Two, the importance of social exchange relationships 

between workers and supervisors, and its importance in employee retention, was emphasised in 

the discussion of social exchange theory and perceived organisational support theory. In 

perceived organisational support theory and research, employees’ perceptions of supervisor 

support contributes to perceptions that the organisation is supportive, and ultimately, their 

retention (Eisenberger et al., 2002). Supervisors provide social workers with professional 

supervision as well as other types of supports and guidance. Due to their daily contact with social 

workers, supervisors are best positioned to convey through their actions whether the organisation 

is supportive, values their contribution and cares about their welfare. This section explores social 

workers views about the HSE’s ability to meet its part of the exchange relationship in terms of the 

provision of social exchange resources (support, supervision, praise, information). Social 

workers’ views on the HSE’s ability to meet its part of the exchange relationship in terms of 

economic exchange resources such as salary and employment benefits are discussed in section 

5.4.5.  

 

There is evidence to suggest that supervision is not always available or of a sufficient standard in 

child protection and welfare social work in Ireland (McGuinness, 1993; Buckley, 2002). Irish 

government policy governing the assessment and management of child abuse stipulates that those 

who undertake this work should receive adequate and regular supervision, although what exactly 

this means is undefined (Department of Health and Children, 1999). The HSE ‘Area A’s’ own 

supervision policy states that experienced workers should receive supervision of an hour and a 

half in length at least monthly and every three weeks for new workers during the first year (Health 
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Service Executive, 2002). The supervision policy outlined in the national guidelines emphasises 

the important role managers/supervisors play in acknowledging the actual and potential strains on 

staff in child protection and welfare. The policy also affirms the importance of regular and 

adequate supervision of staff, a regular review of caseloads and the acknowledgement of positive 

achievements, where the acknowledgement of positive achievements is one example of a social 

exchange resource. 

 

Social exchanges between worker and supervisor, as described in Chapter Two, can also be an 

important source of social support, as can social work colleagues. The quality of social supports 

provided by both supervisors and co-workers play an important role in retaining child protection 

workers (Gibbs, 2001; Weaver and Chang, 2004; Nissly et al., 2005). In her study of social 

workers’ decisions to leave their work in Sweden, Tham (2006) concluded that inter-personal 

relationships with managers and co-workers were of greater importance than workloads or job 

demands in the retention of social workers.   

 

Normally, professional supervision and social supports would be placed under organisational 

factors, but given their central position and importance in the literature, they are presented in this 

chapter under their own heading. The section begins with an analysis of the data concerning social 

workers’ experiences of supervision, the quality of social supports provided by managers, and the 

impact of both of these factors on social workers’ retention. The second part of the section 

examines inter-personal relationships between co-workers, the quality of social supports provided 

by work colleagues, and the impact of both of these factors on social workers’ retention.  

5.3.1 Supervision and social supports from managers 

In this section, I present data from interviews with social workers examining their experiences of 

supervision, their inter-personal relationships with managers and the quality of social supports 

provided by social work supervisors. This data is analysed to examine the impact of these factors 

on social workers’ decisions to stay or leave. The literature on supervision highlights the 

influential role that social work supervisors play in containing social workers’ anxieties, affirming 

workers, providing feedback, facilitating skills development and contributing to workers’ feelings 

that they are ‘looked after’ and protected by the employing agency (Morrison, 1993, 1996; Ruch, 

2007). Separately, perceived organisational support theory also links employees’ perceptions of 

being ‘looked after’, or the extent to ‘which the organisation values their contributions and cares 

about their well-being’ (Eisenberger et al., 2004, p. 204), with retention. 

 

The frequency and length of supervision arose as a significant issue for social workers in the 

study. Despite evidence from research studies and government policy emphasising the importance 

of regular and adequate professional supervision for child protection and welfare workers 

(Rushton and Nathan, 1996; Department of Health and Children, 1999; Jacquet et al., 2007), and 
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also despite the HSE ‘Area A’s’ own supervision policy (Health Service Executive, 2002), 

participants described long periods where they had no structured supervision or had very short 

supervision sessions. Jenna, a social worker who wants to stay, described the frequency of 

supervision sessions: 
Jenna: … and supervision happened very rarely.   

KB: Can you define rarely for me? 

Jenna: Twice in seven months ... I had it more than the rest of the team … They only had it 

once.  … I think it’s important to have it on a regular basis.  I think monthly to every six 

weeks, uninterrupted as much as possible, phone off the hook, note on the door, [for an] 

hour.    

 

Jenna’s experience of infrequent supervision was a consistent feature on all of the child protection 

and welfare teams. The following sample quotations are taken from interviews with social 

workers from the other four teams: 
My supervision at the moment is irregular.  It wouldn’t be what I would like.  I would like it 

at least on a monthly basis.  But I mean there is several months have passed now since I had 

my last supervision.  That is compensated by the fact that in theory there is an open door 

policy that you can go in and address your supervisor (Jessica). 

 

The last time I had supervision … [was] a few months ago maybe for half an hour (Holly). 

 

We can come in and out at any point.  If she is here, we…you know, we would bat things 

back and forward.  So we kind of have informal supervision in a way.  So there is no….you 

are not left on your own with it.  But formal supervision would be maybe once every two to 

three months (Nicole). 

 

I hadn’t had supervision for about six months, partially because it hadn’t happened between 

us, partially because I consciously decided to avoid it [identifying reason removed] 

(Deborah). 

 

Within teams, there were some exceptions where social workers did receive what they described 

as regular and adequate ‘formal’ supervision. Both Evan and Holly, two social workers who 

wanted to stay, had positive experiences of supervision. Evan defined regular supervision as 

occurring once a month. Holly also had a positive experience of supervision, which she found to 

be supportive and significant in her willingness to stay:  
You have the formal supervision sessions every month or whatever they would be.  But then 

you have that constant kind of resource that you can check in.  You know, that it is informal 

and it can be over a coffee, it can be passing in the corridor, it can be…whatever, you know.   

You run by….things, you know, that’s the way I work anyway.  And that….I find that 

excellent (Evan). 
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KB: Does professional supervision influence the way you think about your job? 

Oh.  Definitely.  Definitely yeah.  Yeah.  Because I am actually changing team leaders now 

soon and I think it’s the continuity for me as well.  I’ve actually had the same team leader 

since I started which would be pretty unusual (Holly). 

 

The quotations from Jessica and Holly indicate that some supervisors make themselves available 

through an open door consultation policy and that some social workers find such ‘informal’ 

supervision supportive. Holly explained that part of her positive experience of supervision was the 

consistency that came from having the same supervisor, which allowed time to build a 

relationship. Quality and regular supervision is important for social workers that are new to this 

work, particularly newly-qualified social workers. As outlined in Chapter Two, supervision, 

according to Hawkins and Shohet (1989), must attend to the educational and supportive, as well 

as the administrative functions. Caoimhe, a newly qualified graduate in her 20s who wants to stay, 

described how during her ‘crucial’ first six months in the job she was rarely supervised, which is 

contrary to the advice provided by the National Social Work Qualification Board (2004) on the 

induction of newly qualified social workers. Her supervision focused primarily on the 

administrative function, with little attention paid to the educational and supportive functions: 
In my first week when I eventually had to get some guidance [from her team leader], I got 

‘short thrift’, and I was to get on with it, that’s what a social worker does. So, I thought to 

myself right, obviously I’m not going to get any support from you so I went elsewhere and I 

got it from my co-workers and more senior members of the team. Only for them, I probably 

would have walked out after the first week … So, that was for a period of about 6 months, 

basically there was no support, there was no supervision, when I did have supervision it was 

more often than not cancelled, it was never rescheduled, six months of this. This is the most 

crucial phase of becoming a child protection social worker and I had nothing. When I did 

have it, the supervisor talked about themselves and twiddled with my cases on the computer 

(Caoimhe). 

 

This first experience of supervision did not meet Caoimhe’s expectations of what supervision 

should be, but in another part of the interview she was able to contrast this first experience of 

supervision with a later experience with a different supervisor where her expectations of 

supervision were met. This later good experience of supervision, and the support of co-workers in 

her early months, helped Caoimhe to stay. The response from her supervisor gives some 

indication of the organisational culture of support and induction for new staff in child protection 

and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’. Caoimhe described the first six months as her ‘baptism of fire’. 

Mya, a colleague of Caoimhe who now wants to stay, but for the first six-nine months regularly 

thought about leaving, described her ‘induction’ to child protection and welfare:  
There was virtually no induction.  The induction, induction quote unquote that was there 

was just a joke … off you go.  It really was that.  No exaggeration!  And it’s, it’s extremely 

daunting … I was crying going in to work.  I was crying going home.  I was having 

nightmares.  I was, it was one of the worst times I think I’ve, I’ve experienced in my life in 
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terms of stress levels … When your starting out in [name of social work department] is, is 

done on an ad hoc basis you know.  There’s no kind of consistency you know and it’s 

almost a culture thing.  I don’t know if it’s, it’s, you know, sink or swim and if you’re able 

to swim, then you’re great and you can stay (Mya).   

 

When social workers did receive ‘formal’ supervision, it was invariably described as ‘case-

management’ supervision. Social workers defined case-management supervision as supervision 

that focuses on the administrative function to the exclusion of the educational and supportive 

functions. Grace explained that though her supervision was case-management in orientation there 

was still not enough time for this type of supervision: 
… supervision for that sort of workload and the complexity of the problems it is not there. 

There is case management, but even case management is impossible. You don't even get 

enough of case management, there is absolutely no emotional, what I call emotional 

supervision available. There is no time. It is not even the managers or supervisors fault 

because they [are] managing seven to eight different, you know, different people at a time. 

You just can't do it (Grace). 

 

These criticisms of narrow supervision practices limited to an administrative or ‘case-

management’ format were echoed by social workers on all of the teams. These quotations are 

from social workers on other teams that want to stay: 
I think the supervision we get is just about case direction, what will I do here? Nobody asks 

you how you’re feeling (Ciara). 

 

I think the supervision that we get within the child protection area anyway is there’s too 

much emphasis on, just on looking at cases and case management, that kind of thing 

(Thomas).   

 

… with social workers and the risk for burnout and just maybe lacking energy that you also 

need to be minded a little bit. I feel that they are treating us like, more or less a number and 

that number should have 20.5 you know families in a case load, it’s very much, there’s 

nothing kind of, oh how are you and or how are you managing at the moment?  (Laura) 

 

The following quotations are from social workers on other teams who want to leave: 
I would say my view of the supervision that is available is very negative.  First of all, it’s 

not supervision, it’s case management …  because of the….the demands I suppose that are 

put upon people because they are not here as much as they could be or should be, the…the 

chances of interruption during your supervision have increased greatly.  So your case 

management isn’t even managed well (Denise). 

 
Supervision is seen as what are you doing on your cases and here is new cases (Simon). 

 

Both those who wanted to stay and those who wanted to leave mostly experienced supervision as 

case-management, thereby mainly addressing the administrative aspect of supervision in Hawkins 
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and Shohet’s (1989) model. In this type of supervision the anxieties, feelings and emotions of 

social workers arising from this emotional labour and their need for ‘containment’ (Ruch, 2007), 

are not addressed.  Social workers described how there was little acknowledgement of actual or 

potential strains from the work, as recommended in the national child abuse guidelines 

(Department of Health and Children, 1999). Social work supervisors themselves were not 

interviewed in this study, and data on their experience of supervising social workers would 

provide important additional insight into their needs as supervisors and the challenges of 

providing regular supervision that attends to all aspects of supervision. Further research on 

supervision in child protection and welfare would be welcome and would contribute to addressing 

a significant gap in this research in Ireland. When social workers experienced the quality of 

support as not being what they expected, some were able to identify the factors inhibiting social 

work managers from being resourced to provide the quality of support social workers felt they 

required. When discussing supervision in her interview, Ava said: 
And that’s not to say that… if I were to go and you know seek out that support, in an 

immediate sense, that it wouldn’t be there.  Well what I would ideally want I suppose 

wouldn’t be there, but that there would be some support there.   But…you know, and often 

it’s sort of…..I mean I suppose I recognise the limits of that.  But….but also you know that 

people are quite stretched in terms of …the line managers are quite stretched in terms of 

time and commitment (Ava). 

 

In the interviews, most social workers said that social work managers were generally available for 

‘immediate’ support, which in this sense means a consultation, but this form of support has its 

limits. Some social workers questioned social worker managers’ awareness of the need to provide 

quality supports to staff, which in turn affected the quality of inter-personal relationships with 

social work managers and also social workers’ perceived levels of support from managers. 

Deborah said: 
They just don’t have the relationship, don’t have the trust.  And the managers concerned I 

don’t think have an awareness of the need for it.  Unless somebody is sitting there crying in 

front of them, I don’t think they really see that, you know, somebody who never sheds a tear 

is feeling it as much as somebody who is…you know…that it’s always there, it’s a constant.  

It impacts all of us all of the time.  I don’t think they …they are aware of that, and wouldn’t 

have the same skills as other managers may have had in managing the emotional welfare of 

the team … they wouldn’t have the skills, but they would certainly have the intention and 

the….you know, the willingness, and that’s why we have co-worker support, which I know 

every social work team doesn’t have… (Deborah). 

 

In Deborah’s team, a co-worker support/supervision group was established to acknowledge and 

address these needs. She suggested that supervisors were not even aware of the need to provide 

emotional support and a recognition of the strain of the work on workers, even though these roles 

are clearly ascribed to supervisors/managers in the national child abuse guidelines (Department of 

Health and Children, 1999) and the HSE ‘Area A’ supervision policy (Health Service Executive, 
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2002). When managers do not provide these supports, it affects social workers’ perceived levels 

of support and feelings of being valued by the organisation. Tara spoke about the role of 

supervision as a mechanism to protect the organisation, rather than a mechanism of addressing the 

administrative, support and educational needs of workers:  
… it’s all geared around keeping a corporation ticking over, it’s not geared towards actually 

supporting the people who are there, or acknowledging any of the fears or the anxiety or the 

stress or the absolute depression some people actually go through.  I think that it looks good 

on paper that they care for their staff, but I don’t think they do (Tara). 

 

An organisational culture that fails to validate the feelings and experiences of the workers, even if 

they are negative, does not contribute to workers’ feelings of being valued and supported by the 

organisation, and may suggest low levels of organisational support (Eisenberger et al., 2004). In 

the earlier quote from Deborah, she questions social work managers’ skills and other social 

workers in the study also questioned the level of training for social work managers. Both Grace 

and Isabelle were critical of the way they were managed: 
… the supervisors mightn't have done any particular training in how to supervise, which is 

something I have a big problem with myself, because I think it is vital that managers get 

trained to be managers. Trained to be managers, both case management and emotional … 

supervision. But you have to be able to go to somebody after a bad case and say ‘I am 

wrecked’. ‘I don't know how I am going to cope with that’. ‘I didn't sleep last night’. You 

have got to be able to go to someone, if you are going to maintain your, I won't say sanity - 

it is not as bad as that, but I mean your stress levels are going to shoot sky high if you don't 

have an opportunity to get to debrief to get yourself out, of you know, what you go through 

… My job satisfaction with clients has not diminished over the years. My dissatisfaction 

with the admin’ side and with management - I would give it 0 (Grace).  

 

Very poor management would be another aspect of that.  But having said that, I would also 

identify that say team leaders or principal social workers are asked to do a managerial job 

that they are not qualified to do.  They are…they are social workers, they are not managers.  

They haven’t been trained or don’t have expertise in what a team is, how a team works, 

what team dynamics are, how to deal with conflict on a team, how to deal with low morale, 

how to do any of that.  So in fairness to them as well, they don’t have that expertise … there 

would be absolutely no confidence in some of the management (Isabelle). 

 

Both Grace and Deborah identified a role for managers in providing emotional support to social 

workers, but question whether social work managers in the HSE ‘Area A’ are being trained and 

supported to develop their knowledge and skills in these areas. If what these two social workers 

suggests is representative of the wider experience of social workers, then investment by the HSE 

‘Area A’ in regular and quality training for social work managers and resourcing them to have 

time to undertake the complete supervisory range of functions could pay dividends in terms of 

team development, strengthening support networks, improving inter-personal relationships 

between supervisors and co-workers and social workers’ perceptions of organisational support.  
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The negative impact on retention of inadequate supervision and poor quality inter-personal 

relationships between a worker and supervisor is again illustrated by the following quote. Robyn 

is a mature-age social worker with a longer than average experience of child protection and 

welfare social work who wants to continue to work in this practice setting51: 
I felt every day was like a dread coming in here do you know.  My only thing about that is 

the wider team at the time … that this lady [social work supervisor] supervised me so at 

least it was the support within the team that, that mitigated it and, and I, I said well, I’ll just 

bear with her ... I stayed (Robyn).   

 

Robyn described how a poor experience with one supervisor led to job dissatisfaction, but the role 

of social supports from co-workers helped to mitigate this negative experience. In another part of 

the interview, she explained that once she changed supervisors, the ‘dread’ of coming to work 

diminished. This experience underlines the critical impact of supervisors on social workers’ 

experiences of the job, and in Robyn’s case, if she had not had the support of co-workers, she 

would have left because of her supervisor.   

 

Feedback from social work managers as an social exchange resource was identified by social 

workers as a factor which affects their feelings of being supported and valued by the organisation. 

The acknowledgment of workers’ positive achievements during supervision is identified in the 

national child abuse guidelines as something which helps to ‘acknowledge the levels of actual or 

potential stress that may affect their staff’ (Department of Health and Children, 1999, p. 115). 

Social workers perceived that their dedication and hard work was not valued by the organisation 

as supervisors and managers provided insufficient verbal affirmation, in supervision or otherwise, 

for good work undertaken: 
I think every day, we do unbelievable work and I think we go beyond sometimes what our 

job description is and I think it’s never, ever, ever acknowledged … I think that even the 

most contentious clients, if you work a case in a professional manner, and if you are 

continuously respectful towards them, I think that you will develop a certain kind of rapport.  

So I would definitely say the clients value you. Do management? No (Tara).   

 

I mean you might say, well Jesus I did a good job there you know.  But it certainly wouldn’t 

be coming from management or that like you know (Simon). 

 

Pats on the back are absolutely non-existent. Nobody will ever say you did that job well, I 

think I had one supervisor in the whole of my [5+] years who would be saying - well you 

did a good job there. How do you feel about that now - you had a fierce problem there with 

that case. How do you feel after it? That was about five years ago, I think. Nobody has ever 

                                                      
51 In this study, the median length of social workers’ practice experience in child protection and welfare was 4 years (see Chapter 

Four). The actual length of Robyn’s service was removed to protect her anonymity. 
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said that was a job well done - and I know there have been loads of them. There were jobs 

well done (Grace).  

 

Social workers expect praise, affirmation and constructive feedback as social exchange resources 

from their supervisors. Social workers in the same child protection and welfare team can have 

very different experiences of being affirmed, depending on who is supervising them. Holly and 

Mya are social workers on the same team:  
She’s brilliant [team leader].  Yeah.  Really good.  Always praises me and just do you 

know, commends me you know, for work done good or reports or a good decision or do you 

know … She’s no problem at all in you know, telling you if you have a job well done.  Then 

she has no problem telling you know, if you messed up there (Holly). 

 

The social exchange between the supervisor and social worker is experienced as positive; in this 

case the exchange resource is praise. However, the following quote from Mya reinforces how 

some can experience the organisational culture as less than affirming, and she hypothesises why 

this may be: 
 It’s almost like, oh you can’t you know, if we give them too many strokes they’ll just get 

lazy [social worker laughs] kind of, kind of attitude!  You know, kind of mentality of you 

know, we’ll only speak up when things aren’t being done the way they should be done.  

There’s no point saying things when things are going grand (Mya).   

 

Again, the lack of positive feedback led Hannah to question whether she was ‘good enough’ to do 

this work, but co-workers played an important role in affirming that she was: 
… a lot later when I’d be saying God I feel that I’m just not up to it when I look at so and so 

and everyone [co-workers] will go, my God everyone thinks you are really good at this or 

really good at that. You don’t get that feedback. Your team leader would never say to you, 

you have done an excellent job (Hannah). 

 

In nearly all the research on retention in child protection and welfare, one significant constant is 

the social support role played by supervisors and the quality of professional supervision (Rycraft, 

1994; Mor Barak et al., 2001; Smith, 2005). Research shows that when employees perceive their 

supervisors to be supportive, their commitment to the supervisor and the organisation increases, 

leading to job retention. Conversely, when supervisor support is perceived to be low, this leads to 

turnover (Smith, 2005). Thus, the quality of the relationship with one’s supervisor can be the 

difference between a social worker leaving and staying (Samantrai, 1992). 

 

In summary, social workers expect high quality and frequency of supervision, and it has been 

shown to be significant in job satisfaction levels, burnout and retention (Warman and Jackson, 

2007). Social workers in this study described what they consider supervision should be: it should 

attend to professional development issues; consider workers’ feelings about the work and impact 

of this emotional labour; be frequent; be greater than an hour in length; be provided by skilled 



 122 

social work managers, and all of the supervisory functions of education, support and 

administration, should be attended to. Social workers in this study were critical that too little time 

was given to supervision, and when it did happen it was ‘imbalanced’ towards dealing primarily 

with the administrative function. Furthermore, quite a number of social workers questioned 

whether their managers had the skills and training to provide quality supervision. There were 

incidences of social workers describing their supervision as good or excellent, but these were in 

the minority.   

 

Social workers differentiated between social supports provided by co-workers and support from 

social work managers. Social work supervisors were nearly always available for consultation, 

which social workers defined as supportive, but were less available for structured professional 

supervision, which social workers found unsupportive. These affected social workers’ perceptions 

of the quality of supports from, and inter-personal relationships with, their managers. The social 

workers who wanted to leave identified the poor quality and infrequency of their professional 

supervision as one of the core factors that contributed to their decision to leave. These social 

workers did not feel supported by their employer and were not ‘contained’ (Ruch, 2007) to hold 

and process the anxieties and pressures of undertaking this work. While supervision and the social 

supports from managers were not the only factors which contributed to these social workers’ 

decisions to leave, it was amongst the most consistent factor that mediated their experience of 

doing the work. 

 

Most of the social workers who wanted to stay had more positive experiences of supervision and 

support from managers, but not all described having good or excellent supervision. Overall, both 

social workers who wanted to stay and those that wanted to leave were critical of the quality and 

availability of supervision. However, social workers that wanted to stay expressed that they had 

other support networks that lessened the impact of the deficiencies of their supervision. They 

could also see other positive aspects and had positive experiences of the job. In the next part of 

this section, I examine support networks and social exchanges between workers and co-workers, 

which were one factor which social workers repeatedly spoke of and which they felt influenced 

their experience of the work and their retention.   

5.3.2 Social supports from work colleagues and being part of a social work team 

In this section, I present data from interviews with social workers examining the importance of 

the atmosphere in, and friendships gained from, working on child protection and welfare social 

work teams; social supports from and social exchanges with their co-workers; the experience of 

being part of a social work team; and how these impacted on their experience of ‘doing the work’ 

and their retention. Both Lucy and Shauna, social workers who wanted to stay, explained:   
… a lot of it is made a lot easier by the fact that I have good friends there.  They would have 

been people who have come from college with me and people who didn’t. In terms of even 



 123 

if something has happened, that you’re upset about, they are there to talk to but, there’s also 

good fun (Lucy). 

 
I really like my team mates.  I find them supportive, great company; I look forward to 

seeing them in the morning or the afternoon whenever I get here.  I think that’s a big part of 

it (Shauna).  

 

Ava explained how working in a team of social workers and the co-worker support are 

contributory factors in her decision to want to stay, particularly when contrasted with her 

experience of ‘single-handed’ social work posts:  
I suppose the thing that comes to mind first would be team and sharing with colleagues 

really and supporting each other, and sort of being in it together you know.  I think that’s 

hugely helpful … I have done single-handed posts and I have not stayed in them a really 

long time  and I think it’s just the difference between having that support from colleagues 

and not.  And that’s not to say that you are going to get on with everyone or that you know 

it’s always going to work out perfectly.  But, it’s a huge plus [being] on a team (Ava). 

 

Being supported by co-workers, which contributes to a supportive climate within child protection 

and welfare teams, can ameliorate other demanding aspects of the jobs. Nearly all of the social 

workers interviewed identified co-worker support and team atmosphere as being significant in 

their decision to stay working in child protection and welfare. Robyn and Ciara, two social 

workers who want to stay, described how co-workers helped with the processing of the emotional 

strains of the job, provided social outlets, and contributed to a shared experience of dealing with 

the struggles of the work, which helped to reduce the isolation felt by workers:  
Robyn:   I think a lot of people in social work have such a good insight into people and 

everything that social workers in general you know, even though we all make our jokes and 

oh my God listen to social workers and all of that.  I think they, they really are kind of 

generally insightful bunch and humorous and I think it’s, I’ve really enjoyed a lot of the 

time do you know.  Ok, it was all in little spells but overall if I look back, I think of all the 

do you know, the kind of good, good times and good laughs and good sharing of being in 

the same boat together do you know, that whole sense.   

KB; If you didn’t have that would you still be here after [number removed] years? 

Robyn: No, definitely not.  If I was with the same kind of pressures - very isolated - I would 

not. 

 

I think only that, it’s a nice team and I would be long gone only that I feel it’s a nice place 

to work and that the team are very nice.  That keeps me there (Ciara). 

 

Social workers that had decided to leave also found the support of co-workers crucial in terms of 

dealing with the work and being retained longer. Clodagh and Aoife, two social workers that 

wanted to leave, explained that they would have left the work much earlier had it not been for the 

support of their co-workers. In Clodagh’s case, ‘team’ means co-workers, as in another part of the 
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interview she is highly critical of the lack of support from social worker managers. Even though 

she wants to leave, Aoife explained that such decisions were rarely clear-cut and the supports 

from colleagues helped to sustain her longer in the work:  
The team is probably the reason why I have stayed so long, because there is good co-worker 

support in the team.  And there has been….I suppose really that has been the attraction for 

me and for my colleagues.  We would say that the team makes it worthwhile to come in 

(Clodagh).  

 
I think that is the thing that keeps you in the job is the support you get from the people 

around you and I have got a very supportive team that I really like and if I didn’t have that I 

wouldn’t be in the job still (Aoife).   

 

A positive aspect of the increased stability on child protection and welfare teams as a result of 

decreased employee turnover is the potential for inter-personal relationships to develop, as staff 

are together longer. Denise described how support networks on teams were improving due to the 

increased retention of social workers:  
I think it has definitely improved in the time that I have been here … I don’t think the team 

has been as stable for so long.  By that I mean that the same people are here.  Like the 

changeover, people aren’t changing as fast.  There is…the same staff have been here.  The 

relationships between people as opposed to between social workers have evolved (Denise). 

 

Throughout the study, most social workers described very poor or non-existent induction for new 

staff when they first enter child protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’. The data suggests 

that the NSWQB (2004) induction framework, which was produced to guide employers in the 

induction of newly-qualified and ‘non-national’ staff, has limited currency in this HSE. Despite 

the absence of a formal induction system, social work colleagues appear to play a key role in 

inducting new colleagues. Claire, an experienced social worker, found that in the absence of a 

formal induction it was the support of her colleagues that helped her to stay: 
I wouldn’t have survived if it wasn’t for them [co-workers] as much as I’ve said I feel I’m a 

competent social worker.  In, in that environment the, the newness of it and the difficulties 

that are involved, difficulties that are involved with the high numbers, with a different 

legislation, with different services that are not available in Cork,  I don’t think I would have 

lasted at all (Claire). 

 

In summary, while there were many factors that influenced social workers’ decisions to stay or 

leave child protection and welfare, one particular factor stands out from the others for its frequent 

occurrence and importance in the data. Social workers in this study repeatedly and consistently 

identified the quality of inter-personal relationships with, and social supports from, work 

colleagues as the factor which had the strongest influence on their willingness to continue 

working in child protection and welfare. Social exchange theory contends that social relationships 

formed between two partners, in this case a worker and their co-workers, can influence workplace 
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behaviour such as turnover (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005). Nearly all social workers on the 

five social work teams highlighted the high quality of social supports and inter-personal 

relationships with their co-workers, which influenced their commitment to colleagues and team, 

and which social workers’ explicitly linked with their retention. In the absence of regular and 

adequate supervision from supervisors, co-workers were addressing some of the unmet functions 

of supervision. For example in one team, they had developed a co-worker support group for social 

workers, and another team had developed a ‘buddy’ system between co-workers for new staff. 

Most teams arranged team days where staff had a day out, part training and part team-building, to 

help develop the cohesiveness of their team. It would appear that these initiatives are important 

and play an essential role in developing inter-personal relationships between co-workers. In an 

unintended way, the HSE recruitment embargo may have contributed to the capacity of teams to 

develop social support networks, as social workers are staying longer, which increases 

opportunities for the development of friendships and support networks. An analysis of the data 

also suggests that there is a camaraderie which can develop when working under duress as a result 

of criticism, lack of resources and a perceived lack of support from management and the 

organisation.  

 

Given their seminal role in the literature, professional supervision and social supports/exchanges 

as organisational factors influencing job retention and turnover were presented in their own 

section. The next section examines the other organisational factors implicated in the turnover and 

retention of child protection and welfare workers.  

 

5.4 Organisational factors 

In this section I examine organisational factors identified in the literature review as being 

important in influencing child protection workers’ decisions to stay and leave. The organisational 

factors examined in the following sections include caseload size and meeting the needs of 

children; ‘farming’ out the work and the perceived deskilling of social workers; accessing finite 

resources; organisational climate and culture; salary and promotional opportunities; variety in the 

work; alternative employment options, and other factors including violence, social work 

education, and ‘the buzz’ associated with the work and court work.   

5.4.1  Caseload size and its impact on meeting the needs of children 

The size of social workers’ caseloads and the resultant workload is a constant theme within the 

literature, but its influence on retention and turnover is much disputed (see, for example, Smith, 

2005; Tham, 2006). In the research interviews, social workers were most animated when talking 

about two factors in particular: supervision and the size of their caseloads. Social workers 

complained of high caseloads which they felt impacted on the quality of service given to children 
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and families due to time pressures, the ‘stress of conscience’ associated with reconciling the 

quality of service they would like to provide with what is actually possible due to caseload size 

and time constraints, the impact of these factors on their sleep, and how such high caseloads 

negatively impact upon the reputation of the sector. This section examines these issues, but to set 

this theme in context, it was important to first establish the exact caseload numbers and children 

that social workers were responsible for. 

 

As outlined in the literature review chapter, the quality of data on the number of children for 

which the HSE is responsible is either incomplete or out-of-date. In 2008, the HSE finally 

published data pertaining to 2005 (Health Service Executive, 2008a, 2008b, 2008c, 2008d). These 

datasets were not collated and Alan Shatter TD is on record in the Dáil (Houses of the Oireachtas, 

2008) and in the media (RTÉ, 2008b) as criticising the HSE and the Minister of State for Children 

and Youth Affairs for not publishing up-to-date data, and he also observed that these datasets 

were incomplete. For example, the HSE were unable to tell him how many children were on 

waiting lists for child protection and welfare social work assessments. I was also unable to rely on 

these datasets for figures on social workers’ caseloads as, curiously, the official datasets do not 

record this data. The dataset could tell me how many children came into care and how many new 

reports were received, but not how many children in total each social worker and department were 

responsible for.  

 

Initially, I asked social workers to provide data on their caseloads when completing their 

documentation sheet (Appendix E), but the quality of the data collected in this way was unreliable 

as many social workers admitted that the figures provided were estimates. To collect more 

accurate data on caseloads, an exercise was undertaken in the HSE ‘Area A’ in November 2006 to 

gather data on the number of children each social worker was assigned at the end of the month52. 

The HSE ‘Area A’ Child Care Information Unit supported the collection of this data and table 5.1 

presents the findings on the number of children assigned to each social work Whole Time 

Equivalent (SW WTE) in each of the five child protection and welfare social work teams. The 

table also shows how many children each internal department were responsible for:   

                                                      
52 From a statistical perspective, relying on caseload figures from one month is far from ideal. Due to the absence of other datasets for 

comparison, it is difficult to say whether November 2006 was a representative month. Nonetheless, given the persistently high number 

of reports received by this HSE and little change in the compliment of staff, it is likely to be an adequate representation. Since the 

completion of the study the HSE ‘Area A’ has installed a computerised client record system would now facilitate a more 

comprehensive and less labour intensive analysis of social workers’ caseloads. In November 2008 I spoke with a Principal Social 

Worker on one of the teams who ran a report on this system to compare the table below with social workers’ present caseload levels. 

The number of children each social worker is responsible for at the end of 2008 has remained more or less the same as the end of 2006, 

except in Duty where there had been a reduction. 
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Table 5.1: Caseload analysis, November 2006, HSE ‘Area A’ 

Team Department SW WTE No. of children No. of children 

per SW WTE 
Team 1 Duty 4 304 76 

 Intake 4.8 231 48 

 Long-Term 20 670 34 

  Subtotal 1,205  

Team 2 Intake 1.6 62 39 

 ‘Generic’/Long-Term 4.9 195 40 

  Subtotal 257  

Team 3 Duty 1.8 140 78 

 Intake 0.6 25 42 

 Long-Term 5.7 277 49 

 Managers53 2.8 23 8 

   Subtotal 465  

Team 4 Duty 4 168 42 

 Intake 4 182 46 

 Long-Term 8.6 340 43 

 Aftercare 0.5 14 28 

  Subtotal 704  

Team 5 Duty 1 30 30 

 ‘Generic’/Long-Term 12 508 42 

 Managers 3 48 16 

  Subtotal 586  

Total   3,217 Average = 41.3 

 

The findings presented in this table confirm social workers’ perceptions that they had high 

caseloads and were responsible for very large numbers of children. Most of the social workers in 

the HSE ‘Area A’ were responsible for 40+ children (average = 41.3 children), with duty team 

social workers in Team 1 and Team 3 having more than that 70 children assigned to each SW 

WTE. At the end of November 2006, child protection and welfare social workers in the HSE 

‘Area A’ were assigned a total of 3,217 children. At the end of 2006, the HSE had 781 children in 

care, received 411 children into care during the year and dealt with 2,388 new reports of 

suspected child abuse and requests for support (Child Care Information Unit, 2007). This is 

demanding and important work with vulnerable children and families, and the work can often be 

slow and labour-intensive, with supportive and preventative work being particularly so. How long 

would it have taken for a social worker to see each child on their caseload once?  

 

If one were to set an unrealistic scenario (no sick leave, planned work only, no emergencies, no 

court work, and so on) for a generic/long-term worker in Team 5 who was responsible for 42 

children, it would have take them from 1st November to the end of December to see each child 

                                                      
53 Social work managers in Team 3 and Team 2 ‘carry’ caseloads, whereas social work managers in the other teams do not have 

children ‘assigned’ to them. 
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once54. In the reality of everyday practice, the social worker would have at least 4-5 high-profile 

and intensive cases requiring daily contact, would spend days in court and other meetings, and 

would be constantly negotiating funding for, and access to, finite support resources for these 

children. Under these conditions, it could be six months before a social worker got time to visit 

some children and families on their caseload. How realistic is it then for these social workers, 

with such high caseloads, to provide a quality service to these children and families?  

 

In the literature review chapter, I presented Irish research which indicated that the ‘saturation’ of 

social workers’ caseloads is as important as the number of cases. Saturation refers to the small 

number of intensive and time-consuming ‘crisis’ cases which take up a disproportionate amount 

of social workers’ time (Social Information Systems, 2005). Caoimhe and Jessica explain: 
We all experience where there is one family for a particular time frame that will take up 

your entire week, your entire month, an entire 6 months and then the rest of your cases then 

just get abandoned, they shouldn’t but they do, because, whoever shouts loudest gets the 

attention, then all of a sudden the cases you have neglected for 3 months, 4 months, 5 

months, 6 months they start to jump and things start to happen in those case loads because 

you’ve neglected them (Caoimhe). 

 
… they don't see us for months, then we often get that - Who are you?  I thought that case 

was closed?  You know, ‘cos you haven’t been able to get back to them (Jessica). 

 

The consequences of the saturation effect of these cases is that the other children on the caseload 

become ‘neglected’; not only are they not receiving a service, but only when they reach a certain 

threshold of ‘crisis’ do they receive attention, by which time it is often too late to engage in 

preventative and supportive work. This practice reality is far from the ‘milk van’ approach (‘low 

key, discreet, inobtrusive, nurturing, regular, reliable, long term’) to building a therapeutic 

alliance and relationship building and more in common with a ‘fire brigade’ type response 

(‘sudden, one off, invasive, crisis driven, hyped’) (Harris, 1993 cited in Gilligan, 2004, p. 97).  

Jessica’s account highlights the difficulties of establishing and maintaining relationships with 

services users when there are such lengthy breaks between visits. Caoimhe’s use of the word 

‘neglect’ is interesting in that a system that is supposed to identify and address issues such as 

neglect in families is itself ‘neglecting’ these children due to high workload demands and time 

pressures as a result of high caseloads. The metaphor of ‘skimming’ was used by Nicole, a social 

worker who wants to stay, to emphasise succinctly the challenge of finding time to do in-depth 

quality social work with large caseloads. This point was also raised by Erin, a social worker who 

wants to leave: 
 

                                                      
54 There were 40 working days in November and December 2005. The calculation takes into account travel time, time for recording, 

duty days, report writing, telephone calls with other professionals, form filling and other tasks which social workers normally 

undertake in their daily work. 
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Nicole: … I suppose extra staff really … yes, case loads. 

KB: And what way would extra staff help you? 

Nicole: I suppose just like cases, you know, that we wouldn’t have so many cases that other 

people could take…divide them out equally you know.  So that we could spend more time 

actually on the work itself … Yes, I feel a lot of the time I am skimming and I hate that.  

Like I would love to just get into it and do it properly.  But you are under such time 

constraints with everything and everybody wants something yesterday … a lot of it is just 

crisis driven.   

 

I just feel that I am kind of barely touching everything instead of doing something in-depth 

(Erin).   

 

These social workers suggest directly and indirectly that child protection and welfare teams in the 

HSE ‘Area A’ are understaffed and that there are unrealistic expectations regarding social 

workers’ caseloads. The Child Care Manager’s office responsible for Team 1 in personal 

correspondence indicated that they have not received development funding for their social work 

departments since 2003 (Health Service Executive, 2007). The lack of growth in WTEs in the 

sector since 2003, together with the increasing number of children and families coming to the 

attention of these services (see figure 1.4 in Chapter One), results in social workers being 

responsible for greater numbers of children (waiting lists were not operated in this HSE at the 

time of the fieldwork and there were some reports that some of the teams are experimenting with 

waiting lists, although caseload numbers remain high). Social workers can get spread too thinly, 

‘skimming’ over the caseload which Jane, a social worker who wants to stay, connects with the 

quality of her practice: 
At times the size of the caseload, trying to meet all of your client's needs as I might perceive 

them.  That can be quite frustrating that I feel that I'm not maybe maintaining a level of 

practice for each of those individual cases that I might wish to … (Jane). 

 

The link between high caseloads and feelings of not being able to ‘do a good job’ as highlighted 

in Jane’s quote has also been associated with a loss of job satisfaction and as a factor in retaining 

social workers (The Scottish Parliament Information Centre, 2002). Making a difference with 

children and families becomes harder as cases that were ‘neglected’ may become worse due to a 

lack of attention. This may lead to emotional stress for social workers, who experience a ‘stress of 

conscience’, which is having insufficient time to provide quality care, being unable to live up to 

others’ expectations, deadening one’s conscience and lowering expectations regarding quality of 

service provision (Glasberg et al., 2007). The following quotations from social workers that want 

to stay (Ava, Caoimhe and Abigail) and Aoife, who wants to leave, illustrate this issue: 
Because things have fallen apart for … for want of being taken care of, or being addressed.  

And you know, or you end up having to deal with something on duty…or one of your own 

cases that has sort of just got further and further down to the bottom of the heap, even 

though you are kind of aware of it.  But it’s…it’s just, you know, been left there.  And you 
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see things go badly wrong, and you think, well, I could probably have prevented that, or 

gone some way towards preventing that.  So you actually feel….you can feel almost 

destructive. You can take on too much responsibility (Ava). 

 
… the guilt around not having enough time in the day and then when you don’t have enough 

time in the day the guilt around not being able to see the children that you need to see.  I 

think the guilt, the guilt is huge about to what you’re not getting done as opposed to what 

you are actually doing (Caoimhe).   

 

… it’s stressful.  It’s stress inducing, you know, when you have cases that you don’t get to 

(Abigail) 

 

I just focus on the things that I haven’t done and there is an awful lot that I haven’t done that 

I should have done and it’s families that are entitled to services and they are not getting it 

because they are on my caseload and I can’t get around to them and that is frustrating 

(Aoife). 

 

These social workers, who were all highly critical of the organisational conditions in child 

protection and welfare, highlight the stress for them of having insufficient time to provide a 

quality of care and having to lower expectations regarding this care. This must be a particular 

stress for social workers, as the children who are not in receipt of a service, or an inadequate 

quality of service, are children living in families where they may be at risk of abuse or their needs 

are not being met. Why, then, do social workers not seek to change these conditions? Nicole 

spoke about negative experiences of trying to make small changes on their team and feeling 

disempowered:  
… you have been knocked down so many times or whatever that people just feel 

like….what is the point in making any complaints that we don’t have this, this and this, 

because nothing changes. We would often have this at team meetings, that you know we 

don’t have, you know, x amount of foster placements for …we don’t have emergency 

placements.  And we have often, you know, written a letter or whatever.  And nothing 

comes out of it.  So you just feel like, what’s the point? (Nicole) 

 

Nicole’s team’s experience of not being listened to or having their views acknowledged or 

validated contributes to workers not feeling valued by the HSE ‘Area A’. Further evidence of the 

HSE’s approach to criticism from within could be seen in their response to the Prime Time 

Investigates (RTÉ, 2008c) programme on child protection and welfare. In the face of evidence 

presented by RTÉ, which mirrored the concerns of social workers in this chapter about the 

chronic under-resourcing and numbers of children at risk who were not receiving a service55, the 

first response of the HSE and the Minister of State for Children and Youth Affairs was to seek to 

                                                      
55 The HSE (Health Board) have a statutory responsibility under section 3 the Child Care Act, 1991 to identify and protect all children 

in its area who are not receiving adequate care and protection. 
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undermine the veracity of data provided by social workers, to deny that the system was under 

strain or that there were children at risk in the community who were not in receipt of a service 

(RTÉ, 2008a, 2008c).  

 

Furthermore, being seen to be critical of the HSE may result in negative consequences for social 

workers (social workers who participated in the Prime Time Investigates documentary were 

silhouetted and were not identified by name or team). For example, Tara suggests that there can 

be consequences in promotional terms:   
I know there would be a kind of an ethic, I think in general among social workers that you 

keep your head below the parapet and by nature all of us go in wanting to put our heads 

above it and wanting to actually take on the system or fight a little bit and that kind of sense 

of justice and injustice.  I think there is a huge ethic of how you do your job, you keep your 

head, if you in any way go against the grain well then you are going to meet that person 

across the desk at an interview.  You may have forgotten, but they will remember (Tara). 

 

In this instance it is unsafe to ‘go against the grain’ and social workers are socialised by the 

organisation not to be critical. On the other hand, there were social workers that were less critical 

of the system and more ‘accepting’ of the conditions. For example, Jessica is less questioning and 

we can interpret her quote in two ways: either this is a coping strategy to survive the workplace or 

evidence of the social worker’s socialisation by the organisation: 
At the same time I'm quite happy with the way things are working, I suppose, you just get 

used to the system that's in place and you have to work with it, I think like, I wouldn’t be 

challenging it all the time.  It's just I suppose like the reality of it is, is this is how it is now 

(Jessica). 

 

The impact of large caseloads on social workers’ health was also evident in the data. Clodagh 

highlighted how doing the work and large caseloads impacted on her sleep and resulted in unmet 

expectations of her social work practice: 
And you wake up in the middle of the night thinking, what is happening with that family, 

you know.  I mean when I signed up, I signed up for working with people and giving 

them…maybe it’s an idealistic viewpoint of social work, but I definitely did think I would 

be going to their home on a regular basis, I would be seeing them, you know, I would be 

working as part of a multi-disciplinary team.  There are cases now where childcare leaders 

work, I don’t work with the children, because I simply don’t have the time (Clodagh). 

 

Social workers in child protection and welfare, as illustrated here by Clodagh, are not always 

seeing children or doing direct work with children. A more in-depth analysis of social workers’ 

reduced involvement in ‘direct work’ with children and families is undertaken in the next section 

(5.4.2). The concerning aspect of this quote is the reduction in social workers’ frequency of visits 

to family homes. In a recent child abuse inquiry in the UK (Lord Laming, 2003), a key 

recommendation was that social work home visits were crucial in the assessment of children’s 
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circumstances and were directly related to the capacity of the system to protect children. Any 

reduction or cessation of social work home visits is highly questionable, irrespective of the 

reasons.  

 

To return to the theme of workloads and social workers’ health, a clash between excessive 

caseloads and social workers’ own professional expectations can lead  some to attempt to keep up 

with these demanding work conditions ‘at the expense of their own emotional health, with high 

levels of burnout as a result’ (Mor Barak et al., 2001, p. 653). Shauna, a social worker that wants 

to stay, points to the implications of high caseloads on her work-life balance:  
Shauna: Of course that creates stress which I’m trying to find ways of managing.  Because 

one of the ways that I manage it is to work after hours or to take things home with me and 

I’ve pretty much put a stop to that.  But as the role is right now, it’s not realistic.   

KB: And do you want to say a bit more about why you think it’s not realistic? 

Shauna: The amount of meetings, the expectations and desire to work with clients in a 

professional manner in a way they deserve you know, their integrity and the demands that 

are put on the social workers.  It’s not logical for our caseloads. 

 

Shauna’s coping strategy was to take work home in an attempt to try and keep up standards and 

cope with volume. She explains that expectations of social workers in child protection and 

welfare are unrealistic, with the effect that they are stressed about their integrity and their ability 

to provide a service and make a difference to clients who deserve a quality service.  

 

In this section, I have presented data on the high number of children that child protection and 

welfare social workers are responsible for in the HSE ‘Area A’. Both social workers that wanted 

to stay and those that wanted to leave were highly critical of the HSE ‘Area A’s’ expectation that 

they ‘carry’ and work with such high caseload numbers, which contributed to social workers’ 

perceptions that the HSE ‘Area A’ was not a supportive organisation which valued their 

contribution or cared for their well-being. Social workers outlined the negative consequences of 

this policy for both clients and themselves: social workers were under increased strain and clients 

were in receipt of a reduced-quality service. Social workers were particularly vexed at the HSE’s 

lack of investment in staffing and support services (for example, alternative care placements) to 

cope with the increased volume of work. For social workers that wanted to leave, the impact of 

high caseloads was significant in their decisions. What is clear from the data is that caseloads, but 

more specifically the impact of high caseloads on service users and social workers, is a key 

mediating factor in social workers’ experiences of child protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area 

A’. Social workers that want to stay are also unhappy about high caseloads, but other factors such 

as their commitment to the work, supervision, and social supports from peers helped them to stay. 

There may be a point reached where the stress and risk associated with carrying the responsibility 

for this volume of children may lead social workers that want to stay to change their decision, 

leading to avoidable turnover. Another consequence of high caseloads highlighted by social 
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workers in the study was their increased distance from direct service provision, a theme which 

will be examined in the next section.  

5.4.2 ‘Farming out’ the work and the perceived deskilling of social workers 

A recurring theme in the interviews was that of social workers becoming increasingly removed 

from direct service provision with children and families. Family support and prevention, while 

given credence in government policies and organisational practice guidelines (Department of 

Health and Children, 1999; Government of Ireland, 2000) had little resonance for many social 

workers in the study, who routinely called themselves - in a derogatory sense - ‘case-managers’. 

Social workers repeatedly described professional identity conflicts resulting from a variance 

between their expectations of professional practice, their training and the reality of the work. 

Research with social workers in UK mental health services found that social workers value face-

to-face direct contact with clients above all (Carpenter et al., 2003). Social workers professional 

identity conflict had its genesis in a perceived shift towards their work being defined in 

managerial terms (case-manager), rather than working with people. Anna, a social worker who 

wanted to leave, explained how the quantity of work led to the ‘farming out’ of work to others 

and Aoife, who had also decided to leave, described herself as being a delegator of work (a 

managerial function): 
As opposed to farming it out to other people because I hate just the idea of just ok you do 

this, you do that and you know referring to every, all these different agencies and, actually 

not doing the work yourself and then you are getting so many people involved in people’s 

lives as well (Anna). 

 

What I am doing is getting other people to do all the work.  I didn’t see it like that before I 

went in to it.  I didn’t see it that I was basically just a case manager who delegates work to 

other people. That’s the way I essentially see it now is that I just get some family that have a 

problem and I get on to other people to sort it out (Aoife). 

 

This ‘farming out’ of tasks results in social workers being increasingly removed from providing 

face-to-face interventions with clients and concern associated with the impact on service users of 

having multiple professionals involved in their lives. As entry thresholds to the system rise in 

response to rising workloads (Buckley, 2008), social workers increasingly work with the most 

serious cases, leaving them with a caseload of the most difficult and challenging ones. Using 

concepts from job characteristics theory (Oldham, 1996), this affects social workers’ capacity to 

experience contributing to change in the lives of children and families (task significance) and the 

variety of their skills used in the work (skill variety). Also, social workers feel deskilled as they 

are using less of their inter-personal and direct work skills:  
It is only the ones who are almost impossible to get an outcome that we are left with. Yeah, 

this is where burnout is going to come in … because if you don’t have a few good cases - 

preventative work you are not going to have any feel-good factor … if you don’t have the 

few nice cases, what we would call the feel-good cases, it is doing more harm than good, 
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because even though they might take up time, they sort of give you the spark to keep you 

going (Grace). 

 

So having that balance of the caseload so that there is nice stuff in there that you are 

occasionally visiting foster carers who are smiling giving you a cup of coffee coming in 

after your five visits to people that are literally you know flicking cigarettes at you as you 

go out the door. The balance is important (Hannah). 

 

Hannah and Grace both use the word ‘nice’ to describe the need to have ‘balanced’ caseloads 

where there are some cases with lower levels of risk and conflict, with a possibility of undertaking 

some supportive and preventative work. In other parts of their interviews, these social workers 

described how with increasing caseloads, many social workers are ‘left’ with the highest-risk and 

complex cases which are harder to work on. Abbey described the lack of emphasis on social work 

practice development and her role in ‘processing’ cases: closing them as fast as possible by being 

a case-manager:   
Abbey: I don’t necessarily feel that there is a motivation always to develop a team in a 

practice sense, that we essentially become case managers and our role is to keep taking on 

the cases, do the work, close them off, here is your next pile to….. 

KB: OK.  Where do you think that message comes from?   

Abbey: I think….I suppose some of it is naturally driven by the work load that we have.  A 

service has to be delivered. 

 

Social workers in the ‘rural’ teams were most likely to say that their teams still facilitated them to 

do more supportive and preventative work. Being on a ‘rural’ team allowed social workers to use 

a greater variety of their skills and talents, and to have more direct face-to-face contact with 

clients, which resulted in less ‘farming out’ of work to others. In the next quotation Jenna, a social 

worker in one of the ‘rural’ teams who wants to stay, compared what she believed happens in the 

city teams in the first part of the quote with her experience where she gets to do preventive work. 

This experience is shared by Shannon, a social worker in one of the other ‘rural’ teams: 
[Referring to one of the primarily city based child protection and welfare teams in the HSE 

‘Area A’] It’s very much case management, very crisis driven, a lot of paperwork, a lot of 

referring the families out.  If you are not bad enough, you know, we don’t even open the 

case.  You know, there is not a lot of preventative work being done, which I like here.  You 

know, we are opening cases that may not have been necessarily opened in other places, 

trying to do some prevention…trying to keep families together, and not just work with 

families who are in constant crisis.  Do you know…trying to get to families in an earlier 

stage (Jenna). 

 
I think so.  I do…yes.  But then you have to take the time to do it.  And I suppose if I didn’t 

do it, so I am responsible in a way.  Because I do plan my diary.  I have to put scheduled 

appointments in….over say three months I will have…and that has saved my sanity as well.  
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Because if you plan your diary and you do a bit of direct work each day or something nice 

each day (Shannon). 

 

Anna, a social worker in a ‘rural’ team who managed to run a supportive parenting group, 

identified her positive move away from the dominant practice orientation towards a different 

method of intervention which improved her relationship with clients: 
And like it was really positive to actually to have my clients there and do that work with 

them and for them to see me in a different light I think and I actually built a very good 

relationship with a couple of my clients (Anna). 

 

Relationship-building is also illustrated by Mya who believed that the bureaucratisation of social 

work (Howe, 1992) affected the reputation of the sector and social workers. Social workers who 

had decided that they wanted to leave were most likely to perceive that they had less opportunity 

to engage in preventative-type work than they expected, felt de-skilled by becoming more of a 

bureaucrat than a social work practitioner and highlighted the negative impact on service users: 
Frustrated.  I think the children get a bit of a raw deal in that respect.  I think that’s also part 

of what plays in to social workers having a bad rep you know and getting, you know, social 

workers maybe don’t care or aren’t as concerned about the child’s welfare. That we’re kind 

of aloof and busy doing our paperwork as opposed to you know, being hands on with the 

child (Mya). 

 

Aoife, a social worker who had decided to leave the work, described the value she placed on 

direct practice with children. She got most satisfaction from the work when she able to use her 

skills:   
… you could have a great day where you’d do a good piece of work with a child and that’s 

very satisfying as well (Aoife).  

 

However, Aoife, in other parts of the interview, described how this experience was infrequent, 

and in her next quotation she alluded to a growing ‘jealousy’ within child protection teams at the 

division of labour between social workers and community child care leaders, whom social 

workers saw as doing the ‘nicer’ pieces of work. Aoife’s decision to want to leave was directly 

related to her not being able to do enough direct practice with children and families, and she 

should be seen as an ‘avoidable’ leaver: 
I did honestly think I would stay because I love working with children, I love working with 

families.  Do you know, I do generally love the work but just see I see childcare leaders 

going off and I go, I’d love to be doing that now.  Taking kids places, doing things I’d like 

to do like (Aoife). 

 

In her interview, Ciara extends the analysis of social workers feeling deskilled by implicating 

social work managers in the process. She explained her work was largely bureaucratic and social 
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work managers allocated the direct work to others as they believed she does not have the skills for 

this type of work - work which traditionally would have been seen as a core social work task: 
I suppose you lose the skills, but a lot of the work I feel we do, we are writing court reports 

and writing reports for case conferences and all this and trying to get children into 

residential units and then any sort of direct work with children say if children need work 

managing their anger, that is done by a child care worker and it’s like, the child care 

workers are held in very high esteem.  I’m sure I could do that work but it’s like - No a 

childcare worker would have to do that work because it is so specialised. What more 

qualifications do they have than I have?  And I think a lot of those kind of skills they 

learned on the job through experience and by reading up on stuff.  It’s not like they are 

counsellors either (Ciara). 

 

The impractical nature of social workers taking on too much planned work with children is 

underscored by Claire, who identified the need to respond to crises. Her reluctant response to 

these pressures was to ‘farm out’ this work out to ‘therapeutic’ social workers on her team: 
We didn’t seem to have the time to do that and that would, that would need to be referred to 

others and that was frustrating that we were sort of clock-watching quite a lot.  Well, if we 

did try to take something on then a crisis would come up and we wouldn’t be able to 

commit to say six sessions every Thursday at three o’clock you know.  So I did find, I did 

find that hard.  I just find it hard that any activity such as life story work was passed on to 

do by the other team within [Name of Social Work Department] (Claire). 

 

Clodagh and Mya perceived that the HSE valued social workers fulfilling their managerial 

functions first and were less concerned about social workers actually meeting clients: 
… the mandate, have the paperwork done irrespective of how long it takes and how 

cumbersome it is … I would say 60% of my time is in the office doing paperwork. I signed 

up for working with people and giving them…maybe it’s an idealistic viewpoint of social 

work, but I definitely did think I would be going to their home on a regular basis … I don’t 

work with the children, because I simply don’t have the time.  So I may meet them, but the 

work is done by childcare leaders … (Clodagh). 

 

… if we were pulled up on our managing of the case, it would not be about, how much time 

have you spent with the child, what kind of quality time do you spend with the child as 

opposed to, are your case notes up to date and have you done such and such a form?  I 

mean, I have nightmares at night sometimes that I haven’t filled in some kind of form.   

Whatever, it never makes any sense but, yeah and I think unfortunately day to day [that’s] 

what it’s, what it’s more about sometimes (Mya). 

 

A recent BBC Panorama documentary which examined the death of 17-month-old ‘Baby P’ in 

the United Kingdom, also made the point that child protection and welfare social workers spend 

too much time on administration and computer work, which limits their contact time with service 

users (BBC, 2008). 
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In summary, social workers expressed disappointment and a sense of disillusionment at the 

limited amount of time they spent with children and families compared to the demands of their 

administrative tasks. However, social workers on the ‘rural’ teams were more likely to feel that 

they could structure their workload to engage in planned direct work with children and families 

and preventative work. It is difficult to see how social workers with large caseloads, with even 

fewer opportunities for ‘nicer’ pieces of work, can sustain themselves in the work. They are left 

mainly with the most complex, conflict-laden and high-risk cases, where opportunities for 

changes are fewer. It is important for social workers to feel like they can grow and develop, and to 

have a variety of work that utilised their skills and talents. Unfortunately, some social workers in 

the study felt that the opposite was the case; they were becoming more deskilled practitioners and 

more able bureaucrats. For the social workers that had decided to leave, another job that would 

provide them with more time for face-to-face work with clients and more opportunities to use 

their skills was significant in making their decision.  

 

Another organisational theme which arose in the data was the challenge associated with accessing 

resources to support these clients, and this issue will be examined in the next section.  

5.4.3 Accessing essential resources 

Social workers consistently identified what they considered to be the poor resourcing of services 

for children as being a significant factor in measuring feelings of accomplishment and success in 

their work, as was the perceived value of their work by the organisation and by society. To extend 

the analysis of this theme, which was briefly examined in the personal factors section (making a 

difference), social workers explained that their ability to meet the needs of children and families 

was reduced due to difficulties in accessing finite resources within the HSE for children and 

families. Social workers repeatedly described the lack of resources to implement care/protection 

plans as being significant in their ability to meet the needs of children, which, in turn, affected 

their job satisfaction and increased job stress. Social workers placed particular emphasis on 

difficulties associated with accessing two particular resources: alternative care placements for 

children who could no longer live at home, and mental health/therapeutic resources. Clodagh and 

Nicole described their feelings of ‘impotence’ and ‘inadequacy’ as a result of not being able to 

access such resources, which contributed to a sense of powerlessness:  
… a sense of impotence as well as a professional.  And you had of course the…the real 

sense that this person’s needs were not being met by the then SHB and that you were 

colluding at some level with depriving this young person of what they needed (Clodagh). 

 

… you just feel inadequate in many ways because you don’t have the resources to fulfil the 

needs that are there (Nicole). 

 

Social workers recognised that they were only one part of a larger system for children and 

families: without the support of other community services (for example, mental health services, 
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school placements, alternative care placements, psychology, and so on) social workers can only 

make a limited difference with their clients. Social workers compete within the organisation to 

secure finite resources on behalf of their clients, and their reconciliation with these conditions can 

be significant in their feelings of job satisfaction and stress. In the following quotes from two 

social workers who want to stay, we can see the frustration connected with not being able to 

access an essential resource such as alternative care placement: 
… a lot of it is resources.  You feel sometimes like you are banging your head off the wall.   

We don’t have any teenage fostering placements.  We have…only a select few have 

supported accommodation, you know, fostering placements are just impossible to find.  And 

we have a lot of the teenage kids now out of home.  And you feel like putting them into a 

hostel or whatever, it’s just not good enough.  And you…you feel then that you are failing 

the teenager (Nicole).  

 

I mean it’s…..it’s utterly abusive.  It’s ridiculous what is happening, you know.  I mean 

someone who was at the admissions panel for the applications to residential care the other 

day was saying that there were 16 applications in for that month, and one residential 

placement available (Ava). 

 

Caoimhe points out the consequences of this lack of resources, namely, that unsafe practice 

decisions were being made based on service availability rather than on need: 
Caoimhe: Foster placements, and I’m not talking about for troubled teens, I’m talking about 

babies, there are no foster placements. Full stop. 

KB:  How does that affect your job? 

Caoimhe: It means that we are working in a situation where we are basing our decision on 

whether or not to take a care order on a child and whether or not we will get a placement for 

them.  There are children on my caseload that we probably should have in care, but we 

cannot go into a courtroom and ask them to admit these children to care without a 

placement. 

KB:  How does that make you feel? 

Caoimhe: Horrible, because they are living in conditions that they shouldn’t be living in.  It 

has far-reaching consequences. 

  

Workers’ feelings of stress are compounded by the responsibility of keeping children at home in 

potentially unsafe conditions and the possible consequences for these children. Overly 

bureaucratic processes can act as a disincentive to apply to admission panels for residential care, 

which leads to further stress for social workers. Social workers described their engagement with 

extensive and lengthy bureaucratic admission application processes, not because there were 

placements available to protect children, but as a means for the organisation to protect itself by 

being seen to do something. Both Evan and Simon explain: 
Evan: … referral doesn’t stand a chance you know.   

KB: And why don’t they stand a chance? 
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Evan: I suppose the pressure….the pressure on resources, you know, the….the….it arises 

particularly now with the special care units and that type of thing … I notice increasingly is 

that it’s serving a kind of a gate keeping role….you know, having multiple copies of 

applications, do you know.  And there is one unit now …it’s gone from eight copies of 

everything to eleven copies of everything you know.  And it’s…it’s a couple of day’s 

effort…work tracking reports and then just…you know, photocopying them.  You know 

that tedium of …of just photocopying.  And then of sending off a box that high…a foot high 

of stuff you know…for the third or fourth time.  And then the refusal coming back. 

 

I would have a number of cases at the moment, one in particular, and you know the child 

that is clearly in need of….of protection for himself and for society and there are no places 

there for him.  That’s…that’s the bottom line here you know.  And I suppose there is a huge 

….I wouldn’t say a huge…but there is a large emphasis on the process involved in trying to 

get this child a place, even though there may not be a place there for him.  But you have to 

be seen….I suppose, there is sort of a liable issue at play here.  Like that you have to fill out 

you know these huge documents you know and….and fair enough they have to be filled out.  

But when you know that you are not going to get a place, what’s the purpose of all this, you 

know, when you could be out in the field I suppose and still trying to be there for him 

(Simon). 

 

There are at least two issues with the situation as described by Evan and Simon. Firstly, they are 

participating in lengthy and time consuming administrative processes to apply for placements 

which do not exist or which their clients are unlikely to secure, which takes time away from their 

direct work with children and families. Secondly, it appears that children are being left in unsafe 

environments as the HSE ‘Area A’ is unable to provide a safe alternative placement. This is in 

direct contradiction to the HSEs statutory responsibilities as outlined in the Child Care Act 1991 

and the Report of the Working Group on Foster Care which highlighted that ‘health boards have a 

corporate responsibility towards those in their care … [and that] there is a need to ensure that 

adequate attention and resources are allocated to the alternative care services’ (Department of 

Health and Children, 2001, p. 22). Given the pervasive nature of this issue in the data, there 

appears to be an avenue for further research to examine the extent of children being left in unsafe 

environments and being ‘supervised’ by social workers at home due to an inadequate supply of 

alternative care placements. I will address some of these research opportunities in the conclusion 

at the end of this chapter.   

 

The second set of resources which social workers described as problematic were the poor 

provision of therapeutic and mental health services for children. The need to develop counselling 

care and mental health services for children have been well documented (see, for example, Mental 

Health Commission, 2004; Houston, 2007). The social workers interviewed found that they were 

unable to access therapeutic services for their clients - children who had lived with adverse home 

conditions or who had been subject to severely abusive behaviours: 
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[I] expected I would be able to have these resources, I would be able to refer people on say 

for counselling. Say child abuse or children in care for instance, children in care don't have 

any counselling unless they are presenting with extreme difficulties …there is no budget in 

child protection for anything, no budget for counselling, it is only very extreme cases that 

you would apply for counselling. You have to apply to the child care manager and put it out 

there that this person needs extra, whereas it should be an everyday event, it should be 

available as part and parcel of the service (Grace). 

 

Social workers’ descriptions of little money for counselling supports reemphasises critiques of the 

child protection discourse which focuses on the identification and assessment of children and 

families in need, with less weight on the provision of therapeutic resources post-assessment 

(Ferguson, 2001). Aoife’s experience highlights the changing fiscal climate within the HSE in 

recent years and its impact on support services for children: 
… there is a waiting list so if somebody drastically needs counselling then tough, they can’t 

get it … They can’t get it because there is no money there and then you hear stories like oh 

if that was five years ago now there was loads of money … (Aoife). 

 

The responsibility and commitment that social workers feel towards children on their caseloads, 

particularly when the child’s home situation is affecting their welfare, leads to frustration when 

they are not able to access essential and indispensable resources. Social workers in the study 

appear to be questioning the HSE ‘Area A’s’ support for child protection and welfare work. 

Children that come into the contact with the system requiring family support, counselling or 

alternative care should be provided with these services as a right. However, social workers’ time 

is increasingly invested in bureaucratic processes and competing with each other for access to 

what appears to be a limited supply of these resources: 
… it generates an expectation … having a social worker etc. And it generates an expectation 

that we will find the resources or that we will be able to do x, y and z and we 

can’t….particularly, you know, making your decision to receive a child into care, saying 

that their situation at home isn’t adequate for them to be cared for by parents.  And then we 

don’t even have a psychologist available to meet that child’s needs.   Do you know…that 

is….not OK (Deborah). 

 

I think the consequences of it is very often that we have children who have been in very you 

know traumatic abusive situations and those children I suppose have got a message that, I 

have made a disclosure about something, I may have come into care because of it, why isn’t 

somebody helping me now?  Why ….why can’t I …you know, go and talk to somebody?  I 

think it…it’s a very …it gives them a very poor message in terms of what we now think 

about them.  Do you know….that we….we can’t you know provide a service to them.  And 

I suppose you know there are kids that become a bit more messed up because of it (Abbey). 

 

These quotations from Deborah and Abbey, two social workers who had decided they wanted to 

leave, illustrate the potential consequences of the limited supply of these services for children. 
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This theme played a role in social workers’ decisions to stay or leave, but it was not a key factor 

on its own for social workers’ decisions to want to leave. It appears to be a mediating factor 

which can compound other factors. Social workers did not expect that there would be a bounty of 

resources, but neither did they expect it to be quite so bad. Social workers’ abilities to reconcile 

themselves with the reality of this situation appear significant. The apparently deteriorating level 

of resources as a result of a fiscal tightening policy under way in the health service as outlined by 

Minister for Health Mary Harney (Wall, 2008), may suggest that services for children and 

families could be even more stretched, and there is a need for social work as a profession to 

collectively engage with the HSE and government to advocate on behalf of these children and 

families. Furthermore, the challenge of accessing resources contributed to social workers’ 

perceptions of the climate and culture of the organisation and this theme is examined in greater 

depth in the next section. 

5.4.4 Organisational climate and culture 

Other sections in this chapter also address themes which contribute to social workers’ experience 

of the organisational climate and culture within child protection and welfare social work in the 

HSE ‘Area A’. These themes included: perceived organisational support from the HSE; 

administrative burdens; quality of supervision; relationships with and social supports from 

managers; job induction for newly-qualified graduates; salary; working conditions, and being 

listened to by the organisation. This section presents additional data on the culture and climate in 

child protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’. This data examines: the organisation’s response 

to the impact of the work on workers’ health; ‘proving’ that you can do this work; what it means 

to be constructed as a ‘good’ or ‘reliable’ worker; not being able to control your workload; an 

ethic of care and commitment to clients, and the degree of autonomy experienced by social 

workers. 

 

Ava, a social worker who wanted to stay, described the organisational culture in child protection 

and welfare as an unsafe environment where you could not be seen to be affected by the work:  
… it just isn’t acceptable, it’s not safe to say that you are stressed by the job, and that it’s 

affecting you in the sense that you need time off, or that you….or that it’s affected your 

physical health.  It’s not safe to put out …that out there clearly to your line manager … It’s 

not safe in terms of your employment.  And people wouldn’t consider that it was safe 

to….you know, if you reached a point where, for instance, you were being asked to attend 

the occupational physician. But that could affect…that can affect your employment, your 

contract and your employment, you know, the viability of that with the HSE.  Or how you 

will be viewed maybe in terms of being a whole or reliable sort of person, yes (Ava). 

 

This very experienced social worker who in another part of the interview described how she had 

stretched herself to respond to children and families in need despite the serious personal affects on 

her health, felt that it was important to be seen to be a ‘reliable’ worker in spite of the 
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consequences. Ava’s description suggests an unsympathetic organisational culture and climate 

towards social workers who feel stressed or whose health is affected. In conjunction with the 

findings presented in the supervision section, it is concerning that social workers perceive their 

managers and the organisation in such a manner, and in Ava’s case, to feel unsafe to articulate 

feelings for fear that it could affect her employment and/or reputation.  

   

To build on Ava’s description of the organisational culture and climate social workers explained 

that they must be able to cope with the high demands of the work and wanted to prove that they 

could do it. Robyn, Mya and Sophia, three social workers that wanted to stay, used interesting 

language to describe their efforts to stay in this work: ‘failure’, ‘beaten’ and ‘not wanting to throw 

in the towel’: 
… not being this big failure who was beaten by the system do you know (Robyn). 

 

… it’s a bit of a, a, a pride thing and kind of, you know, not wanting to throw in the towel 

(Mya). 

 

... when I am having bad days, and I am saying, well feck this I am out of here you know.  

And then when I have calmer days where I would sit and think, I say I am not going to be 

beaten by this.  There is work to be done here.  I think I can do it.  I want to see what I am 

like (Sophia). 

 

In their interviews, these social workers all described their working conditions as challenging, but 

are actively working at trying to stay, despite these conditions. This type of strategy may be a 

defensive strategy to counter ambivalence and conflicted feelings, by fighting rather than flight. 

These social workers were in a ‘battle’ not to allow the system to beat them, suggesting a less 

than supportive organisational culture and also a desire to prove themselves in these conditions. I 

will return to this theme of ‘proving’ oneself in child protection and welfare in significant depth in 

Chapter Six. 

 

Erin, a social worker who wants to stay but has decided to leave because of a lack of 

organisational support, expressed a view that setting limits and saying no to more work may be 

interpreted negatively within the organisational culture. Like Ava above, who described what she 

understood to be a ‘reliable’ worker, Erin questioned what it meant for her to be a ‘good social 

worker’: 
I was given a new case five weeks ago that I knew ….like you know I was told to hold it.  

But you know there is no holding in long-term.  And I already felt…I mean I was doing on 

average maybe you know five hours TOIL [time off in lieu] you know a week and I was 

being told not to be doing that.  So it certainly wasn’t by choice that ….that I was doing it.  

And being given a new case then on top of that.  So that’s …you just wonder then how am I 

meant to do this, you know?  And then you wonder should you make noise?  And then you 

are wondering, if you make noise, does that mean you are not a good social worker?  You 
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don’t know how far you can push that.  You don’t know who you can…I suppose I mean 

human nature being human nature you don’t know who you can….you could trust with that 

you know (Erin). 

 

Erin’s description of the HSE not protecting her caseload by setting limits on its size has been a 

common theme in the study. During the period of the research, the HSE ‘Area A’ did not operate 

waiting lists, therefore the responsibility and anxiety for pending new cases was felt at the ‘front-

line’ practice level rather than being contained by higher management. This led to social workers 

feeling unprotected by the HSE ‘Area A’ as they were unable to ‘control’ the size of their 

workload and the volume of the work. As part of the study, I spoke with principal social workers 

on child protection and welfare teams in other parts of the country that operated waiting lists. It is 

not possible to discuss the merits and demerits of waiting lists in child protection and welfare 

departments here. It is my intention only to note that there are child protection and welfare teams 

in other parts of the country that acknowledge that there is a limit to the amount of work a social 

worker can do and that it is the responsibility of the agency to manage and hold extra work 

beyond a certain threshold56. The principal social workers that provided the data in the footnote 

felt that their policy of capping caseloads and using waiting lists had helped them to improve the 

retention of child protection and welfare social work staff. 

 

Even though some social workers did not feel valued by the organisation, they were prepared to 

work exceptionally hard to ensure their clients got a good service and to protect their reputation, 

suggesting a strong ethic of care and a commitment to clients, rather than a commitment to the 

HSE ‘Area A’:   
I think because of the, I think because of the clients.  I felt bad because the caseload that I 

got had had a high turnover before me.  Some of the clients on my caseload had had five 

social workers in four years and I just felt, I can’t walk out on them now you know.  I was 

just getting to know them and if I walked out, you know, I just would have felt very guilty.  

And also it’s a bit of a, a, a pride thing and kind of, you know, not wanting to throw in the 

towel … Seriously though, the working with, with clients definitely makes me want to stay 

(Mya). 

  

Thus, Mya’s commitment to her clients contributed to her decision to stay, despite a low level of 

commitment to the organisation. Similar to the finding of the Mor Barak et al. (2006) study, 

nearly all of the social workers expressed low levels of commitment to the organisation, but high 

levels of commitment to the work and service users. However, despite some social workers’ 
                                                      
56 Data from telephone interviews with principal social workers in other HSE child protection and welfare teams. Principal social 

worker Crumlin team, HSE Dublin South West: cap of 12-15 families per social worker. Principal social worker, Mayo team: cap of 

15-20 families for ‘generic’ social workers and children in care social workers operate a cap of 20 children. Principal social worker 

Ballymun team: cap of 12-15 families per social worker. Barnardos’ family support team: 7 families per worker which equates to 12-

18 children (max). Data collected from telephone interviews during April and May 2007 and permission was granted to include data in 

this thesis. 
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commitment to the work and clients, their use of language suggested that the organisational 

culture and climate gave the message that they were ‘expendable’: 
I don’t particularly feel valued by management.  I think, in some ways I think we’re looked 

at as quite expendable (Mya). 

 

They got a lot of fresh meat for the fodder, you know.  There is a lot of new…..newly-

qualified social workers started working there, who were all incredibly enthusiastic, who are 

all now thinking of leaving (Kelly). 

 

I could never get my head around it.  I said, but like why…why would we not ….why 

would we not be supported in…in as much as we possibly could be to do the job, rather than 

going the opposite, completely the opposite direction in no support and everything else, and 

working conditions and all that. Why would that be? Like and why wouldn’t…why 

wouldn’t the Health Service [Executive] want to have people that are there on a regular 

basis on a permanent basis and that sort of thing?  And then my thinking around it at that 

stage was, sure you just get people coming in and out and it churns around and churns.  So 

there is no change to it (Isabelle). 

 

Words such as ‘expendable’, ‘churn’ and ‘fodder’ suggest an organisational culture with a low 

incentive to address retention: there will always be a new supply of graduates willing to take your 

place if you are troublesome or cannot cope with the work. Isabelle pointed out that the HSE 

‘Area A’ is fully aware of the issues, but is puzzled by its apparent lack of interest in making 

changes. She argued in another part of the interview, that a good supply of new graduates at the 

time reduced the need for the organisation to make changes.   

 

In addition to the support of colleagues, which contributed positively to the climate on teams, the 

data analysis identified one other specific positive factor which contributed to the organisational 

culture and climate. This positive related to the degree to which social workers felt that they had 

autonomy in undertaking their work. Autonomy and control over decisions is identified in job 

characteristics theory and the literature as an important factor that influences a worker’s 

experience of the work and attitudes towards the organisational culture and climate (Hackman and 

Oldham, 1980; Audit Commission, 2002; Stalker et al., 2007). Sophia and Lucy, two social 

workers who wanted to stay, compared their current high level of autonomy in child protection 

and welfare with previously held non-social work jobs: 
In comparison to my old job where I used to work in the [business sector]….one other 

positive thing is, and this is hugely important…that you have a degree of autonomy 

(Sophia). 

 

Coming from where I came from, where you would have to check everything, it’s very 

business environment, I think [in child protection and welfare] you have an awful lot of 

freedom in terms of when you meet people or putting in appointments or, except for huge 

decisions, you obviously have to talk to a line manager about it (Lucy). 
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Social workers in the study defined autonomy in terms of their ability to schedule their work, and 

freedom and independence in undertaking and choosing how to approach the work. Job 

characteristics theory examined in Chapter Two, argues that workers are more satisfied in their 

work when their job facilitates a good degree of autonomy (Hackman et al., 2000). The following 

quotations, taken from a large file of quotations on this topic, illustrate this theme: 
I really love what I am doing and I really appreciate that I feel that within the work I still 

have, sort of, a little bit of leeway of where I want to put my emphasis and what I want to do 

… Like for example, working with the students, there was no problem doing the course the 

10 months post-graduate degree, I ran parenting courses, for a couple of years I was very 

interested in asylum seekers, that kind of work …I would hate a job where I would know 

exactly whatever from 9-5 and from Monday to Friday that’s what you do and there is no 

leeway whatsoever (Thomas). 

 

I haven’t been told yet that's something you can't do (Jessica). 

 

The discretion is huge (Aoife).   

 

… that was always my experience (high autonomy).  Yes.  And that was, that was one of the 

positives that kept me here … I think people respond to being given I, I, generally I think.  

You get the odd few but in general I think people respond to being given the, that kind of 

control over their own (Robyn). 

 

in just practically like from scheduling you know your work load, yes I think…yes, I would 

say that there is quite a fair bit of autonomy (Lucinda). 

 

the managers have never…they have allowed you to develop practices as opposed to 

bringing down too much on all the red tape and the….although the forms and all that has 

come in and keeps coming in.  There was….somehow there was always a balance I think 

(Shannon).   

 

Yet a deeper analysis of the data showed some limitations regarding some social workers’ sense 

of autonomy. They were autonomous in scheduling their diary and choosing intervention 

methods, but high caseloads and policy and legislative imperatives limited their autonomy when it 

came to their desire to undertake more preventative work. Both Jessica and Lucinda, two social 

workers who want to stay, explain: 
Not always because, I find you're so, you know, because you're so tied to high case loads 

and tied by laws and guidelines, that you don't get to focus on prevention all the time, which 

probably is very frustrating, because there are sometimes you could probably, if you had the 

time and the resources you could do fabulous pieces of work with families but you just can't 

… can't because you have fifty something other families that need you ... (Jessica). 
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I think they think we are robots and just should do it … Just do our jobs according to you 

know the nice ethos and the standards and the procedures. … I do, I think we do get 

freedom, I mean I would practise maybe different from a colleague, but I mean, obviously 

within reason (Lucinda).    

 

Overall, the level of autonomy, freedom and independence to manage their own diary and work 

without close supervision was highly valued by social workers. Having high levels of autonomy 

and flexibility was consistently identified by social workers as an aspect of the organisational 

culture that they rated highly. Most of the social workers, both wanting to stay and leave, felt that 

they had high levels of autonomy and flexibility, which they defined as a positive in the work. 

Despite the increasing amount of bureaucracy as a result of legislation and practice procedures, 

social workers still felt that it was not pervasive enough to stifle their autonomy, but limitations 

on their autonomy to chose an intensive preventative practice approach with a family was 

imposed by caseload size.   

5.4.5 Salary and promotional opportunities 

Economic theories of turnover consider the role of labour markets in explaining turnover and 

focus on factors such as the availability of job alternatives or perceived job alternatives, reward 

and investments or ‘sunk’ costs’ (Morrel et al., 2001, p. 227). Also, in social exchange theory, 

employees have expectations that their efforts are reciprocated by employing organisation through 

the exchange of economic resources such as salary and promotional opportunities (Cropanzano 

and Mitchell, 2005). Social workers in this study were asked whether they felt they were 

adequately rewarded for the job that they undertook, which included views on their salary. Table 

5.2 provides a comparison of salary scales for social workers in Ireland, the United Kingdom, and 

the United States of America:57 

                                                      
57 Salary scales for the UK and the USA are not intended to be indicative of their respective country but a general guide. Unlike 

Ireland, each county/state/borough has a different salary scale for child protection and welfare staff. Currency conversion rates used 

were August 2008. 
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Table 5.2: Social work salary scale comparisons (Ireland, UK and USA) 

Country Grade Entry salary and 

date 

Maximum salary 

and number of 

points on scale 

Ireland Senior Social Work Practitioner €50,001(Mar. ’08) €64,925 (8 points) 

 Professionally Qualified Social Worker €44,701 (Mar. ’08) €59,211 (10 points) 

    
United Kingdom Hackney (Central London) €36,937 (Jun. ’08) €46,074 

 Social Worker (general scale) €24,963 (Oct. ’07) €36,935 

    

United States Social Caseworker I (Rhode Island) €25,708 (Jun. ’07) €29,640 (5 points) 

  Social Caseworker II (Rhode Island) €27,532 (Jun. ’07) €32,032 (5 points) 

 Chief Casework Supervisor58 (R. Isl.) €41,667 (Jun. ’07) €47,219 (5 points) 

    

Sources: (Andalo, 2006; Swift, 2007; Department of Health and Children, 2008; Prospects, 2008). 

 

Social workers working in child protection and welfare in the Health Service Executive are well 

paid compared to child protection workers in other countries. Social workers in Ireland also have 

better salaries than many other professions in Ireland, and compared to Gardaí and teachers, have 

a significantly shorter time before they reach the top of their salary scale. A comparison between 

these Irish professions and grades is presented in table 5.3:  

Table 5.3 Salary scale comparisons between HSE social work and other professions/grades in Ireland 

Grade Entry Salary Maximum Salary 

Senior Social Work Practitioner (HSE) €50,001 (Mar. ’08) €64,925 (8 points) 
Professionally Qualified Social Worker (HSE) €44,701 (Mar. ’08) €59,211 (10 points) 
Social Care Leader  €45,683 (Mar. ’08) €53,685 (7 points) 
Speech and Language Therapist €39,017 (Mar. ’08) €51,979 (12 points) 
Social Care Worker €34,357 (Mar. ’08) €45,939 (10 points) 
Staff Nurse €31,098 (Mar. ’08) €45,406 (11 points) 
Teacher (Primary, Secondary & VEC) €31,028 (Mar. ’08) €61,816 (25 points) 
Probation and Welfare Officer59 €31,628 (Mar ’08) €62,074 (15 points) 
Community Welfare Officer €30,026 (Mar. ’08) €59,587 (16 points) 
Garda Síochaná €26,439 (Mar. ’08) €47,507 (19 points) 

     

Sources: (Department of Education and Science, 2008; Department of Finance, 2008; Department of Health 

and Children, 2008; Department of Justice Equality and Law Reform, 2008). 
 

                                                      
58 Equivalent to the Principal Social Worker grade in the Republic of Ireland.  
59 Probation and welfare officers are paid under the ‘Engineer Grade III and Professional Accountant Grade III’ civil service salary 

scale. Probation officers with a professional social work qualification would be offered a salary commensurate with their training and 

practice experience and would therefore be unlikely to begin at the entry point of this scale. 



 148 

There were mixed views amongst social workers in the study as to whether they felt that the level 

of remuneration was adequate for the work undertaken. Social workers that wanted to stay said:  
It is a well-paid job (Jessica). 

 

I’m not a martyr.  We get well paid (Holly). 

 

I think it’s a good [salary].  You know, the increment system, the way it works … the 

overall package I think is pretty good, yes (Evan). 

 

I wouldn’t consider the salary good.  It’s only OK, for the job we do, it’s an OK salary 

(Isabelle). 

 

… what people actually work hours wise.  You know, and I they think they should be paid 

more.  Because there is more responsibility involved (Kelly).   

 

… we are actually on the same salary as Community Welfare Workers, who do a six weeks 

training course60 … Irish Social Workers are well paid in comparison to [name of home 

European country removed] ones61 (Laura). 

 

I feel we’re paid quite well. Shortly after I arrived I found out that the childcare leaders and 

workers on a very similar scale and the work is vastly different or the demands of the job 

are vastly different so I have dissatisfaction with that (Shauna). 

 

Social workers that wanted to leave said: 
No.  I don’t think it is good at all … I feel that the job is very much mentally draining and I 

know people who do work that’s just far easier who are on more money and again they say, 

there like two of my brothers they are on away more than me and it’s for like and electrician 

and plumber and I’d be thinking oh my God and they don’t talk back to you you know they 

just work with wires and you just work with pipes and they’re on more money and they but 

then it’s all relative isn’t it? Like as far as, but no to answer that question, I don’t think I am 

on enough money at all (Aoife). 

 
I don’t think we are paid half enough for it …for the amount of responsibility that you have 

… my son is going to embark on a four year apprenticeship next June and he….by the time 

he qualifies he will be earning more money than me  (Denise).   

 
… if you want to attract, not so much attract the best, but keep the best, because there are 

some fantastic social workers that I work with at the moment.  They are brilliant like.  And 

they need to be commensurate you know in a similar fashion like, whether it’s the…on the 

probation officer scale or stuff like that like you know (Simon). 

 

                                                      
60 See table 5.3 above for exact comparison between HSE social work and community welfare officers. 
61 Name of home country removed as it would lead to the identification of this social worker. 
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In short, social workers that wanted to stay were more likely to define their pay as good or 

sufficient, whereas those who wanted to leave were more likely to define their pay as inadequate. 

Dissatisfaction with salary was often linked with a comparison with salaries in other 

professions/disciplines, tasks and responsibilities vis-à-vis the salary, and tasks and 

responsibilities of a child protection and welfare social worker. Simon argued that if the salary 

was improved in line with the grade of probation officer then there may be an increased likelihood 

that social workers would be retained62. The Irish government since the late 1990s have 

specifically increased the pay of social workers to reflect more accurately their responsibilities 

and to aid retention. In addition to pay, other general employment conditions were perceived by 

social workers to be valuable, such as: time off in lieu (TOIL), security of tenure through 

permanency, state pension scheme, career break scheme, flexibility in taking time off, length of 

holiday leave, and so on. Isabelle, a social worker who will stay, but would probably leave were it 

not for her mortgage and bills, explains:  
Why I stay? I stay because I have a mortgage and I have bills and it’s a permanent position.  

I have…the Health Service have been excellent around taking time off, taking the career 

break.  That’s a very nice perk to have.  It ties you into pensions and stuff like that 

(Isabelle). 

 

Denise, another social worker who wants to leave, described how the salary and employment 

conditions contribute to her staying: 
KB: And why didn’t you leave …? 

Denise: Mortgage and three children.  They are an expensive commodity … if I am being 

very very honest with you I would say I am still in this job because I have a mortgage, right, 

that’s the primary reason.  Very closely in behind that is I…I am still deriving great 

satisfaction from what I do (Denise). 

 

Other social workers in the study also noted how a permanent job with a good salary and some 

‘perks’ (see sample employment conditions above) are helpful in meeting the financial needs of 

having a family and children. Social workers’ job searches led them to conclude that other social 

work jobs in the community were unable to match these employment conditions, a factor which 

helped to keep them in the job. 

 

A recent welcome and progressive policy initiative in the HSE has been the introduction of a new 

senior social work practitioner grade63 designed to value and retain experienced social work staff 

at direct service provision level who were looking for a non-managerial progression option. Such 

                                                      
62 See table 5.3 for a salary comparison. A pay ‘relativity’ between HSE social work and the ‘general service grade’ of probation 

officers (civil service) is unlikely, as previous benchmarking processes have not established such a link. Nonetheless, table 5.3 clearly 

shows that any historical gap in pay between these two posts is no longer the case.    
63 The responsibilities of the new senior social work practitioner grade include: the induction of new staff, training of social work 

students, development of training plans for social work staff, and ‘holding’ a practice caseload (Health Service Executive, 2005). 
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a grade was proposed in a recent article in the British Journal of Social Work (Healy et al., 2007), 

with the authors arguing that it could assist with the retention of experienced workers in child 

protection. The link between this grade and the retention of social workers was also noted in an 

IMPACT (2006) trade union discussion paper on social work structures. Social workers in the 

study had noted that opportunities for promotion to managerial grades were more limited as fewer 

managers were leaving their posts in child protection and welfare. However, this new grade was 

still being implemented in Ireland during the fieldwork period of this study, therefore there was 

insufficient time and data to analyse its affect upon retention. This might be an interesting focus 

for future research. 

5.4.6 Variety in the work  

The broad scope of the work in child protection and welfare was seen by these social workers as 

being another important factor which contributed to their job satisfaction and experience of the 

work. The following sample quotations, selected from a voluminous file of quotations on variety, 

illustrate this. All of the quotations are from social workers who had decided to stay, except for 

Caitlin who wanted to leave: 
I think it’s so diverse really. Child protection is never, there’s never a dull moment … I 

think every day is kind of different (Lucy). 

 

You would never be bored, plenty of variety (Ciara). 

 

I like meeting the variety of families we meet, I suppose the different categories, like you 

know even looking at child welfare and all the different parts that come with Child Welfare, 

it's so broad.  I mean I like the variety in the job (Jessica). 

 

I like the variety of it.  I…I wouldn’t be a type that I would….you know, I like being out of 

the office.  I like, you know, that there is some…a new challenge really…most days in a 

way, even though it is repetitive as well.  It’s kind of a funny mix.  It can be very repetitive.  

And yet it’s …it’s new all the time.  So it doesn’t get boring in that sense (Lucinda). 

 

There is plenty of variety, yes. Yes, yes, definitely.  I mean you have links….I mean even 

linking in with other professionals, you know, there is so much variety there….GPs….the 

mental health, anything, you know.  You….in families you have all different sorts of issues 

you know.  And no two families are the same, or no two people are the same.  It’s… there is 

constantly variety.  You could never say this job was boring (Nicole).   

 

It is hugely varied, you know.  Like no two days are the same.  You are not sitting behind a 

desk all day.  I mean you are out and about, you are meeting different people.  You are 

going to meetings.  You are going to court.  You are meeting families.  You are meeting 

children.  I mean there is…I think there is huge variation in it (Caitlin).  
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Social workers described the variety of the work, in terms of where the work was undertaken, the 

diversity and volume of people and services with which they interacted, and the wide scope of 

practice issues which they had to deal with. As a result, social workers were unlikely to feel 

‘bored’ with the job. However, despite the general view that this variety was a positive, there 

were some exceptions to this view. Lucinda, a social worker who wants to stay, said: 
The variedness can have its disadvantages as well, because I mean the way we work….I 

mean we are not specialised in any one area.  I mean we are not specialised on you know 

families with alcohol problems.  You are not specialised on sexual abuse or whatever.  So 

you are kind of…..you are a jack of all trades which can be a bit dodgy at times too you 

know (Lucinda). 

 

Lucinda questioned whether having such a wide variety of work, which contributes to social 

workers having a more generalist knowledge and skills base rather than one or two specific areas 

of expertise, was the best approach to practice. Aoife, a social worker who wanted to leave, also 

raised questions about the variety of the work:   
The variety of work.  It’s basically the same. I think there’s not much of a variety really. It’s 

the time I’d say because you would have to get the time off work but no the variety of work 

it is like there’s a lot of variety but it’s the same then like as in the work varies a lot but you 

do it all the time if you know what I mean. It’s, there’s a lot of variety but it is repetitive 

like.  I do it every day (Aoife). 

 

On the one hand she was saying it has some variety, but on the other hand it could still become 

repetitive.  

 

In summary, social workers in the interviews described how even though there was huge variety 

in the work, over time the tasks and roles could become familiar, leading to fatigue. They also 

talked about the desire to develop specialist knowledge in a particular area (child sexual abuse, 

domestic violence, children seeking asylum, and so on) as a way to keep the job interesting, and 

others describe the merits of rotating jobs within their team. Team 1 operates a rotation system 

where staff can apply to move every two years, which social workers described as a positive 

factor. These social workers clearly enjoyed the variety of the work, which included the diversity 

of the locations in which it was undertaken, the variety of practice issues, and the diversity of 

families, professionals and services with whom they came into contact. Social workers who 

enjoyed the variety of the work invariably highlighted a link between the variety and the 

opportunities that this offered for professional growth. A recurring theme in the data was social 

workers highlighting the fact that the work was at least ‘not boring’, particularly when making 

comparisons with previous jobs. While social workers in the study did not explicitly say that they 

had decided to leave because the job was not varied enough for them, some social workers did 

feel that after a number of years in a post they felt the need for a new challenge. Furthermore, 

internal rotation policies and opportunities promotions contributed to social workers’ feeling that 
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they could continue to learn and grow and this helped them to stay in the work. Social workers 

who perceived that they were stuck in their caseload with no opportunity for change were more 

likely to express dissatisfaction. When social workers feel the need to grow and develop and the 

organisation does not offer this opportunity either through promotion or job rotation, they may 

decide to leave for alternative employment outside the team or outside of the organisation 

altogether. In the next section, I examine the role of the availability of job alternatives in retaining 

social workers in child protection and welfare.  

5.4.7 Alternative employment options 

Economic theories seek to explain turnover by emphasising the role of the labour market. Such an 

analysis places a focus on the supply and demand of labour, job search behaviours, the 

availability of job alternatives or perceived alternatives, and rewards such as salary and 

employment conditions. In this section, I examine data that relates to social workers’ perceptions 

of job alternatives and their analyses of the relative merits of child protection and welfare as a job 

when compared to job alternatives. A dominant theme in the study, both in data from those who 

wanted to stay and those who wanted to leave, was the perception that the labour market for social 

work was presently tight, with few job alternatives: 
In previous years they could leave.  The situation at the moment with no jobs going and if 

you look in the papers for the last three years or whatever it is, there is no jobs going.  So 

what’s happened here on the team is that a lot of the same people are here and haven’t 

moved for a long time because they can’t move, which in itself causes a lot of …a lot of 

problems … They are not moving on to another team like…like we would have done before 

in fostering or adoption.  And there is just no posts coming up at all.  My feeling is that the 

whole thing is stagnated, and the people that are in child protection at the moment have no 

way out of that (Isabelle). 

 

Isabelle describes how traditional exit pathways from child protection and welfare internally 

within the HSE to adoption or fostering were perceived to be restricted and also that external jobs 

were now in limited supply. Some social workers felt this limited availability of job alternatives, 

or the perception of this limited availability, was a factor which contributed to their retention: 
I see, well I hear everyone desperately looking for any other job that’s out there and there’s 

just nothing at the moment (Hannah). 

 

No jobs to go to … in fact more people would be gone if there were jobs to go to (Kelly). 

 

On one of the teams where there has been considerable unrest amongst social workers concerning 

their working conditions, leading to conflict with management and the instigation of industrial 

relations mechanisms, there was a 5% turnover rate. When this very low rate was queried with 

one of the social workers, she commented that the lack of available employment resulted in 

stability and lower turnover: 
KB: I did understand from the ‘grapevine’ that the atmosphere on the team was….. 
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Kelly: Sucks. 

KB: Why was nobody leaving?  … 

Kelly: No jobs to go to…. and in fact more people would be gone if there were jobs to go to. 

 

The limited availability of job alternatives was a particular issue for the more ‘rural’ teams (Team 

2, Team 5 and Team 3) due to the small size of the towns and potential long commutes to access 

alternative employment. Nicole, a social worker who wanted to stay, said: 
Nicole: I suppose convenience is one thing.  OK, I am not going to travel out of the county 

or whatever.  So…and the options here are limited.  You do get a sense of satisfaction from 

the job, despite all the negative things that I have said….through all of this, but you do get a 

sense of satisfaction from it.  And it’s a good feeling.   

KB: It’s a good feeling? 

Nicole: You know, it’s a good feeling to get that, you know.  And when you do see changes 

it’s good.  Every job has its stresses…everything…you know, there is problems in every 

job.  So why not be in this one?  

 

Nicole describes her job satisfaction from the work, but also the stress and the negative aspects of 

the job. The convenience of staying in child protection and welfare was also part of her decision 

to stay as she would have to relocate or commute out of the county to take up an alternative job. 

Nicole is also balanced in her decision-making as she is realistic when identifying that all jobs 

have their challenges. Lucinda, a social worker in a different rural team to Nicole, who wanted to 

stay, identified the upheaval of moving if she left her job in child protection and welfare:   
I do like the team.  I do like the people I work with.  I do like some aspects of the work.  

And for me to make a different choice, which I have considered at times, but so far 

hasn’t…would have meant huge upheaval for me…for my personal life in a sense.  So you 

have to balance these I suppose you know … it’s where we are …that people choose to be 

in [Name of Rural Area].  And I mean that…that obviously influences whether…whether 

you…you decide, OK, I actively look for somewhere else to work, and I have to travel to 

Cork or move altogether or whatever. And it’s I suppose …it’s the age as well.  We are all 

geriatrics (Lucinda).   

 

Job embeddedness theory, as outlined in Chapter Two, helps to explain Lucinda’s decision to 

stay. In conjunction with the positives of the job described (fit), the myriad strands of her and her 

family’s social connections with the local community (links) means that costs of leaving would be 

high for Lucinda (sacrifice). This experience was similar for other more mature-age social 

workers in the rural teams who had families, and by extension greater commitments and social 

connections with the community, all of which contributed to their decisions to stay. Holly, a 

social worker under 30 who had decided to leave, explained that following through on this 

decision would involve an assessment of rewards of the alternative compared with her job in child 

protection and welfare: 
I probably would.  I probably would even though I’d probably struggle with it.  I’d probably 

be thinking but then it would depend if it was a permanent job.  Because you have to think 
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of that as well at the end of the day.  It is a job and you have to think about which you 

know, which perks are better? (Holly)   

 

Aoife, another social worker under 30 who had decided to leave, was unable to follow through on 

her decision to leave as she was waiting for a job alternative that would ‘fit’ with her career goals. 

Even though she wanted to leave, she would not leave for any job, while in another part of the 

interview she acknowledged that there were few job alternatives at that time: 
I won’t leave unless I get something that I really want because I do like the work so I have a 

couple of things in my head that if I got, I’d leave tomorrow but it depends on the 

availability of those because I won’t leave the job for something that I don’t want (Aoife). 

 

For social workers who wanted to stay, the availability of job alternatives was of lesser 

importance to them, and even when they were aware of alternatives, it was still their preference to 

stay: 
There’s just not that many opportunities out there but the reality is I really do, I’m very 

happy with what I’m doing (Shauna) 

 

I used to always think that.  That if another job came that I really wanted I would leave.  But 

actually, probably thinking about it, I don’t ….I don’t actually know if I would….at this 

stage….until I became so frustrated that it was time to go (Jenna). 

 

In the next and final part of this section, I address some other factors identified in the literature 

review and data analysis as influencing social workers’ experience of the job.  

5.4.8 Other factors 

In this final section, I present data relating to ‘peripheral’ themes identified in the literature review 

and the data analysis. These themes include violence, social work education, ‘the buzz’ associated 

with doing this work, and court work.  

 

Violence and threats 

In Chapters One and Two, I highlighted violence as a theme within the literature which appeared 

to influence social workers’ experience of child protection and welfare social work. In my study, 

social workers were asked about their experiences of violence and aggression in the last 6-12 

months. In the main, there were very low levels of actual physical violence towards social 

workers. Of those social workers asked about violence and threats64, only two reported that they 

had been physically assaulted on one occasion in the identified period, and one other social 

worker was ‘nearly’ assaulted. Social workers in general were surprised at the low levels of 

assault as they were familiar with a literature which suggested that it might be higher: 

                                                      
64 The five social workers in the pilot study were not asked about violence and threats. 
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God, it surprises me alright, yeah.  It surprises me that I haven’t ever been as well, because 

you’re getting yourself into really tight knit situations in some cases where you’re calling to 

a house and you go in and there could be a mother and father there who would have drink 

on them. It does arise, it’s very risky (Lucy). 

 

At least three quarters of social workers in the study, had at some point in the 12 months before 

the interview, experienced behaviour or threats from clients which they found upsetting. Both 

Ciara and Jessica explain:  
Yes, one man was desperately aggressive towards me, he didn’t strike me now, but I 

thought he was going to.  I filled up an incident report because [name of secretary] told me 

to fill it up but there was nothing about it.  I think it was only filed away, I gave it to [name 

of team leader] and he said grand. To be honest with you now, it frightened me and do you 

know something, when he left it was like I had flashbacks or something (Ciara). 

 

I suppose I've only been in a situation where I was genuinely afraid of my life once and I 

did come back and say it to my team leader at the time, I'm never ever again going out there 

unless, there was another social worker with me actually which didn't make any difference.  

I mean it was this particular person anyway that was very physically threatening and the 

guards did say to me - yeah he would carry out his threats of burying me in a bog - he has 

been known to actually do things like that (Jessica). 

 

Social workers found these experiences upsetting, but they were usually short-term in nature and 

occurred infrequently. The impact of these events should not be minimised, but a perception that 

social workers in child protection and welfare are subject to regular assault, at least for this 

sample of social workers, is not borne out. The study collected a significant amount data on this 

topic, but as no social worker in the study said that they were leaving the job as a result of 

violence, aggression or intimidating behaviour towards them by service users or other persons, 

this data is not presented here. This finding supports Tham’s (2006) conclusion that social 

workers’ intention to leave was weakly related to violence and threats. 

 

Social work education 

Social workers’ preparedness for the realities of social work practice in child protection and 

welfare arose in interviews with a small number of social workers. This theme was addressed 

more comprehensively in the earlier section which addressed the induction of, and supports for, 

newly qualified social workers. Social workers offered specific advice for colleges regarding 

certain modules and course changes which may have been helpful, but no social worker linked 

this theme with their retention, despite this theme being flagged as one of possible interest in the 

recent literature (Healy and Meagher, 2007; Healy et al., 2007). Social workers’ experiences in 

the colleges in a wider sense did appear to play a role in their motivations for entry and their 

career pathways in the profession and played a significant role in their retention. More than half 

the social workers in this study said that, during college training, a view was formed that all social 
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workers should work in child protection and welfare. These views developed primarily from their 

practice placements and from class peers, rather than lecturers. This theme is a core focus of 

Chapter Six, therefore this data is not presented here.  

 

The ‘buzz’ 

Another peripheral theme was the ‘buzz’ and excitement which the work can offer. The crisis 

orientation and the unpredictable nature of the work, as well as feelings arising from making a 

positive difference, can contribute to social workers experiencing a physical/adrenaline ‘high’. 

Both Grace and Robyn, social workers who wanted to stay, explain:  
I need the buzz of the everyday work and I think to keep me occupied (Grace).  

 

There’s kind of a strange mixture of being fascinated by interest in people’s lives which we 

are all very interested in and the desire to do good and then the desire to have that bit of 

power to change things and I think all of those things are the very, are positive ones at the 

beginning.  And I think they, it’s, it’s a really, it’s probably, I, I think it’s the most 

interesting job in the world because your, these, these children that are at risk in the society.  

If, if there’s any opportunity that anything the state does can improve their lot, it’s, it’s a 

great buzz (Robyn).     

 

From these two quotes we can see that social workers are getting a positive dividend from the job, 

which meets some need in them for excitement. Even social workers that wanted to leave 

described similar attitudes towards the excitement: 
It’s great actually to see children who may have been physically neglected as well.  I think 

that’s a real buzz to see them actually you know, grow and develop and get tall and fat and 

it’s great … sometimes it’s such a buzz and it’s just great and you go,  wow I love this job 

and you could be after applying for something else and you go, I don’t even think I’m going 

to take that now if I get it and next week then you could be having an absolutely terrible 

week (Holly).  

 

And sometimes I like the adrenalin buzz as well, do you know, I have responded to an 

emergency situation and you know going in, doing what you have got to do, and knowing 

that you have made the right decision … there is this mania sometimes that surrounds the 

place and you know…which I quite enjoy (Abbey). 

 

For both Holly and Abbey this excitement was insufficient to keep them there, although it is an 

aspect of the job that contributed to their job satisfaction, but other issues are more critical for 

their decisions to want to leave. There were also some critical voices of this need for excitement. 

For example, Evan, a social worker who wanted to stay, was critical of some of his peers who 

were more orientated towards the aspects of child protection and welfare work with the most 

excitement: 
… it is being driven in some respects then by the social workers themselves.  That some 

social workers … not say realistically why they are in the job, but what needs are they 
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actually meeting?  Because they….it’s the aspects of say do you know the crisis or the 

drama that is attracting them more … I have seen that some people then do kind of say 

come alive when there is a crisis or that they work better in a crisis (Evan).   

 

Gilligan (2004, p. 98) commenting on social workers’ apparent preference for ‘fire brigade’ 

responses with the associated excitement and interventions, suggests that there is a need to temper 

social workers’ notions of ‘rescue and omnipotence [as] people may become very attached to the 

excitement and action of intervention’. In this regard, Evan described in the preceding part of the 

transcript how some of his colleagues placed a reduced value on cases that were going well and 

may be more interested in meeting their own needs by being attracted to, and deriving satisfaction 

from, the ‘drama’ of emergency/crisis work. For a small number of social workers, the ‘buzz’ 

associated with the work contributed to their sense of job satisfaction and influenced their 

decision to stay in the work.  

 

Court work 

Finally, social workers had much to say about their experience of bringing cases to the family law 

courts, but there was no clear evidence to suggest that these experiences resulted in social workers 

leaving. Social workers presented equally mixed views on their many positive as well negative 

experiences in the family law courts, but as the data was not significant in social workers’ 

decisions to stay or leave, the data on this theme is not presented here. Therefore, there was no 

evidence in data to support the link between court work and the legal ethic on turnover in child 

welfare as suggested by Vandervort and colleagues (2007).  

 

5.5 Discussion and analysis 

In the chapter so far, I have examined the individual, supervisory and social supports and 

organisational factors that impact on social workers’ experience of the job and influence their 

decisions to stay or leave. In this section, I draw together the key themes for these two groups of 

social workers and develop the analysis of the factors implicated in social workers’ decisions to 

stay or leave child protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’.  

5.5.1  Factors that influence social workers’ decisions to stay 

Of the 35 social workers/senior social work practitioners in direct service provision in child 

protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’, two thirds indicated that they wanted to stay in their 

job and were not making plans to leave. There were eight main factors contributing to their 

decision. Firstly, they perceived that the social supports provided by co-workers were crucial in 

terms of providing friendships, helping with the work, compensating for some of the supervision 

functions not addressed by their supervisors, and contributing to a positive work environment. 

Secondly, these social workers perceived that they were making a difference, or enough of a 

difference, in the lives of children and families. Thirdly, high levels of autonomy and freedom in 
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undertaking their work was important. Fourthly, a preference for child protection and welfare 

work and a professional commitment to improving the lives of children and families facilitated 

them in reducing the impact of stressful issues such as a lack of resources and high caseloads. 

Fifth, the variety in the work was highly valued as it provided opportunities for professional 

growth, was intellectually challenging, and made for a stimulating job which was not ‘boring’. 

Sixth, for those who received it, the quality of social supports from managers and supervision was 

important and helped workers to feel that the organisation was supportive and helped them to 

process the stresses and anxieties of the work. Seventh, some of the social workers stayed, not 

because of professional or organisational issues, but because of a tight labour market where job 

alternatives were few. Others stayed because of life choices: for example, living in a particular 

geographical area was more important than commuting to a preferable job. Lastly, employment 

terms such as salary and other benefits such as ‘time off in lieu’, and arrangements and 

opportunities to take career breaks were highly valued and kept some social workers in the job. 

This summary list should not be construed as one in order of importance, as for each social 

worker there was a different confluence of factors which were important for their decisions at that 

time.  

5.5.2  Factors that influence social workers’ decisions to leave 

Of the 35 social workers/senior social work practitioners in direct service provision in child 

protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’ on the day of their interview, one third had decided 

that they wanted to leave their job and were about to, or had already begun, to search for other 

jobs. There were seven main factors contributing to these decisions. Firstly, the most persistent 

theme in their transcripts was their dissatisfaction with the quality and frequency of supervision. 

This lack of supervision contributed to social workers feeling unsupported by managers and by 

extension, unsupported by the HSE ‘Area A’. Secondly, these social workers generally felt that 

they made little or no difference in the lives of children and families. Contributing factors to this 

feeling were the crisis nature of the work, working with involuntary clients and difficulties 

accessing essential resources for children and families. Thirdly, social workers felt that their high 

caseloads and specifically the impact of these high caseloads on service users and social workers 

was a cause for dissatisfaction, and this enhanced the perception that they were unsupported by 

the organisation. Fourthly, social workers that had decided they wanted to leave were less able to 

reconcile themselves with what they perceived to be a lack of ‘basic’ resources to support them in 

their jobs, such as alternative care placements, therapeutic and mental health services. Fifth, these 

social workers found that the work left them physically exhausted and ‘drained’. Sixth, the level 

of administration and bureaucracy involved in the work contributed to social workers feeling 

more like ‘case-managers’ than social workers. They had decided to seek other jobs which they 

perceived as more likely to provide them with more time to do face-to-face work with clients and 

therefore with opportunities to use their skills. Lastly, team atmosphere was perceived by these 

social workers as insufficiently supportive, particularly as a result of poor quality relationships 
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with managers. Nonetheless, even though these social workers had decided that they wanted to 

leave, a lack of alternative employment options may result in them staying in the sector for longer 

than they wished: 
… it’s just the fact that there are no more jobs available to social workers or we are kind of 

stuck where we are (Holly). 

 

This is an undesirable situation for both the social workers and the organisation. For some of the 

social workers, the work was clearly impacting upon their health and it would be in their interests, 

the interests of their clients and also the organisation to be able to leave. For Deborah, her 

decision to leave was expressed as follows:   
I do not want to be that person standing on the doorstep knocking on the door (Deborah) 

 

For many years, Deborah had been happy to be that person ‘knocking on the door’, but over time 

the factors identified above contributed to a decision to leave. The organisation is avoidably 

losing some social workers that want to stay but feel that they cannot do so due to organisational 

conditions. For example, Erin said: 
I still enjoy the work.  And I wouldn’t have changed it.  And I would love to stay in it.  But 

the impact that the restrictions and the caseloads were having on my personal life had to 

take priority … I would love to stay in child protection.  But because of the impact I…I 

need to leave (Erin). 

 

The HSE should examine how it could develop strategies to retain social workers who want to 

work in child protection and welfare and to provide pathways out for those who don’t, even if this 

is internally within the HSE. For some of the social workers who wanted to leave, their decisions 

had little to do with their experience of the work or the factors described in this chapter, but were 

linked to their motivation to enter child protection and welfare in the first place. This theme is 

central to the analysis contained in Chapter Seven. When I analysed decisions to leave by team, 

on a pro-rata basis, more social workers wanted to leave Team 4 than any other team. This 

finding fits with the qualitative data presented in this chapter, which outlined serious human 

resources issues on that team. Relationships with social work managers were described by social 

workers as poor, and to a greater degree than on other teams, social workers in Team 4 perceived 

that the employing organisation was unsupportive. Subsequent to the conclusion of the fieldwork 

for this study, quite a number of social workers had left this team.  
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5.6 Concluding comments 

In her study of child welfare workers in Sweden, Tham (2006) found that slightly under half 

intended to leave their jobs, despite being there for less than two years. My research found that 

two thirds of the social workers interviewed for this chapter had decided that they wanted to stay 

working in this practice setting. This finding is contrary to some of the views expressed by social 

workers outlined earlier in the thesis, which indicated that most social workers wanted to leave 

child protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’. It is also contrary to what might have been 

expected taking into account the studies examined in the literature review. This chapter sought to 

illuminate, beyond the anecdotal, what social workers thought about staying and leaving their jobs 

and to explore what they understood to be the factors that most influenced these decisions. This 

thesis suggests that anecdotal accounts within the profession may portray a view of child 

protection and welfare that does not correspond with the experiences of individual social workers 

in this study. Social workers leave for many reasons besides being dissatisfied with the job, as 

Jessica explains: 
It's probably something we would have gotten in college it was a high turnover, and that 

wouldn't have come from lecturer that would have come from placements as well and 

meeting other people and I don't know if that's true, yeah in [name of child protection and 

welfare team] there is loads of staff leaving and coming in and, but that's not because they 

are not happy there, people take career breaks or you know they do move on maybe to team 

leader positions and stuff, it's not always because they are unsatisfied (Jessica). 

 

In this chapter, I have argued that we need to expand our analysis of why social workers stay or 

leave child protection and welfare beyond job dissatisfaction to take into account complex 

interactions between a variety of organisational, supervisory, social supports and personal factors. 

The chapter has challenged the view that all social workers want to leave, while acknowledging 

that there are a group of social workers who want to leave but are constrained from doing so by 

economic and other factors. The chapter contains data to suggest that while social workers make 

decisions to stay, they are sometimes staying in jobs where organisational conditions are 

challenging. They sometimes receive less than optimal levels of organisational support in terms of 

inadequate resources, insufficient structured supports such as supervision, and they practise under 

unrealistic organisational expectations regarding caseloads/workloads. Some of the social workers 

who wanted to stay were staying, not because of their commitment to service users and job 

satisfaction, but because of more instrumental reasons to do with tenure/contract conditions, and 

family/life style factors. The chapter also presented data to suggest that this work may negatively 

affect the health of some social workers more than others.  

 

A limitation of this study was that health as a theme required greater attention and resources than 

this study could offer and there is a clear need for further research in this area. Given the 
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pervasive nature of problems with the supply of alternative care placements as an issue for social 

workers in the data, there appears to be an avenue for further research to examine the extent of 

children being left in unsafe environments and being ‘supervised’ by social workers at home due 

to an inadequate supply of alternative care placements. Research could examine the following 

areas: the views of senior managers in the HSE ‘Area A’ on this issue; the numbers of children at 

home that should be in care; families’ experiences of coping with these children who need care; 

the impact on children’s health and welfare, and social workers’ views about ‘supervising’ these 

children in the community. The chapter also identified other avenues for further research in the 

area of retention and turnover and I will examine these research opportunities further in Chapter 

Eight.  

 

In analysing the data in this chapter and the wide variety of factors implicated in the retention and 

turnover of child protection and welfare social workers, a number of theoretical models were used 

to analyse the data. Within these models, some social workers ‘fitted’ the models and factors and 

some did not. However, job characteristics theory, social exchange theory and perceived 

organisational support theory were helpful in identifying overlapping and significant themes to 

structure the data collection and analysis. Data collected using job characteristics theory on social 

workers’ skills variety, autonomy and task significance particularly fitted the study and generated 

important data related to social workers’ retention. Social exchange theory facilitated the 

collection of data on social and economic exchange resources which the theory suggested may 

influence social workers’ retention. Supervision, affirmation/praise, salary, and social supports 

from colleagues as exchange resources were particular influential in social workers’ accounts of 

the factors that influence their retention. 

 

Deciding to stay in or leave a job is a very individual process, and while there were key factors 

that were particularly important, I do not believe that hierarchical models can capture the 

qualitative complexity of the personal and professional lives of these social workers. Far from 

arguing for the rejection of theory, the chapter merely suggests that current theoretical models are 

limited, particularly when used on their own. For example, similar to Mor Barak’s et al.’s (2006) 

finding regarding the limited applicability of organisational support theory to examining social 

workers’ retention in child protection (published towards the end of the data collection phase), my 

research also found that social workers generally perceived the HSE ‘Area A’ as an unsupportive 

organisation that did not care for their well-being and value their contribution, which  resulted in a 

low level of commitment by social workers to the HSE ‘Area A’ as an organisation. Rather than a 

large number of social workers wanting to leave as suggested by this model, two out of every 

three expressed a desire to stay. Similar to the Mor Barak et al. study, there was a considerable 

level of commitment by social workers to service users and colleagues/team, which social 

workers described as being more important for their retention, rather than an attachment to the 

organisation. Social exchanges between social workers and their colleagues, and social workers 
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and their supervisors, were most important in terms of social workers’ retention as predicted by 

social exchange theory and the research. As part of these exchanges, the research confirmed the 

importance of supervision in retaining social workers, and the Hawkins and Shohet’s (1989) 

model of supervision greatly assisted in structuring the collection and analysis of data on this 

topic. A range of other factors examined in the previous section account for the other reasons why 

social workers stay. 

 

This chapter highlighted the merits of employing qualitative research methods in this area of 

study. One example which underlined this point was when the very low turnover data from one 

team was juxtaposed with the qualitative data from social workers on this team - it became clear 

that quite a few wanted to leave, but were unable to do so because of economic conditions. The 

qualitative data rendered the initial statistical figure of 5%, which is an exceptionally low turnover 

rate, meaningless. 

 

Beyond the specific factors identified in the two findings chapters thus far, a further analysis of 

the data appeared to suggest that there were different ‘types’ of social workers in child protection 

and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’. This analysis suggested that a theme not presented in the thesis 

thus far appeared to provide another layer to our understanding of how social workers make 

decisions to stay or leave. Social workers’ understanding of a career in social work appeared to 

play a role in their decisions to stay in or leave this work, and my analysis of this theme led to the 

construction of a typology with three ‘types’ of social worker, each with a specific approach to 

making decisions regarding their employment and retention in this practice setting. In the next 

chapter, I examine this theme in greater depth to further develop an understanding of how social 

workers make decisions to stay or leave child protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’.   

 
 



 163 

 

 

CHAPTER 6 
Social workers’ understandings of a career in social work 

and the implications for their retention   

 

6.1 Introduction 

In the previous chapter, I examined how personal, supervisory, social support and organisational 

factors are implicated in the retention of child protection and welfare social workers in the HSE 

‘Area A’. In this chapter, I expand this analysis by exploring social workers’ understandings of a 

career in social work and the links between these understandings and their decisions to stay in or 

leave child protection and welfare. The literature reviewed in Chapter Two indicated a 

disproportionate number of newly-qualified and young social workers are employed in child 

protection and welfare (Gibbs and Keating, 1999; Healy et al., 2007). In a critical commentary on 

Irish child protection and welfare social work, McGrath (2001) highlights how employers in 

social work settings other than child protection and welfare were less likely to employ newly-

qualified social workers. This apparent imbalance in the distribution of newly-qualified social 

workers across all social practice settings in Ireland, he argued, results in a disproportionate 

number of newly-qualified graduates beginning their social work careers in child protection and 

welfare. This observation was subsequently supported by data from the most recent social work 

labour force report (National Social Work Qualifications Board, 2006). Table 6.1 summarises 

information on the ‘top’ four sectors identified in this report employing newly-qualified social 

work graduates in 2005: 
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Table 6.1: Recently qualified practitioners by social work practice setting 

Social work practice setting % of newly-qualified 

practitioners employed 

Total posts by  

practice setting 

Child protection and family support (statutory) 58.8% 33% 

Medical social work 16% 13% 

Fostering 4.7% 8% 

Probation service 2.7% 13% 

Other social work settings combined 17.8% 33% 

 100% 100% 

 

The National Social Work Qualifications Board study reported that 72% of all newly-qualified 

social workers started their social work career in the Health Service Executive, and approximately 

60% of all newly-qualified social workers began their professional career in the area of ‘child 

protection and family support (statutory)’. This practice setting took nearly double the number of 

newly-qualified social work graduates pro rata to its size by total number of social work posts. 

The next two largest employment sectors combined – probation (13%) and medical social work 

(13%) – employed 19% of newly-qualified social workers65. As previously outlined in Chapters 

Two and Four, the expansion of Whole Time Equivalent (WTE) posts in child protection and 

welfare social work ended in 2003 and the numbers of WTEs in 2008 for this sector is virtually 

identical to the 2003 figure (National Social Work Qualifications Board, 2006; RTÉ, 2008). It is 

therefore unlikely that the expansionary period at the end of the last, and the beginning of this 

decade, explains why nearly two out of three newly-qualified workers began their social work 

career in child protection and welfare in 2005.   

 

Of the 44 social workers who participated in this study, four out of five participants obtained their 

first social work job post-qualification in statutory child protection and welfare. Of those 

interviewed who trained in Ireland, nine out of ten started their social work career in child 

protection and welfare. Why do a disproportionately large number of social workers begin their 

career in child protection and welfare and what are the implications, if any, for social workers’ 

retention in this practice setting? Is child protection and welfare the preferred career choice of 

social workers, or are there other factors that influenced their decision to work in this job? In this 

chapter, I explore data from the study that examined social workers’ understandings of career 

pathways in social work, and how their understandings influenced their motivations to work in 

child protection and welfare, and subsequent decisions to stay or leave. This focus, in addition to 

the factors examined in the previous chapter, provides additional insights into how social workers 

                                                      
65 In 2005, 736.9 out of a total of 2,236.4 posts (33%) were in ‘Child and Family Work 

(Statutory)’ (sic. child protection and welfare). Medical social work (281.1 - 13%) and probation 

(285.7 – 13%) were the next largest employers (National Social Work Qualifications Board, 

2006).  
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make decisions to stay in or leave child protection and welfare. I then move on to analyse the 

metaphors used by social workers in describing their career choices and time spent doing social 

work in child protection and welfare. The findings raise questions about social workers’ 

perceptions of employment options in social work; their perceptions of social work employers’ 

expectations of prospective staff members; where newly-qualified graduates get their practice 

experience and first job in social work, and whether this practice setting plays a role in ‘proving’ 

newly-qualified social work graduates. The chapter concludes with an examination of the 

implications of the chapter’s findings for retaining social workers in child protection and welfare. 

  

6.2 Career pathways in social work 

Social workers’ motivations for entering employment in child protection and welfare were not 

present in the literature reviewed in Chapter Two as a factor in determining whether social 

workers would stay or leave. However, interviewees made links between their decision to want to 

stay or leave their post in child protection and welfare with their perceptions of career pathways in 

social work, which contributed to their initial decision to work in child protection and welfare. 

Some of the interviewees stated that before they started work as a child protection and welfare 

social worker, they understood that this job would be a ‘stepping stone’ to a job in a preferred 

area of social work. A job in child protection and welfare for some social workers is a transitory 

stop - a stop that some social workers suggested was ‘obligatory’ - before leaving for a preferred 

career in another social work setting. For other social workers, working in child protection and 

welfare was their first choice career preference.  

 

It is challenging to try and encapsulate social workers’ motivations for staying and leaving child 

protection and welfare social work, as these motivations may have varied at different points 

during their time in the sector. For example, a social worker may have entered child protection 

and welfare because it was their first choice career preference with an expectation to stay long-

term, but following some exposure, they may have become disillusioned with the work and 

decided they want to leave. Nonetheless, despite the diverse range of pathways, it was possible to 

identify three archetypical career social work ‘types’ within child protection and welfare: ‘career 

preference’, ‘transient’ and ‘convert’. The social work career typology emerged by using 

grounded theory: nVivo codes were developed during the data analysis and memos were written 

and refined which helped to refine the typology and to keep it anchored in the emerging data 

analysis. Each iteration of the typology was tested against the data to ensure it was sufficiently 

comprehensive and representative of all research participants’ experiences (Ritchie and Lewis, 

2003). This chapter explores how each of these three groups’ understandings of a career in social 

work influenced their employment decisions and retention within child protection and welfare, 

and how these may change over time. In undertaking this analysis, the chapter examines their 
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career expectations, questions the ‘choice’ made by each of these social workers to enter this 

work, and explores the likelihood of their retention.  

6.2.1 Child protection and welfare as a ‘career preference’ 

Twenty two of the forty three social workers interviewed indicated that child protection and 

welfare was their preferred career choice in social work and that they did not see employment in 

this area as a first step towards another type of social work. These decisions and career pathways 

are presented in a diagram that will be developed throughout this chapter: 

 
The following quotes show that these social workers made very deliberate decisions to enter child 

protection and welfare: this work was their career preference. Jessica and Claire emphasised their 

commitment to children and their protection, and the excitement associated with this type of work 

and its working conditions were significant in their career preference for child protection and 

welfare: 
Child protection social work was my first job after graduation with an MSW. I purposefully 

pursued a post in child protection and welfare as it was of most interest to me, it can be exciting 

as a child protection social worker. I believed in the importance and necessity of good child 

protection social work, as I believe it can protect children from terrible abuse and hurt (Jessica).  

 

My commitment is to look after children.  That’s the area that interests me most … kind of more 

excited about the bit…the variety that was in the work…the idea of being out in the community 

and kind of meeting families and working with families and that kind of thing, as opposed to 

being office-based.  So that….that appealed to me.  (Claire). 

 

Lucy, Erin and Grace further emphasised the unequivocal character of their decision to enter child 

protection and welfare. Grace had other social work practice experiences, but child protection and 

welfare was the career she chose to pursue, and Lucy clarified that the availability, or lack of 

other job alternatives, did not influence her decision. As examples of the ‘career preference’ 

cohort, all five of these social workers challenged stereotypical views, and also the view 

expressed by Rycraft (2000) in her study, that some social workers enter child protection and 

welfare without much thought: 
It was nothing to do with the lack of jobs or anything like that.  It was my main area of interest 

really to be honest (Lucy). 

 

I suppose I never thought of going any place else … I had done three placements; one was in 

[name of organisation removed], one was in the [name of organisation removed], and the other 
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was in community care [child protection and welfare social work] and I never even considered a 

job in either of the other two [social worker laughs] (Grace). 

 

Less equivocal amongst the group who identified that child protection and welfare was their 

career preference, was a group of social workers who identified additional factors in their decision 

to enter. These social workers were aware that statutory child protection and welfare in the HSE 

was the largest employer of social workers and suggested that there was a perception within the 

profession that child protection and welfare was where one had to start one’s professional social 

work career. Denise suggested that for some, it is a career preference only due to the large size of 

the sector, and therefore it is more likely to be a pragmatic ‘choice’: 
… it was the biggest employer [statutory child protection and welfare].  So the chances were you 

were going to end up there whether you had aspirations…you might as well just get used to it 

from the outset, like it or not (Denise). 

 
I always felt that child protection was kind of your starting off point and then you kind of 

climbed.  But, I couldn’t see myself as doing anything else in [name of geographical area] within 

social work, except child protection. I find other areas as quite unchallenging (Laura). 

 

These are interesting points: if for some social workers child protection and welfare is seen as a 

‘starting off point’ in one’s professional career, as Laura described, they may have already 

decided that they will eventually leave the practice setting to ‘climb’ to a post in another social 

work setting. Laura’s suggestion that child protection and welfare is a ‘lower’ status career 

choice, where the newly-qualified begin their career, was also identified by Ciara when describing 

how some social workers saw that other social work jobs were ‘better’ than child protection and 

welfare: 
They do their time and then they move onto better jobs (Ciara). 

 

Ciara’s use of the metaphor ‘do their time’ - a metaphor used to describe being in prison - is 

interesting as it may suggest that social workers perceive that they have to work in this area for a 

limited period before they work in another social work setting. Of the 22 social workers who 

described child protection and welfare work as their first career preference, by the end of the 

study four had left their post in the HSE ‘Area A’, but continued to work in child protection and 

welfare elsewhere. The factors which were significant in these social workers’ decisions to leave 

will be examined in Chapter Seven. In summary, table 6.2 combines the key factors which 

influenced ‘career preference’ social workers’ retention: 
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Table 6.2: Key retention factors for ‘career preference’ social workers   

Typology 

descriptor 

Key factors identified 

‘Career 

Preference’  

 

 

These were social workers whose first preference was to work in child 

protection and welfare. They  

• feel that they have good to high levels of job satisfaction,  

• perceive that they are making a difference,  

• feel a strong commitment to child protection work and its service 

users, and  

• are not thinking about leaving.  

 

These social workers may identify aspects of the organisational conditions that 

they are unhappy with and want to change, but they are likely to have good 

peer supports and/or experience their supervisor as supportive, which 

ameliorates the negative aspects of the organisational conditions. If alternative 

employment opportunities are available, they are described as somehow less 

‘attractive’ or do not conform to these social workers’ expectations of 

professional growth and/or need for a challenge. 

 

Of these twenty two social workers, ten wanted to continue to work in child protection and 

welfare, four had left by the end of the study, and eight indicated that they wanted to leave. 

Within the eight who wanted to leave, there was a discernible group who were disillusioned with 

their professional experience in child protection and welfare. As outlined in Chapter Five, these 

social workers may have good peer supports, but experience supervisor support as low and do not 

perceive the organisation as supportive. Organisational conditions are perceived to be poor and 

they express disillusionment at the impact they are making as professionals. Should this group 

eventually leave, their turnover should be considered as potentially ‘avoidable’: this work is their 

career preference and the employing organisation (HSE) could have considered the possibility of 

developing mechanisms to address their concerns and thus help them to stay. Some of these social 

workers were actively seeking ways of improving their working conditions in order to try and stay 

– they were seeking ways of lessening the impact of the work (for example going part-time), or 

were active within their teams, either through the union or team fora, advocating the improvement 

of organisational conditions. Those who were intent on leaving described themselves as ‘stuck’ if 

alternative employment opportunities were perceived to be unavailable to them. 

 

It should not be assumed that the ‘career preference’ social workers are guaranteed to stay or that 

those who want to leave will actually leave. Some social workers stay not because they like or 

dislike the job/organisation, but their decision is based on the degree of their embeddedness 

within the organisation and/or the community (Holtom et al., 2006), aspects of which are often 

external to, and outside the control of, the employing organisation. As outlined in Chapter Five, a 
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range of factors may contribute to social workers’ retention besides their level of job satisfaction. 

Even if they are disillusioned, some of these social workers are likely to be retained, at least in the 

short to medium-term, because employment contract conditions are perceived to be better than 

non-HSE jobs, they want to stay living in a particular geographical area (family or life-style), or 

other life choices are more important that work environment and/or professional considerations at 

this time.  
 

Even though working in child protection and welfare is a preferred career choice for this group of 

social workers a theme arose in the data-analysis where social workers indicated that there may be 

a ‘shelf-life’ for social workers in child protection and welfare, and I will return to this theme later 

in the chapter after exploring the data relating to the ‘transient’ and ‘convert’ groups.  

 

The second group of social workers identified in the data-analysis were the ‘transients’, whose 

motivations for entering child protection and welfare suggested that their decision to leave child 

protection may have been made even before they entered and this group is examined more closely 

in the following section. 

6.2.2 Child protection and welfare as a career ‘stepping-stone’ (‘transients’) 

Within the study, there was a discernible group of social workers who also ‘chose’ to enter child 

protection and welfare, but their reasons were different to the ‘career preference’ group. The other 

half of the social workers (21) in the study initially entered the sector for instrumental reasons or 

because they had no ‘choice’ due to a lack of alternative employment options, and they had a 

clear expectation of a short-term career in child protection and welfare (‘transients’): 

 
Following a period of employment in this setting, two thirds of the transient group revised their 

career plan and expectations regarding their tenure length in the sector, and these social workers 

(‘converts’) are discussed in the next section (6.2.3). However, for one third of the transient group 

who entered for instrumental reasons, their experience in the setting did not contribute to a 

revision of their career plan and their career in child protection and welfare continues to be 

‘transient’. Therefore, it is unlikely that the sector will retain this group of social workers, 

irrespective of organisational conditions. One example of the instrumental reasons highlighted by 

social workers for entering the sector was to get additional practice experience. This instrumental 

use of the sector is illustrated by Sophia, Isabelle and Holly who pointed out:  
It’s like having a third placement.  I am going to use this and get out (Sophia). 

 

43 social 
workers 

interviewed 

21 'transient' 
social workers 

22 'career 
preference' 

social workers 



 170 

I didn’t have any preference really, except to kind of gain as much kind of knowledge and 

information and experience that I could do.  I very much saw the social work side of things as a 

period before I would move into the whole [identifying information removed] area. I went into 

social work and I went back into college to do the social work as kind of a stepping stone to 

…just gaining experience in that area and that I would move on into the [identifying information 

removed] area (Isabelle).   

 
I certainly didn’t think, I certainly didn’t think it was a job for life to be honest.  Again what I, 

what I would hear from a lot of people is that most people would start off in child protection but 

it’s not an area that one would want to stay in for, for life (Holly). 

 
In her quotation, Holly once again raises the issue of child protection and welfare being a job that 

one undertakes for a particular length of time, rather than as a career for life. Furthermore, the 

availability of posts in child protection and welfare, compared to other sectors, was highlighted by 

social workers whose preference was to work in another practice setting. Simon explained how 

child protection and welfare for him was a place to learn until the opportunity arose to move to his 

preferred area of social practice:  
It was where the jobs were … That’s the bottom line … Here to learn ... the job that I hope to get 

into is in [area of social work practice – identifying information removed] (Simon).      

 
Roisin, a social worker who left child protection and welfare and is now working in her preferred 

area of social work practice, points to the role of her college classmates in forming her opinion 

that child protection and welfare is where you started your career. A move to your preferred area 

of practice is perceived to be unavailable upon graduation until you first get experience in child 

protection and welfare: 
… when we were in college the whole two years of the Master’s course revolved around child 

protection ... But I always got the impression from…and I wouldn’t even say lecturers, you 

receive it from other students, that it was the place to go to serve your time and that eventually 

then you would get something that you actually wanted to do.  But that child protection was 

always going to be something that you just….it filled the gap, it gave you experience.  It was 

your two years experience….two years experience that you needed to move on to something else 

…I am doing [current area of social work practice – identifying information removed] and I 

always had an interest in working [in this area].  But again it was the same thing.  There was an 

idea that no-one is going to walk in off the…off….after just being newly-qualified into a job in 

[current area of social work practice – identifying information removed].  You are going to have 

to work your way up to that.   And to get that….that would follow child protection (Roisin).   

 

Roisin’s quotation underscores a perception held by many social workers in the study that you 

need to ‘serve your time’ in child protection and welfare, in her opinion for two years, before you 

‘work your way up’ to your preferred career interest. Roisin’s use of language is of note: ‘serve 

your time’ is both a penal and apprenticeship metaphor, and was also used by other social 

workers. She described other careers in social work as ‘up’ from child protection and welfare and 
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she also understood that employers in other practice settings would not employ graduates who had 

not first served apprenticeship/time in child protection and welfare.  
 

The ‘transient’ social workers entered child protection and welfare for instrumental reasons and 

are unlikely to be retained as they are only moving through. They were unlikely to have taken a 

job in child protection and welfare if they could have secured a job in their preferred career 

setting direct from college. Some of this group were experienced social workers, and for this 

group, wanting to work in a particular geographical area was more important than working in 

their preferred area of social work. For example, in smaller towns, child protection and welfare 

posts may be the only available social work posts. The key factors which influenced ‘transient’ 

social worker in their decision to stay or leave this work are summarised below: 

Table 6.3: Key retention factors for ‘transient’ social workers 

Typology 

descriptor 

Key factors identified 

‘Transient’ 
 
 

Social workers who took a job in child protection and welfare as they felt it was 

necessary for their curriculum vitae, felt it was a good place to develop skills 

and/or they were unable to access their chosen employment direct from college 

or in a particular geographical area of the country. These social workers do not 

intend to stay beyond the short/medium term and will leave once the 

opportunity arises to work in their preferred social work practice setting. While 

they may enjoy aspects of the work and the working conditions may be 

perceived as satisfactory, the experience of doing the job has not changed their 

intentions to leave the sector.  

 
 

The use of child protection and welfare as a place to build one’s experience and learn is 

interesting: it can be beneficial to the sector also as it assists in the recruitment of staff, but a 

disadvantage is that these social workers are never going to be retained in the long-term as their 

career preference is for a different practice setting. It would be interesting to examine in a further 

study whether the orientation of these ‘transients’ towards their employment in child protection 

and welfare ‘insulates’ them from some of the job stresses that others experience.  

 

The study also identified a group related to the ‘transients’ and their data is presented separately 

in the next section. These social workers may have had initial motivations and reasons for 

entering child protection and welfare which were similar to those of ‘transients’, but differ in 

terms of their retention in one very important way.  

6.2.3 Child protection and welfare as a career surprise (‘converts’) 

While these social workers are part of a group who initially entered the sector for instrumental 

reasons or because they had no ‘choice’ due to a lack of alternative employment options 
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(‘transients’), the experience of doing child protection and welfare work led them to revise their 

decision to leave in the short-term (‘converts’). Nearly two-thirds of the ‘transients’ subsequently 

changed their decision to leave as a result of their experience of doing the work:  

  
Caoimhe, a social worker with a career preference to work in another practice setting but who 

took a job in child protection and welfare as a ‘stop-gap’, described how her initial negative or 

ambivalent feelings about the work changed as a result of doing the work: 
KB:  Was it your preference to take up a post in child protection? 

Caoimhe: No, not child protection! … when I was in college studying to become a social 

worker, it was probably the area that I would have avoided, at all costs. But, again, monetary 

motivated that I am, it was the only post that became available to me in the [geographical – 

identifying information removed] area.  So that’s why I took it. In hindsight, it’s probably fate 

dealing me a blow, because, I think it was actually meant for me … I just took the child 

protection one as a stop-gap, basically.  It was never my intention to become a child protection 

social worker, but I think it was probably meant for me, for whatever reason. I didn’t like the job 

at all [child protection and welfare].  I didn’t want the job; I was just doing it from day to day 

and from week to week, seeing how I was getting on, seeing if there was anything else out there.  

I think, once I realised actually, that the crux of the job was protecting children, vulnerable 

children, then it’s like - right yeah - I am in this job for a different reason. 

 

Caoimhe’s engagement with the political and professional goals of the work contributed to her 

revised decision to stay. Similarly, Clodagh described her initial instrumental reason for taking a 

post - to gain experience and to stay short-term - and how doing the job changed her career plans. 

While Clodagh grew to like the work, in another part of the interview she described how she 

found the organisation unsupportive and was struggling with a decision to leave or stay. She 

wants to stay and is actively engaging with the HSE to improve working conditions, but feels that 

she may have to leave, not because of the work, but due to unsatisfactory organisational factors. 

Should Clodagh leave, her turnover should be considered avoidable. Similarly, Thomas, a social 

worker who said that child protection and welfare was a career option at the bottom of his list, 

grew to like and enjoy the work, and wanted to stay. Thomas entered child protection and welfare 

as there were no other available social work jobs in the geographical area in which he wanted to 

work: 
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… my motivation for going into child welfare and child protection was that I felt it would be a 

good basis for practising in social work.  My initial commitment was for a year.  I suppose after 

a year I felt I needed another maybe two years.  And I stayed …I grew to like it, even though I 

never thought I would say that.  I thought it would be kind of…you know, me doing something 

for x amount of time in order to achieve an objective (Clodagh). 

 
Child protection would have been pretty much at the bottom of my choices, my dream was 

always [area of social work practice – identifying information removed]. Where incidentally I 

never worked, but that’s how it goes, but I am very happy in my job, I am really interested in 

what I am doing and I really enjoy it (Thomas). 

 

Hannah described how she ‘fell into’ child protection and welfare social work. While it was not 

her career preference initially, after some exposure to the work, it has now become her 

preference: 
Hannah: Yeah, I did the [name] for two years, I only fell into child protection because that 

was all there was in [name] at the time in [place name], and then here for the next. 

KB:  So you took up a post in child protection and welfare because that was the only post in 

social work? 

Hannah: Yes. My background before that, the two years between the psychology degree and 

social work was with learning disabilities, adult learning disabilities and, I really felt that’s 

where I wanted to go, but, when I was looking for a job, with [identifying family 

information], all they had in the [name] was with, now where I was, was child protection, 

so, that’s how I fell into it. 

KB: Would you have described it as your preference? 

Hannah: Not then, but, once I was into it, definitely. 

 

Charlotte, a ‘convert’ social worker who worked in child protection and welfare, but had no initial 

preference for this work, raised another theme which I will examine in greater depth in section 

6.3. Like other social workers, she highlighted the perception that child protection and welfare 

social work is a good place to learn and develop one’s skills, but also to the fact that there is an 

element of ‘proving’ oneself in what she alluded to as a challenging work context. If one can do 

and cope with this work, one can ‘manage anything’:   
I fell into it really.  And I….I did enjoy doing it.  And I suppose I would have heard that it’s the 

best experience that you will get.  And if you can … you know you learn so much there and you 

can manage … if you can manage to stay there you will manage anything.  So I suppose that was 

at the back of my mind (Charlotte). 

 

This perception that child protection and social work is a challenging and demanding workplace 

was acknowledged by the Government in a recent report by the Office of the Minister for 

Children and Youth Affairs (2008).  
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In summary, the key factors which influenced ‘converts’ in their decision to stay in or leave this 

work include: 

Table 6.4: Key retention factors for ‘convert’ social workers   

Typology 

descriptor 

Key factors identified 

‘Converts’  

  

  

Social workers who entered the sector for one or more of these reasons: they 

initially had no interest in child protection and welfare citing the negative 

image of the area, had ambivalent feelings about working in the sector, they 

took the job as they were unable to access other social work posts, the area 

offered a good foundation in practice and skills development and/or the social 

workers were simply willing to try the job. These social workers were likely to 

have intentions to leave in the short to medium-term or were ambivalent about 

their retention in the sector.  

 

Following a period of employment in the sector, they developed a different 

outlook: they began to enjoy the work, feel that they were making enough of a 

difference, had good peer supports and/or experienced their supervisor as 

supportive and intended to stay in the job. A decision to leave is now less 

straightforward and a matter of weighing up the pull factors (team atmosphere, 

job satisfaction, stimulation, making a difference, growth opportunities, 

employment conditions, and so on) which for the moment outweighs the push 

factors (job stress, availability of resources, job security, and so on). 

 

 

The next section examines in greater depth a question identified in this section, namely whether 

child protection and welfare serves as a ‘proving ground’ for newly-qualified social workers in 

Ireland, and the potential implications for retaining social workers.   

 

6.3 A ‘proving ground’ for newly-qualified social workers?   

Coding in the grounded theory tradition emphasises the importance of analysing research 

participants’ use of language as ‘specific use of language reflects views and values … and coding 

should inspire us to examine hidden assumptions in our own use of language as well as that of our 

participant’ (Charmaz, 2006, p. 47). The analysis of emerging data (Glaser, 1978) in the early part 

of the coding process focused on the language used by social workers to describe the time they 

spent in child protection and welfare. Most of the social workers interviewed in the study 

expressed the view that all social workers were expected to spend time in child protection and 

welfare and that this time would range from somewhere between 2-5 years. An analysis of the 

language used by social workers in these parts of the transcripts identified how social workers 

employed ‘military’ and ‘prison’ metaphors to emphasise their perceptions of child protection and 



 175 

welfare as an employment ‘choice’, particularly for newly-qualified graduates. Metaphors used to 

highlight this point illustrate the transient nature of social workers’ employment in this sector, in 

addition to the possible prison/apprenticeship characteristics of ‘time’ spent there:  
do your time (Kelly)  

serve your time (Roisin)  

your stint (Tara/Charlotte/Nicole/Claire)  

do your dues (Jenna)  

under my belt (Nicole)  

I never saw myself as a life timer in child protection (Abbey)  

earn your stripes (Mya)  

a stepping stone (Isabelle)  

 

Nicole and Kelly underlined the perception that employment options are limited for newly-

qualified graduates and that child protection and welfare is the only ‘choice’. Caitlin was looking 

for other work as she felt she had done her time:  
I think child protection is perceived as the shitty end of the stick, where you start off, do 

your time and get out (Kelly). 

 

… it’s basically your only option anyway starting off …  I wanted to do a few years of this, 

just to have it under my belt.  But then, you know, I would be hoping to move on further 

(Nicole).  

 

I have been looking around … I just feel I have kind of done my time you know within that 

area [child protection and welfare]. It seemed to be the only area really that was recruiting 

straight, do you know, people straight out of college.   And that other areas were looking for 

people with maybe more experience or whatever (Caitlin).   

 

Mya, a social worker who wanted to stay in the sector, described how she was told that child 

protection and welfare was where you went to ‘earn your stripes’. Significantly, the message also 

indicated that your length of tenure was short-term; you left before something negative happened 

to your health, again suggesting that it is a challenging practice environment: 
I’d heard you know from various sources [fellow social work students and from probation 

workers while on a placement] that child protection was where you go in to, you earn your 

stripes, so to speak, and then you leave before it burns you out [social worker laughs] 

(Mya). 

 

As highlighted in earlier chapters, social work is considered to be one of the occupations with the 

highest risk of stress (European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working 

Conditions, 2005; Millet et al., 2005), ‘with large caseloads, intense responsibility and heavy 

administration work’ (Mor Barak et al., 2006, p. 566). This view of the sector was reflected in a 

recent Government review of compliance with the national child abuse guidelines, in which it was 

acknowledged that: 
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… the work is complex, difficult and emotionally demanding - particularly for front-line 

staff delivering child welfare and protection services … (Office of the Minister for Children 

and Youth Affairs, 2008, p. 19). 

 

In the interviews, perceptions that child protection and welfare is ‘tough’ work and a good place 

to learn and to ‘prove’ oneself were raised by Abbey, Leah, Caitlin and Charlotte. They suggested 

that there is a perceived expectation that child protection and welfare is where you start your 

career: you ‘did your time’/‘stint’, developed your skills, and then you leave the work: 
There is a perception that …I suppose that child protection is tough and that you do your 

experience there.  You do about your two years and then you go on to something else.  I think 

there is….certainly when I was qualifying there was that….you know, you did your…..your time 

and went somewhere else, do you know….it’s like that’s….that’s where you started….child 

protection, and went on to something else (Abbey). 

 

I think if you can do child protection you can do anything to be honest.  I think it’s…it’s the 

hardest social work job out there.  There is not a shadow of a doubt about it (Leah). 

 

I think it’s a very good grounding.  And I think…you know, and I think realistically no 

other area of social work could be as crisis-driven or as tough or as high case loads or….but 

certainly no other area that I have…you know, spoken to people that they work in or 

whatever.  So I think it is definitely….right, it is kind of throwing you into the deep end … 

generally people need to kind of do their time in child protection to get the background, to 

get the experience, and that that’s…kind of I suppose it would have been seen as the 

toughest area (Caitlin). 

 

I definitely recommend that every social worker does a stint in child protection.  But as a 

career…I mean if…if it’s for you, yes, go with it.  But I don’t think…I think....five years…I 

think and you need to be getting out (Charlotte). 

 

These social workers share a view that child protection and welfare is the hardest social work 

setting and that an employment period in this setting is short-term. If Charlotte’s thinking 

represents that of a significant number of social workers, and as child protection and welfare 

social work is the largest employment setting, one must ask what are the jobs to which all these 

social workers are going to move to. It may also mean that child protection and welfare could be 

left with a cohort of dissatisfied social workers who cannot leave, as the wider labour market for 

social workers is unable to accommodate them due to its relative size. Some social workers 

sought to challenge the normative expectation that one should move on after one’s time is served, 

thus challenging one of the dominant views held by the previous social workers that everyone 

wants to, or should, leave child protection and welfare: 
That we can move away from I have done my stint now, four or five years and it is time to 

move on.  Why can't we stay there [child protection and welfare]? (Jane). 
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I know they say that two years is your stint and you can move on but I wouldn’t see that 

because I still enjoy, I would say, I enjoy 90% of aspects of the work (Tara). 

 

In addition to social workers entering the profession to do their time, they also explained their 

entry motivation in terms of ‘proving’ themselves as professionals. Tara, a career preference 

social worker that wanted to stay, identified that a perceived function of entering child protection 

and welfare was to ‘prove’ oneself: one could show one’s ability of working in a demanding 

practice setting without breaking down. Also of note again is the short-term nature of the expected 

tenure – one proves oneself and then one leaves:   
People kind of say - I have done that, ticked the box, proved yourself to be able to be in 

child protection, without completely breaking down, two years tick the box and off you go 

(Tara). 

 

Isabelle explicitly described how a social worker who has not ‘proved’ themselves in child 

protection may feel inadequate before his/her peers and employers: in some way, they would be 

‘less’ of a social worker if they had not done child protection and welfare: 
I felt I had to have child protection experience.  I felt on a level I couldn’t take myself 

seriously, nor would other colleagues take [you]… seriously, if you hadn’t done child 

protection (Isabelle). 

 

This point was also stressed by Hannah who employed a military reference, a tour of duty to a 

conflict zone, to highlight the unspoken expectation that an employment period in child protection 

is crucial to prove one’s bone fides as a social worker, and by Jessica who reemphasises its 

importance to employers. Again, we note the transient and short-term employment choices of 

social workers, and the suggestion from Hannah that newly-qualified social workers may 

reluctantly decide to enter because of expectations created by others while at college that working 

in child protection and welfare is a prerequisite for professional social work practice: 
… you were very much told that [while at university] it was like Beirut66, you do a year in 

child protection and then you get out and you need to do it because no one will take you 

seriously and really you were kind of frightened into it (Hannah). 

 
… when you go [to] apply for other jobs they [employers] look for experience in child 

protection (Jessica). 

 

Another factor which appeared significant in social workers’ motivations to enter child protection 

and welfare was the perception that it provided the best grounding, training and exposure to a 

wide range of practice issues (for example, addiction, mental health, child abuse, domestic 

violence, working with involuntary clients, and so on). An employment period in child protection 

                                                      
66 Irish defence force soldiers were key participants in the United Nations (UNIFIL) peacekeeping force in Beirut, Lebanon, between 

1978 and 2001. 
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and welfare is an opportunity to develop skills and competence, which are both a continuing 

professional development opportunity and a way of improving attractiveness to future employers:  
I would like to do maybe a five year stint here, just to get all my experience and you know 

feel more comfortable in the job.  And I would feel more competent … I would like to kind 

of have other experiences of working in social work. College kind of focuses in on as well, 

you know.  So…that’s kind of…you know, I had an idea, and they kind of drum it into you 

anyway that it’s…kind of, you should do a few years of this, before you do anything else, 

for the experience (Nicole). 

 

… you have to go in and do your time in this and then…then you have options (Roisin). 

 

Nicole and Hannah, identify the role of their university training in setting the expectation to work 

in child protection for a couple of years for the ‘experience’. For Jane, her decision to stay was 

influenced by the fact that she felt she had more to learn and that HSE training opportunities were 

good: 
KB: Are you actively looking to leave? 

Jane: No. No.  I would love to develop my skills more.  I have recently applied to do … 

training … in the risk assessment around perpetrators of sexual abuse. 

 

In summary, social workers in this study may be suggesting that child protection and welfare is 

used as the ‘proving ground’ in social work. A ‘proving ground’ is a military term used to 

describe a place where machinery and weapons are tested/proved prior to general use. This 

definition has widened with usage to incorporate an area or situation where a person is tested or 

proved. By describing child protection and welfare as a ‘proving ground’, social workers are 

suggesting that there are implicit assumptions about career paths for newly-qualified social 

workers in Ireland, the implications of which are examined in the next section. 

  

6.4 Implications for employers seeking to retain social workers 

Social workers in this study described how their understanding of a career in social work 

influenced their employment choices and their decisions to stay in or leave child protection and 

welfare. The previous chapter examined the factors that were significant in retaining child 

protection and welfare social workers, but the data in this chapter suggests that in addition to 

examining personal, supervisory, social support and organisational factors, social workers’ 

understandings of a career in social work are also crucial to understanding social workers’ 

retention in child protection and welfare. For analytical purposes, social workers were categorized 

into three broad groups based upon their career pathways in social work: ‘career preference’, 

‘transients’ and ‘converts’. Figure 6.1 provides a graphical view of how these social workers’ 

understandings of a career in social work influenced their decisions to stay or leave: 
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Figure 6.1: Social workers’ career decisions flow chart  

 
 

While all of the social workers in the study ‘chose’ to enter child protection and welfare, the 

analysis in this chapter highlighted that there are differing motivations for entry, which in turn, 

influence the length of their tenure expectations. Firstly, if newly-qualified social workers 

perceived that their preferred career in social work (for example, older adults, mental health) was 

accessible directly following college, it is unlikely that they would have ‘chosen’ to enter child 

protection and welfare. Secondly, some social workers indicated that they ‘chose’ to enter for 

pragmatic reasons: it was the sector recruiting, but also there was a perception of it being a good 

place to develop one’s skills. Thirdly, social workers in the interviews highlighted the fact that 

they understood there was an expectation within the profession that newly-qualified social 

workers should first ‘prove’ themselves in child protection and welfare before they moved on to 

work in their preferred area of social work practice, therefore they did not feel that they had any 

choice but to enter to ‘earn their stripes’. However, social workers re-evaluated their initial 

decisions to enter and career plan in light of their experience in the organisation, which impacted 

on the likelihood of their retention, as illustrated in Figure 6.1. 

 

Within these groups, of particular concern for employee retention are those social workers whose 

career preference was to work in child protection and welfare or who have grown to like it with 

some exposure, but who are becoming disillusioned and are thinking about leaving (further 

examples of potentially avoidable turnover). An analysis of the data from these social workers 

highlighted how the factors which contributed to these social workers’ dissatisfactions were 



 180 

mainly organisational and were potentially within the control of the HSE. As outlined in Chapter 

Five, social workers highlighted the poor quality of professional supervision, support from 

managers, and the under-resourcing of child protection teams (staffing, caseloads and essential 

support services such as foster-care placements) as the most significant factors that led to their 

disillusionment, factors which have subsequently been acknowledged as problematic by the HSE 

(Health Service Executive, 2008). However, the HSE may not be able to influence the retention of 

some social workers as they have made pragmatic choices to view child protection and welfare as 

a ‘stepping stone’ to working with service user groups in other employment settings. 

 

Social workers’ motivations for entering employment in child protection and welfare and their 

subsequent decisions to stay or leave appear to be influenced by five key perceptions. Firstly, 

social workers perceived that a period of employment in child protection and welfare was 

expected of newly-qualified social workers, views that were generated from their placement 

experiences and practice teachers, conversations with peers, university courses and from social 

work employers. Secondly, statutory child protection and welfare is one of the few sectors that 

social workers believed will employ newly-qualified graduates. Thirdly, social workers believed 

that social work employers preferred applicants with child protection and welfare experience on 

their curriculum vitae. Fourthly, child protection and welfare was considered a good place to hone 

post-qualification skills as it provides a good ‘grounding’ in professional practice. Fifth, by 

working in what social workers describe as a challenging and ‘tough’ area of social work practice, 

one ‘proves’ to oneself, employers and the profession that one is competent and able to ‘cope’, 

thereby becoming ‘eligible’ for one’s preferred area of social work practice.  

 

While the international literature references a range of factors which are closely linked to social 

workers’ decisions to stay or leave (see, for example, Smith, 2005; Tham, 2006; Healy et al., 

2007), social workers’ understandings of career paths for newly-qualified social workers and the 

related perception that child protection and welfare is ‘used’ both by social workers and 

employers as a ‘proving ground’, was not apparent in the literature. It is possible that social 

workers in Ireland describe the area in this manner as child protection and welfare is the largest 

area in which social workers are employed, and therefore is also the area that employs most 

newly-qualified social workers. There are relatively few mental health, adoption, or disability 

posts, and it is unrealistic that everyone would get their first choice in employment directly from 

college. Nonetheless, the data does suggest that social workers perceived that employers view 

child protection and welfare as essential training for all social workers and a ‘proving ground’ for 

newly-qualified graduates.  

 

Whether this ‘proving ground’ phenomenon is specific to Ireland is unclear, although two non-

Irish born and trained social workers interviewed in the research also identified similar messages 
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in their home countries67. The data suggests that social workers’ entry motivations shape their 

decisions to stay or leave. If they entered for instrumental reasons (training, ‘earning stripes’, no 

other posts) they are only likely to be retained in the short to medium-term: these social workers 

had decided to leave before they even began working in this practice setting. On the other hand, 

child protection and welfare may have benefited from recruiting staff who were initially 

uninterested or ambivalent, but were retained as they came to appreciate the work and its 

challenges and opportunities (‘converts’). This finding may have implications for the efficacy of 

the HSE’s approach to recruiting social workers whose first preference is to work in child 

protection and welfare. A perceived lack of other social work employment options appears to be 

important in social workers’ choice to enter the sector. A comparison of the Sunday Independent, 

Irish Examiner, and the Irish Times in a sample year of 2001 (when the health and personal social 

services sector was buoyant and growing), and the 2005/2006 period provides good evidence to 

support social workers’ perceptions of a tight labour market for social workers where there are 

now significantly fewer employment alternatives. Of particular interest is that since the 

completion of the fieldwork, for the first time in Ireland anecdotal accounts from MSW students 

(University College Cork) indicate that the probation and welfare sector has become the key 

source of employment for newly-qualified graduates in recent years, as the HSE had significantly 

limited its recruitment of social workers68.  

 

For some social workers in the study there may have been no decision to make as a job in child 

protection and welfare was their only ‘choice’, either because there were few other sectors 

recruiting, they wanted to live in a particular geographical area or because they perceived that 

employers in other social work settings expected prospective staff to have first done their time in 

child protection and welfare. It is possible that the generic method of training in Ireland 

contributes to this issue by not producing graduates with a specialism that would facilitate 

graduates to access non-child protection and welfare posts straight from university. The 

interviews also raised some interesting questions regarding the messages conveyed about child 

protection and welfare as a social work practice setting within university training courses.  

 

While it is unclear from the findings of this study whether child protection and welfare is actually 

used within the profession as a ‘proving ground’ for newly-qualified social workers, social 

workers’ assumptions affected their behaviour, their decisions to stay in or leave the sector and 

the length of time they expect to practise there. This data suggests that further research is required 

to explore these assumptions with social workers, social work students, employers of social 

workers and university staff.  
                                                      
67 Countries are not identified as it would compromise the anonymity of these social workers. 
68 A national recruitment drive for social workers was held by the HSE in 2008, mainly to fill the many vacant posts in child protection 

and welfare identified by Alan Shatter TD (see Chapter Two). As far as it was possible to ascertain, as of the 31st December 2008, no 

social worker has been appointed from this panel.  
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6.5 Concluding comments 

In this chapter, I argued that a focus on social workers’ understandings of a career in social work 

contributes to the analysis of how social workers make decisions to stay in or leave child 

protection and welfare. The three findings chapters so far have presented statistical and qualitative 

data which examined the issue of job retention and turnover for social workers in statutory child 

protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’. The findings contained in these chapters challenge 

some of the prevailing views held by social workers concerning job retention and turnover in 

child protection and welfare and contribute to a small but growing body of research in this area of 

social work. The analytical typology and career decisions flow chart presented in this chapter 

suggest that during the period of the study and beforehand, there were particular assumptions 

about career pathways for newly-qualified social workers in Ireland, assumptions which impact 

upon social workers’ retention in child protection and welfare.  This analysis makes an original 

contribution to the research in this area and furthers our understanding of the importance of 

‘career’ in social workers’ decisions to stay or leave this work. 

 

In her research on why ‘caseworkers’ stay in child protection and welfare, Rycraft (2000, p. 227) 

noted that a limitation of her study was that she had not interviewed some of those that 

‘terminated their employment’. She described how data from staff that had actually left the work 

could be used in a comparative way to deepen understanding of why some decide to stay and why 

others terminate their employment. In the next and final findings chapter, I present data from 

interviews with social workers that had left their employment as child protection and welfare 

social workers in the HSE ‘Area A’ and I examine the factors that influenced their decisions to 

leave. 
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CHAPTER 7 
Analysis of social workers’ decisions to leave child protection 

and welfare social work in the HSE ‘Area A’ 

 

 

7.1 Introduction 

To explore why social workers left their employment, a supplementary sample of social workers 

who terminated their employment in child protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’ during the 

fieldwork period was created. This second sample population of ten social workers who had been 

working in child protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’ and left, was created by analysing 

changes in the HSE ‘Area A’ staff lists (see figure 4.1 in Chapter Four). Social workers69 with 

whom the researcher could make contact and who were not living an impractical distance from 

Cork were selected for interview. These social workers were contacted through the use of peer 

and professional networks and all ten social workers who were contacted consented to participate 

in the study.  

  

All of the ten social workers interviewed were still working in social work. Three of the ten were 

working within statutory child protection and welfare social work (outside of the HSE ‘Area A’) 

and seven were working with other service user groups (for example, disability and hospitals). In 

the interviews presented in earlier findings chapters, there were a range of opinions presented 

about why social workers leave. In this chapter, I present data from interviews with these ten 

social workers in which they discussed their recollections of having ‘done’ child protection and 

welfare work in the HSE ‘Area A’; their reasons for leaving this employment; whether they or 

family members noticed any discernible changes in their quality of life since leaving; and whether 

they would consider returning to work in child protection and welfare at some point in the future.     

 

                                                      
69 Two of the ten were senior social work practitioners, but they are not identified by their grade to preserve their anonymity. 



 184 

7.2  Factors that influenced social workers’ decisions to leave 

In this section, I will introduce and analyse quotations and data from these interviews. Key 

themes emerged from the data and are used to explore why these social workers decided to leave 

child protection and welfare social work in the HSE ‘Area A’. These themes include: making 

career choices in social work; balancing work/family life, and leaving due to a ‘shock’ event.    

7.2.1 Making career choices in social work 

Similar to the data presented from social workers still working in the HSE presented in Chapter 

Six, these social workers’ understandings of a career in social work were also important in their 

decisions to leave. Leah, Vicky, and Roisin described how some social workers see child 

protection and welfare as a short-term career option. They start in child protection and welfare 

social work because these jobs are available to newly–qualified workers and it is viewed as an 

area that provides a good grounding in social work practice. Another reason for social workers 

suggesting that a career in this practice setting is short-term is connected with their view that child 

protection and welfare is physically and emotionally demanding work. Roisin, an example of a 

‘transient’ as described in section 6.2.2 in Chapter Six, describes in other parts of her interview 

how she entered child protection and welfare social work for pragmatic reasons, and in the 

following quote she describes how she had decided to leave before she even started: 
At the end I had my mind made up that I was going anyway.  So….I don’t think…I suppose 

again it’s likely that I had my mind made up before I ever went into it, that I just wasn’t going to 

be here (Roisin). 

 

She went on to describe how child protection and welfare was a place to ‘serve your time’ - a 

stop-gap until she accrued enough experience to get a job in her preferred area of social work 

practice: 
You just had the impression that you were going to go in, serve your time there [name of child 

protection and welfare team] and then move on … I am doing [another type of social work70] 

and I always had an interest in working with [clients of new area of social work].  But again it 

was the same thing.  There was an idea that no-one is going to walk in off the…off….after just 

being newly qualified into a job in [social worker’s preferred area of practice].  You are going to 

have to work your way up to that and to get that … that would follow child protection … it just 

was a thing that you kind of had to go and do your time in child protection (Roisin).   

 

The choice of language in the next quotation, for example use of the word ‘stint’ which is also 

used by other participants in the study presented in Chapter Six, further highlights the fact that 

social workers saw employment in this practice setting as time-limited. Here, Claire suggested 

five years as the maximum: 
I definitely recommend that every social worker does a stint in child protection.  But as a 

career…I mean if…if it’s for you, yes, go with it.  But I don’t think…I think....five years…I 
                                                      
70 Including details on the new area of social work employment may have led to the interviewee’s identity being revealed. 
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think and you need to be getting out … not even just five years….but I just don’t think you 

could do a lifetime of it….for the reasons I stated I suppose (Claire). 

 

Like Roisin, social workers suggested that there is a hierarchy of posts within social work, where 

most other jobs are described as ‘up’/higher than child protection and welfare. Both Roisin and 

Claire, like other participants in the sample presented in Chapter Six, used the metaphors of ‘do 

your time’, ‘serve your time’ and ‘stint’ to describe their period of employment in the sector. A 

career in social work begins with a period where you ‘serve your time’, you ‘prove’ yourself in 

child protection and welfare, and then you move on to your preferred career option. Like Roisin, 

Leah described how she wanted to work in another area of social work when she left college, but 

that child protection and welfare was where most newly qualified graduates get their experience 

before they ‘move on’ to work in their preferred area of social work:  
That was the only place [child protection and welfare] I could get a job.  So you are 

very…where you work is to a large extent, initially anyway, until you get some experience 

under your belt, it’s dictated by what is available.  And I think that is probably one of the 

reasons that child protection social workers have such a hard time as well … I think kind of the 

more experienced people move on and they move into, you know, different areas.  And it tends 

to be newly qualified social workers who go into child protection and they get the hardest cases 

and you know it’s not really a solution (Leah). 

 

Leah left her post in child protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’ when she secured a job in 

her preferred area of social work in another county. These changes were part of her original career 

plan when she left college. If Leah had not got the job in her preferred area of practice, she would 

have continued to work in child protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’, but she was clear 

that it was not a long-term career option (irrespective of the geographical location) and that she 

would have only been biding her time until an opportunity arose in her preferred area of social 

work.  
 

Vicky, a social worker who initially had no professional interest in child protection and welfare, 

took up employment there as felt that it would give her the ‘best’ experience. At the time, she 

thought that it would be relatively easy to leave child protection and welfare for a job in another 

area of social work practice: 
I wasn’t sure where I wanted to go.  But I thought that I would get the most experience in child 

protection initially. So I went there, even though I was offered a job somewhere else as well. I 

thought I could get the best experience [in child protection and welfare].  And at the time you 

could go from one area to the other very quickly anyway (Vicky).  

 

Vicky has since left the HSE ‘Area A’ and now works as a social worker in the voluntary sector. 

Five of the ten social workers primarily took a job in child protection as they felt that it would be 

a good professional experience or grounding and they were always intending to leave 

(‘transients’). Of these five, two became ‘converts’ (see section 6.2.3 in previous chapter) and 
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now describe child protection and welfare work as their first choice career preference in social 

work. The other five social workers were ‘career preference’ social workers (see section 6.2.1 in 

previous chapter) who took a post in child protection and welfare because it was their first choice. 

The experience of doing this work, balancing work and family life, and the impact of ‘shock’ 

events led some of these social workers to reconsider these decisions. 

7.2.2 Balancing work/family life and leaving due to a ‘shock’ event 

In her interview, Vicky described how she had enjoyed child protection and welfare, that she had 

excellent support from her peers and that it was worthwhile work where she felt she made a 

difference. Lee and Mitchell’s unfolding model of turnover suggests that employees start thinking 

about leaving organisations due to a ‘shock’ event inside or outside the organisation71, rather than 

a result of job dissatisfaction as suggested by earlier models of turnover. Data to support this 

model is best collected using retrospective interviews (Hom and Griffeth, 1995; Holtom et al., 

2002). In Vicky’s case, a ‘shock’ event associated with her health, which she felt may have been 

related to work stress, contributed to her decision to leave, as she wanted to have another child. 

Contributing factors to this decision to leave the work were that it was leading to friction with her 

home life relating to having energy for her role as a mother and partner, and because she felt that 

the resources available to support her in doing the work were deteriorating: 
I suppose really I think [I left] probably for family reasons, you know.  I wanted another child as 

well, you know.  So I think…you know, for those reasons I kind of thought … I can’t stay in this 

long term.  And I also felt that some of the services were getting worse and the system was 

getting a little bit worse, and I found that very difficult to deal with as well … to be honest with 

you we were probably talking about health (personal health details removed)72. But you know I 

would have been quite stressed as well at the time.  Now as I say really…I couldn’t…like if 

somebody said that to me now I wouldn’t say, oh yes, it was the stress of the job, I really 

wouldn’t, you know what I mean.  But I think…you know, all those kind of things you kind of 

start reanalysing your own life as well … (Vicky). 

 

In the preceding quotation, we again see another social worker describe a mixture of personal 

reasons, ill-health and stress which combine to influence social workers’ career choices. The 

question of doing child protection and welfare work and having children was also influenced 

Charlotte’s decision to leave. This could also be partly explained by a ‘shock’ event. Charlotte felt 

unsupported by management and by the organisation after an incident at work, which prompted 

her to start thinking about leaving:  
I just thought it was very heavy duty stuff.  And I wanted to get more into …you know, my 

own…my own life and whatever and possibly having kids in the future or whatever.  And I 

thought it wouldn’t be something I would stay in for the rest of my life, and particularly if I had 

kids or a family, to be facing that level all the time and then to just go home and be your person 
                                                      
71 Examples of ‘shocks’ include: industrial dispute, birth of a child, death or loss, being head-hunted, or a dispute with 

manager/colleague (Holtom et al., 2006). 
72 Including personal health details may have led to the interviewee’s identity being revealed. 
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again.  So I suppose I never thought I would stay in it fully.  I think that…yes, I think that 

incident [unsupported by management following a serious event in  a case – details removed to 

protect anonymity] did have a big…a big impact.  I suppose I had expectations around being 

looked after by my manager which aren’t fully…you know her responsibility.  I mean it’s my 

responsibility.  But there is an element that needs to exist for me …being clinically supervised, 

or being managed, that they will look after you.  And I just felt it was completely unmet then 

(Charlotte).   

 

In this quotation, two significant themes arose which also occurred in data presented from social 

workers still working in child protection and welfare in earlier chapters. These were the 

importance of professional supervision in supporting social workers, and a long-term career in 

child protection and welfare not being part of the plan. Charlotte’s use of language (‘heavy duty 

stuff’) - which in her interview referred to high work demands, having responsibility for children, 

the emotional labour of child protection and dealing with child abuse - reemphasises the view 

often expressed by the social workers that the work was difficult.  
 

The impact of child protection and welfare work on a worker’s personal and family life identified 

in Vicky’s text earlier, was also a concern for Erin and Charlotte:  
Difficult in that I felt my job was impacting on my personal life.  And I suppose, when the job 

came up in (identifying information – practice area) would have been where I did my first year 

placement.  I would have been interested in it so went for it but the location was a huge factor.  I 

don’t think I would have gone for the same post if it was in (name of HSE ‘Area A’ 

geographical area).  I suppose, it was always a desire that I would return home anyway (Erin). 

 
Erin moved to a job in another area of social work practice, primarily for its proximity to her 

home. Charlotte felt that the demands of doing this work necessitated that one’s home life be 

uncomplicated and content, and she used the metaphor of a ‘picket fence’73 to accentuate this 

point: 
I just think that anyone that works in child protection needs…this is my view and I know it’s 

probably wrong, but that you need to have your big house and your picket fence and….you 

know, that life is pretty calm … and OK.  But I don’t think you can afford to have any drama in 

your own life (Charlotte). 

 

In discussing this further with Charlotte, she explained that ‘picket fence’ meant that one’s life is 

preferably uncomplicated as child protection and welfare work takes a lot of energy.  

 

In another part of her interview, Erin described the ‘fear’ that she was not adequately dealing with 

her caseload due to time pressures. Consequently, she felt she was not building satisfactory 

quality relationships with children. This anxiety, associated with social workers’ awareness of 
                                                      
73 The reference to a picket fence (sometimes white) symbolises the ‘ideal’ middle class suburban life where a person has a good home 

in suburbia with a picket fence in front, family life is uncomplicated and one is content with one’s life. 
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managing ‘risk’ in child protection and welfare (Morrison, 1996; Ferguson, 2004), articulated 

here as a pressure and responsibility not to miss ‘things’, weighed upon her:  
The fear that I was sort of just touching on things and maybe missing things … Well I suppose, 

just the, the fact that you know, I, I, I felt that your planning, planning a child’s life because you 

are planning for a care plan for a child’s life.  And I just felt that how well do I as a social 

worker get to know this child so I can know what his or her wants and needs?  Like have I such, 

have I got the time to develop a relationship with them so they can tell me what they want you 

know?  So that they feel, feel included in it (Erin). 

 

When asked to describe what she meant by ‘fear’, Erin described how she felt under-resourced to 

do the quality of work she felt these children required, hence the fundamental work of 

relationship-building could not be adequately undertaken. Data presented from Erin and Vicky in 

this chapter on the under-resourcing of child protection and welfare - which also mirrors the 

experiences of the other eight social workers that left - parallel the experiences of social workers 

still working in child protection and welfare presented in earlier chapters. Erin’s concern 

regarding children’s assessment of the quality of her work suggests some unease with her 

professional work standards: 
The fear is I suppose, those children growing up and looking back and thinking about the social 

workers that worked with them through the year.  And some of them not getting like, what, what 

would their opinion [be]?  … [when] compiling a care plan I know you’re doing it with other 

agencies but you know, you’re meant to be the social worker, you’re meant to be the child’s 

voice and you need that input from the child and a child isn’t going to tell a stranger what they 

really think you know (Erin).      

 

Of the seven social workers now working in social work settings other than child protection and 

welfare, one social worker (Hannah), described herself as an ‘avoidable’ leaver who reluctantly 

left the work due to the poor working conditions on her team. Earlier in her interview, Hannah, an 

experienced practitioner, described her commitment to this work and her high level of job 

satisfaction, but she also flagged significant tension in relationships between social workers and 

team management over working conditions. While she acknowledged that it was her decision to 

leave, she also felt that these factors contributed to her being avoidably ‘pushed’ out of the 

organisation (Hannah presently works in another social work setting). Caringi et al. (2007) 

highlight how such ‘push out’ factors contribute to workers’ decisions, even those workers like 

Hannah who have a commitment to this work, to leave the sector. Hannah expressed anger at 

having to leave a job she loved, which, she felt, led to a loss of her identity and powerlessness: 
I still feel the pull you know.  And I also still feel a lot of anger, because I loved my job so much 

… (identifying information removed) I loved what I did and I have lost my identity.  I was very 

well known and you know I was good at what I did. But there is a bit of anger in the back of me 

that feels….I know I made the decision, but at the same time, there is a bit of anger that says, 

God, do you know, I was pushed out … I think there are a good few experienced practitioners in 

my position who feel that way, who feel that….that they are not…they are not within a 
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management structure that works for them.  And that was…would be certainly a significant part 

of me wanting to get out as well (Hannah).   

 

In summary, prominent factors in these seven social workers’ decisions to leave their employment 

were work-life balance issues, critiques of an unsupportive organisation, and social workers’ 

perceptions of career pathways for newly qualified graduates. Some of the social workers that left 

the work were ‘transients’ and were always unlikely to be retained in this work. Some of the 

factors which contributed to social workers leaving were unavoidable, such as moving closer to 

home or family, and there is little an organisation can do to retain these workers. However, factors 

within the control of the organisation and which social workers directly related to their decisions 

to leave were the low levels of support and supervision experienced by some of them, but it is 

important to note that this was not the universal experience of all workers. Of particular note was 

that Hannah’s departure in particular could have been avoided and that the two ‘converts’ were 

also not retained. Three of the career preference social workers were retained in child protection 

and welfare, but they moved to work in other HSE areas. 

 

The next section explores why these three social workers who are still working in child protection 

and welfare in locations outside of the HSE ‘Area A’ decided to leave. The section also explores 

whether the other seven social workers would consider returning at some point in the future to 

work in child protection and welfare. 

 

7.3  Returning to work in child protection and welfare in the future 

The seven social workers who were no longer working in child protection and welfare were asked 

if they would consider returning to work in this practice setting. Only Hannah was certain that she 

wanted to return to this work citing her love of, and preference for, this work: 
There is a high likelihood that I would go back ...  I wouldn’t go back to (child protection and 

welfare department she just left).  But I would be interested in (another child protection and 

welfare team in the HSE ‘Area A’) or something like that … I do want a few years out.  But I 

can’t see myself not going back, because it is still something that…that I love and I have a huge 

interest in (Hannah). 

 

Claire was certain that she would not work in direct service provision in child protection and 

welfare again as it would be too stressful. Earlier in her interview, Claire described the negative 

impact of this work on her health and professional identity when she had to go out on extended 

stress leave because of the strain of doing the work: 
KB: Would you come back to child protection in the HSE ‘Area A’? 

Claire: No.  I couldn’t really.  I loved it in lots of ways you know but I, I think it wouldn’t be 

long before I was back … the, the type of person that I am,  I’m, I’m very hard on myself and so 

I don’t think, I don’t think it would be long before I’d be stressed again (Claire). 

 



 190 

Leah and Vicky both expressed an interest in returning only if organisational issues which they 

identified in their interviews were resolved. In the following quotation, Leah additionally 

highlights commuting as an issue: 
I wouldn’t say, no … I went with here because again you are back into commuting, you are back 

into…you know, everything that we spoke about.  So…I suppose that’s…I would never say 

never.  But it would…they would have to change an awful lot I would say (Leah). 

 

Not as a worker on the ground, no, no.  Just because I feel I have done it.  I have done it for a 

number of years.  And unless there was significant changes made ….like you know unless the 

[under] resourc[ing] issue. And the [high] case loads ...  I wouldn’t, no (Vicky).   

 

Erin and Roisin emphasised ‘the buzz’, stimulation and variety of the work as being positive 

factors which they enjoyed about child protection and welfare, which were in direct contrast to 

their current jobs which do not contain these features. Yet, for Erin, the quality of her home life 

since she left is presently more important, yet she also expressed the possibility, although not very 

definitively, of going back to this work at some point in the future. Similar to Charlotte and Vicky 

earlier, planning for children is also a component of Erin’s decision-making process, amongst a 

range of other factors: 
Erin: I still I see people and they’re just getting the buzz you know.  I’ve no buzz now.  So 

they’re getting you know, the something in it that they’re really enjoying and that some of them 

would openly say that you know … I miss that. 

KB:  Is it enough for you to go back for that?   

Erin: No … because there has been so much improvements I suppose, in my personal life you 

know.  I’m now working only Monday to Friday.  I’m enjoying myself.  I’m sleeping better.  

And I feel myself you know, I’ve got more time for like my you know, for my brothers and my 

sisters you know …  and like I wouldn’t, I don’t think I would have done that as much. I would 

have met them at home at the weekend and that would have been it.  Whereas, now I’ve, I’ve 

more I feel I have more time to, and I’m more interested actually … I wouldn’t be surprised if I 

went back in a number of years.  Not maybe, not now you know I suppose, and that again is 

personal reasoning reasons you know - (identifying personal information). Maybe starting a 

family, that kind of thing, but I wouldn’t be surprised in a few years time if I were to go back.   

 

Roisin also identified the ‘buzz’, variety and stimulation associated with child protection and 

welfare work compared to her current job, but these positives were juxtaposed with her 

disappointment at not being able to make a difference: 
Just even talking about it there now, I was thinking back, well it’s not all bad … I did enjoy 

certain aspects of it … I think there is…there is an awful lot of good in there as well.  There is 

an awful lot of…you know there is great buzz and it’s good and it’s…but….. Well I mean it’s 

good that I suppose it’s…it’s challenging and it’s interesting and there is so many different …I 

mean maybe in a way the job that I have at the moment could be…and I don’t really mean 

mundane, but it…maybe child protection is, because it’s that fast…you know it’s fast paced and 

it’s interesting and that…you know, that it’s…every week is different, every day is different. I 

think that maybe I was a bit naïve as well in there kind of….that you do think everything is 
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going to be all wonderful and that you are going to make such a difference.  And it’s a bit… 

whatever…a bit of a shock when you realise that you are not going to…you know what I mean, 

you are not doing anything (Roisin). 

 

Finally, Charlotte, like other social workers in the study who described their employment period 

in child protection and welfare as short-term, may consider returning to do a ‘stint’, but a long-

term career in the sector was not part of her career planning: 
I may at some stage return to it.  I don’t know….for a short stint.  I don’t know (unclear) I 

couldn’t see myself you know doing it for 30 years or whatever.  But then again, things change 

… I don’t miss it.  I mean I like it and it really did an awful lot for me and gave me lots of 

experience and…..But it’s not a great place for building your confidence … Yes, I suppose I 

would consider it (Charlotte). 

 

These social workers shared similar issues with the social workers from previous chapters who 

are still doing the work. In their interviews (data not presented here due to space considerations) 

the level of under-resourcing of this work, the quality of supervision and supports, and feeling 

like you are making a difference are significant. Despite these factors, for many of these social 

workers it was the ‘unavoidable’ turnover factors such as a geographical move and having 

children (Hom and Griffeth, 1995), and the social worker’s ‘type’ (mainly transient), which were 

the key factors in social workers’ final decisions to leave the work. Two social workers clearly 

indicated that they wanted to return to child protection and welfare work at some point in the 

future, and one may return for a short-term ‘stint’. Three continued to work in child protection 

and welfare and seven worked with other service user groups. From the data it appears that social 

workers have more difficulty with the HSE as an organisation than child protection and welfare 

work. 

  

Three of the ten social workers left child protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’ to do the 

same work closer to their family home. Amy, Claire and Danielle’s (all ‘career preference’ social 

workers) commitment to this work was strong and in their interviews they explained that they had 

made a deliberate choice to continue to work in child protection and welfare work. Despite 

leaving, all three expressed reservations about leaving the HSE ‘Area A’, citing high-quality 

supports and friendships with peers as being retention factors. For example, Claire and Amy said: 
The group of friends (referring to colleagues) that, that I acquired, that acquired me were were 

fabulous.  I really, I still really miss them and I don’t think I’ll get that again.  Because, because 

everybody made me feel warm and welcoming and yeah real … I wouldn’t have survived if it 

wasn’t for them … in that environment the, the newness of it and the difficulties that are 

involved, difficulties that are involved with the high numbers, with a different legislation, with 

different services that are not available in (name of team), I don’t think I would have lasted at all 

(Claire). 
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Managers and colleagues were very supportive. Team atmosphere is most important for me. 

Would have stayed in (name of child protection and welfare team) for this (Amy). 

 

While friends were important, the desire to move geographically closer to family, (and in Amy’s 

case, the additional factor of seeking promotion), was a core factor in some social workers’ 

decisions to leave, as expressed in the following quotations: 
I wanted a managerial post and was from (name of home geographical area) originally and 

wanted to return home (Amy). 

 

I suppose, it was a personal, for personal reasons not much more than the actual job … we 

decided that because of the limitations for his career [partner], he wanted to come back to the 

(name of country).  And, and family connections you know and friends that, that we missed.  I 

didn’t really choose to leave.  I didn’t particularly want to leave.  I just being, I got the post of 

Senior Social Work Practitioner and I was quite pleased about that and excited about you know, 

what that would entail.  But obviously you know, I needed to come back.  Between myself and 

my husband.  It was a joint decision (Claire). 

 

Danielle: I think I would have taken a job in anything really within kind of social work field, just 

to position myself in (geographical area).  But my intention would have been to go back and do 

child protection.  So I would have taken work until something came up in child protection in 

(name of home geographical area).  So the way it happened is that, I landed like a job here in 

(child protection and welfare in another HSE), because it was the nearest to (name of home 

geographical area) that I could get. 

KB: Was it always your intention to leave child protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’ and 

come back to (name of home geographical area)? 

Danielle: Oh yes, it would have been.  Like the plan was eventually like but maybe not when it 

happened.  But it just…it’s just the way things worked out.  I could have stayed longer in Cork.  

I wasn’t leaving for….it’s just the way life like happened. 

 

To expand upon the themes of health and work-life balance examined in earlier chapters, these 

social workers were asked if they noticed changes in their quality of life since leaving the HSE 

‘Area A’, and their responses are analysed in the next section. 

 

7.4 Quality of life after leaving the HSE ‘Area A’ 

The ten social workers were asked if they or family members noticed a difference in their quality 

of life since leaving child protection and welfare work in the HSE ‘Area A’. Hannah described 

how there is now a better balance between her home and work life, she is calmer at home and has 

more energy for activities, family and friends and is home earlier as her new job does not require 

working late: 
There was this whole discussion going on about how much more relaxed things are at home 

since I have changed jobs … a lot of that is around the hours and stuff.  I am no longer rocking 
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in at 7 o’clock…8 o’clock at night, you know. I am in by 6 o’clock…and, you know, so things 

are a bit more calm. For the first month to six weeks I dreamt about (Name of Social Work 

Department).  It was the weirdest thing.  I used to dream about the clients.  I used to dream about 

the team. And ….almost like my subconscious was getting rid of it. That is gone now.  I don’t 

like hearing from them anymore, which sounds awful.  I just want them to go away. Definitely 

more relaxed, definitely more energy and more interest in things outside of work.    

 

Vicky described how not working in child protection and welfare has improved her home life. Not 

working in child protection and welfare, she felt, is also better for her child as she was conscious 

of the impact of work stress on the relationship with her child:  
I have a small child now as well and I think for him as well it’s much better ... But then I was 

watching a particular programme on the television, it was talking about stress and parents and it 

just interviewed way older children now ….seven, eight, nine, ten or whatever.  And they…how 

aware they were of their parents when they were stressed and things like that.  And I think that’s 

what got me thinking because even though I was…you know, at home and you know as I say a 

demanding child, it’s…it was still going on in my head.  You know…so I kind of thought, God, 

that’s not good, I don’t want that, you know what I mean (Vicky).  

 

Social workers were also aware of their partner’s and friends’ views of changes since they moved 

jobs: social workers felt they were more relaxed and their home/family life had improved. 

Vicky’s partner was happy that she had changed jobs and felt she was more relaxed, and Erin’s 

friends also noted significant changes in her:  
My partner definitely … [is happy] That I left, yes … I would be more relaxed (Vicky).    

 

I mean, friends have sat me down seriously have sat me down and … friends have said God like 

you’re so relaxed now.  You’re [a] completely different person.  That might be a bit 

exaggerating but you know, they, they would comment on that.  I feel much more relaxed you 

know.  I can now have conversations about like you know, silly things not silly things but 

unimportant things and I’m not thinking about something else you know. Even though my work 

now is, is, is almost more emotionally draining now because I’m getting to know people better 

and I’m empathising with people more do you know … But at five o’clock I’m out the door.  

I’m winding down the, I’m winding down in the car and that’s it.  That’s work.  So I feel, I feel 

much better (Erin).    

 

Erin also noted that her health had improved since she left child protection and welfare: 
Well, my mental health.  And my (medical condition) is now maybe once a year instead of three 

or four times a year, which is quite interesting.      

 

Now that she has stopped working in child protection and welfare altogether, Leah feels she has a 

better quality of life, and would find it difficult to go back: 
It’s a tough job, Kenneth, you know.  And as I said, I would…I could do it, but I couldn’t do it 

forever.  I definitely couldn’t do it for kind of ten years or fifteen years, you know.  I just…and 

having such a good quality of life now, and knowing the way that…how difficult things were 



 194 

before, it would be very hard to go back into that, you know.  You know….other things take 

over, don’t they, you know.  And it’s nice to have…to leave work at…work at 5 o’clock in 

evening (Leah). 

 

Similar to data presented on social workers’ health in previous chapters, the ten social workers 

that left, particularly the seven that were not working in child protection and welfare, noted how 

they felt that their general quality of life had improved. In Erin’s case, she directly linked her 

move to a new social work job with a reduction in health-related illness. The most significant 

features for social workers were an improved level of energy and quality of relationships with 

family and friends. The interviews were unable to dedicate sufficient time to explore this theme in 

further depth, and there may be some merit in undertaking further research on the issue of social 

workers’ health and quality of life, particularly the strength of a more detailed comparative study 

between those who left this work and those still working in child protection and welfare.  

 

7.5 Discussion and analysis 

Factors which contributed to social workers’ decisions to leave included: work-family life 

conflicts; moving home, where home is defined as outside of the HSE ‘Area A’s’ geographical 

boundaries; social workers’ understanding of a career in social work; newly qualified social 

workers’ perceptions of employment opportunities in the social work labour market post-

qualification; the demanding nature of the work; not being valued and taken care of by managers, 

and ‘shocks’ that stimulated social workers to start thinking about leaving. There was some 

evidence of social workers ‘avoidably’ leaving as a result of factors that may be within the control 

of the HSE, but the turnover decisions were attributed mainly to ‘unavoidable’ personal factors 

such as having children and wanting to move closer to home and family. Rycraft (2000, p. 211) 

noted that many of her study’s participants became child protection workers ‘without prior 

thought or an original intent’. The findings presented in this and previous chapters provide 

another perspective on this issue; social workers made clear decisions to enter and leave child 

protection and welfare social work.  

 

Social workers who left their employment as child protection and welfare workers in the HSE 

‘Area A’ had a clear view of their career path within social work, and their understanding of a 

career pathway influenced their employment decisions, both about their entry and exit from child 

protection and welfare. Social workers perceive that child protection and welfare is a necessary 

first step on their career and for many it was the only work available to them. Contrary to 

Rycraft’s (2000) finding, social workers in this study who had left their employment as child 

protection and welfare social workers in the HSE ‘Area A’ had made careful career decisions and 

were clear on why they entered the sector. Firstly, social workers’ believed that child protection 

and welfare was the sector most likely to employ newly qualified graduates. Secondly, social 
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workers with an interest in other areas of professional social work practice felt that they should 

first gain experience in child protection and welfare social work to get a good practice grounding 

which would subsequently help them gain access to their preferred choice of employment. 

Thirdly, some social workers have a preference for this work: they make informed decisions to 

enter the sector and stay in this work even if they move geographical areas, despite the challenges 

associated with ‘doing this work’ and the reported issues with working conditions in child 

protection and welfare teams.   

 

Some social workers reported that child protection and welfare was a difficult practice context in 

which to have a long-term career and that one’s time in this setting is limited. This is an 

interesting theme which was also expressed by social workers in earlier chapters and raises 

important policy and practice implications that are discussed in the next chapter.  

 

There was some evidence to support Lee and Mitchell’s (1994) theory that employees start 

thinking about leaving as a result of a ‘shock’, in that two of the social workers’ accounts fit with 

this model (Vicky and Charlotte). While this theoretical model of turnover was not explicitly used 

in the data collection, a further study which specifically examines this model may have some 

merit, although researchers should note the methodological complexity and difficulty of designing 

a study using this model, as noted by Holtom and colleagues (2002). 

 

Three of the ten social workers interviewed remained in the child protection and welfare system, 

although they were all working outside of the HSE ‘Area A’. These social workers’ decided to 

stay working in child protection and welfare because of their preference for child protection and 

welfare work, they felt that they made a difference with families, they experienced job 

satisfaction, and had a commitment to working with children and families. 

 

The more nuanced classification of turnover outlined by Phillips and O’Connell (2003) in Chapter 

Three suggests that organisations should seek to classify turnover beyond a straight numerical 

calculation to one which estimates if employees’ resignations are ‘avoidable’ or ‘unavoidable’. 

Two of social workers’ departures could be classified as ‘avoidable’ and appeared to be directly 

related to problems with managers and organisational factors. For example, Hannah’s account 

suggests that her resignation might have been avoidable and represents a human resource loss to 

the sector as she was an experienced practitioner who was committed to the work and wanted to 

stay. The data presented in this chapter suggests that eight of the ten social workers’ departures 

were ‘unavoidable’ due to geographical moves closer to family and friends, and decisions to have 

children.  

 

While social workers’ views on returning to the sector were not overtly negative, the likelihood of 

the sector reemploying this cohort appears small. While social workers clearly missed certain 
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aspects of child protection and welfare work, namely working in a team, support and friendships, 

the ‘buzz’ and the variety of the work, other positive factors such as reduced stress, improved 

health, work-life balance, and improved quality of relationships with family and friends outweigh 

aspects of the work that they miss. These factors influenced their decisions to leave their 

employment in child protection and welfare, their future career pathway in social work and 

whether they would work in child protection and welfare social work again.  

 

Exit interviews are often suggested as an important tool for organisations to examine causes of 

turnover, although there has been some doubt cast on their reliability and accuracy as staff 

participation can be low, staff may not accurately report their true feelings due to fears of 

retaliation or getting a poor reference, and the quality of data collected can be short and 

incomplete (Phillips and O'Connell, 2003). Therefore, exit interview were not part of the research 

design of this study. Of the social workers who discussed exit interviews, none had been invited 

to an exit interview and some indicated that they may not have been too forthcoming or critical if 

they had had one. 

 

7.6 Concluding comments 

In this chapter, I presented findings from qualitative interviews with ten social workers that had 

left their posts in child protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’. The primary benefit of 

interviewing these social workers was the ability to compare themes between the two samples of 

social workers. The data collected and findings confirm the validity of the decision to interview 

these social workers. The findings presented in this chapter should be considered in more 

tentative terms than the findings from earlier chapters, due to the relatively small sample size. 

However, the important themes raised in this chapter confirm the need to undertake further 

research with social workers who resign from this work. The data presented in this chapter 

facilitated a development of the analysis of how social workers make decisions to stay or leave 

child protection and welfare work.  

 

This exploratory study raises additional questions and avenues for further research. In the next 

and final chapter, I will summarise the thesis and examine the implications of the research 

findings for users of child protection and welfare services, social work practitioners, the social 

work profession, social work employers and social work education.   
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CHAPTER 8 
Concluding comments and implications of findings for 

developing a retention policy for child protection and 

welfare social workers  

 

 
8.1 Introduction   

This study examines the factors that influence the retention of statutory child protection and 

welfare social workers. The main goals of the study were to explore the professional experiences 

of a group of child protection and welfare social workers in the HSE ‘Area A’, to establish the 

levels of turnover and employment mobility, to explore the factors that influenced their decisions 

to want to stay in or leave this work, and to highlight significant factors for the development of a 

retention policy for social workers in child protection and welfare. Many of the issues outlined in 

the political and social context described in Chapter One remain unresolved and are discussed 

throughout this chapter. This study’s findings illustrate the far from optimal practice conditions in 

child protection and welfare social work in the HSE ‘Area A’ during the period of the fieldwork.   

 

This research makes a significant contribution to the knowledge on child protection and welfare 

social workers’ retention by undertaking an in-depth analysis of this issue in one Health Service 

Executive area. This study challenges the prevailing orthodox that the turnover of child protection 

and welfare social workers is high and in doing so charts the complex nature of social workers’ 

movements within and out of child protection and welfare. By employing both qualitative and 

quantitative methods, but primarily a qualitative research design, this study highlights the factors 

which social workers identify as influencing their decisions to stay or leave child protection and 

welfare. Data collected in the semi-structured interviews also shed light on social workers’ 

experiences of ‘doing’ child protection and welfare work and their understandings of the complex 

nature of this area of social work. In undertaking this research I examined the applicability of 

three organisational theories to examine social workers’ retention: perceived organisational 

support theory, social exchange theory and job characteristics theory. Questions were raised 
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regarding perceived organisational support theory where I argued that this theory has limited 

applicability for researching social workers’ retention. One of the main findings was that social 

workers’ commitment to co-workers and service users is more important in explaining their 

retention. This study makes an original contribution through the development of a typology that 

focuses on social workers’ perceptions of a career in social work and how five key perceptions 

influence their subsequent decisions to stay or leave (Chapter Six). A further original contribution 

is the retention framework for child protection and welfare social workers presented in section 8.2 

of this chapter. This typology and the findings of this study are likely to have broader implications 

and relevance for the employers of social workers in Ireland outside of the HSE and employers of 

social workers in other countries.  

 

This study addresses a significant gap in the Irish research by making a contribution to the long-

running and under-researched debate on social workers’ retention in child protection and welfare 

in Ireland. The research findings do not support the view, at least in the HSE ‘Area A’ during the 

fieldwork period, of there being high turnover for child protection and welfare social workers. 

However, I also argue that this does not mean that there are not important issues to be addressed 

regarding social workers’ retention. The study highlights specific areas that require attention and 

investment by the government, which in addition to addressing social workers’ retention would 

also enhance the development of child protection and welfare social work services. The study also 

discovered a majority of social workers who want to continue working in child protection and 

welfare: these social workers’ experiences provide important insights into how retention issues 

can be addressed, and challenges the dominant assumptions that social workers want to leave this 

area of professional practice. The study extends our understanding of social workers’ retention by 

arguing that future research in this area should consider social workers’ perceptions of career 

pathways in social work, and a social work career typology was developed to structure such an 

analysis. The implications of such a focus for employers will be discussed in section 8.3.1 below.  

The study also makes a contribution by demonstrating how qualitative research that draws on the 

experiences of social workers can contribute to research in this area. 

 

Contrary to expectations, the findings suggest that two thirds of social workers interviewed 

wanted to continue working in child protection and welfare. The quality of social workers’ 

supervision, social exchanges between social workers and their co-workers, high levels of 

autonomy in their work practices, a career preference for this work, wide variety in the work, 

social workers’ commitment to co-workers and service users, and a perception that they were 

making a difference, emerged as important themes in social workers’ decisions to stay. However, 

certain social workers were staying not because they enjoyed the work or because it is their 

preference, but for more pragmatic reasons that include the quality of public service employment 

contracts and personal, including family, commitments. Social workers’ perceptions of being 

unsupported by the organisation, which usually meant poor quality and infrequent supervision, 
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high caseloads and demanding workloads, a lack of resources, working with involuntary clients 

and perceptions that they were not making a difference were most significant in social workers’ 

decisions to want to leave. Of those who want to leave, some describe themselves as stuck and 

may have to stay due to a ‘tight’ labour market connected to deteriorating economic conditions 

and the HSE’s policy of limited recruitment. 

 

In this study, social workers had very high average caseloads of 41.3 children each. The social 

workers reported that the size of their caseloads resulted in some of these children being rarely 

seen; that there was serious under-resourcing of services for children and families in the areas of 

alternative care, mental health/therapeutic and family supports and that the quality and frequency 

of their professional supervision was less than adequate, all of which led to a perception that the 

HSE ‘Area A’ was not sufficiently supportive of their work. Since the completion of the 

fieldwork, the deteriorating economic conditions of the country has contributed to further 

cutbacks in health and social services where vacant posts are left unfilled, and it is now reportedly 

even more difficult for social workers to access essential resources for children and families. It 

was in the context of such issues that social workers in child protection and welfare in the HSE 

‘Area A’ were asked about their retention. Additionally, there have been a number of new on-

going child abuse inquiries set up (for example the Roscommon inquiry, the Michelle Bray74 

inquiry (Dungarvan), and the Tracey Fay inquiry (Coolock, Eastern Regional Health Authority)), 

where the policies and practices of social workers in child protection and welfare, and other 

professionals, are under intense scrutiny.  

 

In this concluding chapter, based on the study’s findings, I summarise key areas of development 

that could form the basis of a retention policy for social workers in child protection and welfare. 

The implications of the research findings for child protection and welfare policy, social work 

employers, social work practice and education, and the users of child protection and welfare 

services are also outlined. The chapter identifies opportunities for further research, and some of 

the limitations of the study are discussed.   

 

8.2 Implications for the development of a ‘retention’ policy in child protection 
and welfare  

Some degree of turnover should be considered normal in all organisations, and the goal of social 

work organisations should not be to try and retain all social workers. Nonetheless, it is important 

to retain skilled and experienced social workers in child protection and welfare and it is 

recommended that the HSE should regularly generate data on social workers’ turnover and 
                                                      
74 The names of Michelle Bray and Tracey Fay were widely reported in the media following their deaths, therefore the inclusion of 

their names in this thesis is not a breach of confidentiality. At the time of writing, there are no publically available published reports 

from these inquiries. 
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employment mobility. As argued in Chapter Four, employment mobility changes such as 

maternity leave and secondments should not be considered in turnover calculations, but should be 

factored into the general analysis of staff mobility and requirements for temporary 'replacement' 

staff. Future analyses of social workers’ retention should seek to look beyond blunt statistical 

turnover rates towards identifying and preventing avoidable turnover, which should include the 

views of current staff and staff who moved within and left the organisation. To this end, the 

following framework presented in figure 8.1, developed from the research findings outlined in 

previous chapters, indicates the key areas that need to be considered in developing a strategy to 

retain skilled, experienced and committed social workers that want to stay. 

 

Figure 8.1: Retention framework for social workers in child protection and welfare 
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The framework draws together the key factors which social workers in this study described as 

influencing their decisions to stay or leave. Rather than present a hierarchical or causal model, the 

framework is presented as an inter-related matrix of factors, the mix of which will be different for 

each social worker. This framework reflects the methodological approach of the study, which 

sought to represent the voices of social workers - to acknowledge their diversity and the differing 

meanings and constructions which they ascribe to their work in this setting. While these social 

workers were working for the one organisation, their understandings of this work and the 

organisation influenced how they talked about their experiences, leading to multiple and 

sometimes conflicting stories of social workers’ retention in the HSE ‘Area A’. The diversity of 

experiences, shaped by all of the factors identified in the framework, suggest that more causal 

models, popular in this type of research, are too simplistic and do not adequately capture the rich 

complexities of these professionals’ experiences. To this end, the framework should be used as a 

basis for further research and conversations on this issue within the profession and the HSE, 

rather than as a predictive model. 

 

The framework is colour-coded to highlight the factors which the interviewed social workers 

considered were largely within the control of the HSE to address (green), those to which other 

parties (for example, trade unions, the Irish Association of Social Workers, and so on) could make 

a contribution in conjunction with the HSE (orange), and factors that are largely outside of the 

HSE’s control (blue). The findings from this study lend weight to Caringi et als. (2007) opinion 

that organisations that do not attempt to address what they describe as ‘push out’ factors within 

their control, will contribute to committed workers avoidably leaving. The study data revealed 

that a small but significant number of social workers presently employed in child protection and 

welfare who enjoy the work and would like to stay (‘career preference’), had decided that they 

would leave because of their frustrations with the HSE not supporting social workers in their role 

of protecting and promoting the welfare of children. Yet these social workers felt that their 

departure could be avoided if the HSE made certain organisational changes, for example in the 

areas of supervision, caseloads and administration. The finding that not all factors are within the 

control of the employing organisation and the value of seeking to identity which factors can be 

addressed or which partners could assist in addressing factors outside of the employer’s direct 

control, is relevant for all employers who are seeking to address the retention of workers. 

 

However, while the research originally focused on the changes the HSE could make to influence 

social workers’ retention, the study data also points out the contributions that the educators of 

social workers, social workers themselves, and the wider profession of social work could make in 

addressing this issue. One example would be the role that the wider social work profession and 

the educators of social workers could play in addressing the issue of career pathways for newly-

qualified social workers (see Chapter Six), a finding which also has relevance for child protection 

and welfare services in other countries. By highlighting the factors that are within the control of 
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the HSE, the framework provides a mechanism to focus resources towards areas that this and 

other research studies have shown can influence social workers’ retention. Should the HSE 

develop a strategy to address some of these issues, the dividend for service users, the HSE, social 

workers and the profession overall would be greater than simply the retention of social workers: it 

would, I argue, also improve the quality of service provision in child protection and welfare, and 

social workers’ morale. The data presented in sections 5.4.1, 5.4.3 and 7.3 suggest that social 

workers’ retention and the factors that influence it are inextricably linked with the quality of 

service provision to, and the safety of, children at risk, the implications of which are also relevant 

to child protection and welfare services in other countries. Some of the social workers in the study 

were critical of the levels of resources provided to support their work, and the study highlights 

many gaps in service provision. The next sections explore some of these issues in greater depth 

and examine the implications of the study’s main research findings, and the key elements of the 

retention framework, for improving social workers’ retention. 

8.2.1 Labour market for social workers and HSE salary/employment terms 

This study revealed a relatively low turnover rate for social workers in the HSE ‘Area A’ during 

the fieldwork period. This raised the question as to why so many social workers were staying, 

when the literature indicated that the turnover rate of child protection and welfare social workers 

was relatively high. It is likely that the specific economic and political context at the time of the 

fieldwork contributed to the low turnover rate. There were few available job alternatives within 

the wider Health Service Executive, within the social work profession, and more generally in 

Ireland, and in fact since the completion of the fieldwork, the workforce strength of child 

protection and welfare has been contracting75. This reflects a more general HSE and government 

policy to reduce staff numbers in health and social services. Further expected cuts in the 

workforce and a policy in 2009 of not covering maternity leaves76 will particularly impact on child 

protection and welfare. Taking these factors into account, social workers said they were more 

likely to stay as they valued the permanency and good employment conditions of their HSE posts. 

New posts in other areas of the HSE are on hold or abolished, and taking into account the 

economic climate, they were less likely to move to less secure and/or less well-paid posts. Other 

non-pay/benefit factors that influence social workers’ retention are discussed in sections 8.2.2 – 

8.2.8. 

 

In some instances employees often have a greater need for benefits than pay which contribute to 

creating an appropriate work environment that influences their retention (Phillips and O'Connell, 

                                                      
75 A national recruitment drive for social workers was held by the HSE in 2008, mainly to fill the many vacant posts in child protection 

and welfare identified in earlier chapters. However, it appears that, as of the 31st December 2008, no social worker has been appointed 

from this panel to child protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’. 
76 This will have a particular impact on child protection and welfare social work given the high number of young female social 

workers employed there (see section 4.2). 
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2003). Employment benefits available to social workers in the HSE, in addition to social workers’ 

pay which is quite high relative to other public sector workers (see tables 5.2 and 5.3), include: 27 

annual leave days a year, a defined benefit pension scheme, force majeure leave, a time off in lieu 

system which social workers in the study described as valuable, maternity leave benefits and 

terms in the public sector that are better than the private sector, job-share possibilities, sabbaticals, 

unpaid leave, and job security (public sector workers are unlikely to be made redundant).  

 

The implications of the study’s findings are that in the worsening domestic and global economic 

climate, it is likely that the conditions of the labour market and social workers' conditions of 

employment are likely to encourage high levels of social work staff retention. However, in this 

climate, there may be little incentive for the HSE to address some of the issues identified in this 

research because of low turnover, an ‘over-supply’ of social workers, a lack of resources to 

implement recommendations, and a minimum amount of staff recruitment. An implication of the 

current government and HSE employment policy is that child protection and welfare services will 

be further weakened as those leaving may not be replaced. This will inevitably reduce further the 

capacity of the system to protect children. However, Minister Harney and Professor Drumm in 

May of this year, days prior to the submission of this thesis, independently commented that the 

HSE will recommence recruiting social workers. A further possible implication for the 

universities of the ‘over-supply’ of social workers is that it may be necessary to reconsider 

graduate numbers in the coming years should the demand for social work courses reduce in line 

with the reduction in employment opportunities.  

8.2.2 Caseloads and resources to support children at risk 

The study discovered that each social worker in the HSE ‘Area A’ is responsible for an average of 

41.3 children (see table 5.1), which represents between three to four times the numbers of children 

in Haringey council’s (UK) maximum caseload guidelines77. These high caseloads impact on 

social workers’ perceptions of, and ability to make a difference, contributes to their ‘stress of 

conscience’ (see section 5.2.1), and impacts upon their ability to provide protective and 

supportive services to children (see section 5.4.1). The introduction by the HSE of a maximum 

caseload policy is likely to be viewed by social workers as supportive and could promote their 

retention. To avoid waiting lists, such a policy would require at least a doubling of the workforce. 

Lower caseloads could have both positive and negative implications for service users. Lower 

caseloads should significantly increase the frequency of face-to-face contact with children and 

reduce the work which social workers ‘farm out’ or delegate to other workers (see section 5.4.2), 

thereby using more of their own skills and talents which job characteristics theory recommends as 

a positive (Oldham, 1996). However, in the current economic climate, the government is more 
                                                      
77 In the reporting of the ‘Baby P’ child death case in the UK, it was reported that Haringey has an upper caseload limit of 12 children 

per social worker (Rayner and Allen, 2008).  See Chapters Two and Five for maximum caseload limits in other HSE areas and data 

from the USA. 
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likely to reduce staff numbers than increase them. Thus, the only options would be to introduce 

waiting lists and/or change the entry criteria for the provision of child protection and welfare 

services to very high levels. Both of these options would have serious negative implications for 

the protection and welfare of children, and opportunities for social workers to be involved in 

welfare or preventative type work would be minimised. 

8.2.3  Variety of work, autonomy and skills use: incentivising social workers to stay 

longer or rotate into child protection and welfare 

Similar to Woodcock and Dixon’s (2005) findings, social workers in the study wanted to have 

their skills valued and utilised. While social workers felt their work was varied and they generally 

had high levels of autonomy, which are important factors in job characteristics theory leading to 

job satisfaction (Oldham, 1996), these were under threat as social workers were increasingly 

involved in bureaucratic tasks and mainly high-end crisis cases. Social work in child protection 

and welfare is more conflict-laden and usually has fewer possibilities to see positive change (low 

task significance in job characteristics theory) than work in other social work settings.  Moreover, 

the supportive and therapeutic face-to-face work with service users is, in some teams, increasingly 

contracted out to other professionals. As other studies have also recommended (Reagh, 1994; 

Westbrook et al., 2006; Healy et al., 2007), a rotation policy could give social workers time away 

from the type of crisis work found in child protection and welfare.  

 

Social workers in Team 1 said that its internal rotation practice kept them longer in child 

protection and welfare (see section 5.4.6); however, such a practice has limited relevance to some 

of the other child protection and welfare teams as they are significantly smaller in size. Finding 

ways for social workers to rotate out of child protection and welfare for a period may give them 

more opportunities to feel that they make a difference, and to get a sense of achievement and 

success in work that is more supportive, less crisis-driven, and with less conflict. Social workers 

could develop their skills in this other work and experience a variety of work tasks, all of which 

would benefit child protection and welfare when they rotate back. The HSE could also consider 

addressing the experience and skills needs of social work in child protection and welfare by 

developing flexibility between work settings, possibly by introducing incentives at all grade levels 

to move/rotate between other social work settings in the HSE and child protection and welfare, a 

strategy that would need to be negotiated with labour unions but is common practice in the 

probation service in Ireland. Another possibility for the HSE could be to consider structuring 

social workers’ career development and/or their continuing professional development in a way 

that benefits social workers who work for longer in and/or work regular blocks of time in child 

protection and welfare. A further option could be the introduction of a retention bonus where 

social workers are given financial bonuses or increased benefits for staying beyond a set period of 

time in child protection and welfare. Career progression options such as the senior social work 

practitioner grade in child protection and welfare could also be expanded. Additionally, finding 
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ways to provide more ‘balanced’ workloads for social workers where they are facilitated to do 

some supportive and preventative work along with the more child-protection-type cases (see 

section 5.4.2), could also aid their retention. 

 

Despite the potential benefits of a rotation policy for retaining social workers, it must be 

acknowledged that such a policy may contribute to further issues for service users who may have 

an even greater frequency of change in their allocated social worker. 

8.2.4 Making a difference 

The concept of task significance from job characteristics theory (Oldham, 1996), otherwise 

described in some of the research as making a difference (see Samantrai, 1992; Ellet et al., 2006), 

was found in this study to be amongst the most important for social workers’ retention. The data 

showed that doing social work with children at risk was meaningful for social workers, but a 

range of organisational factors were identified (for example, workloads and involuntary clients) as 

impacting upon their ability to improve and protect children’s welfare, and to feel like they were 

making a difference. For example, a particular implication of the finding of working with 

involuntary clients and its impact on social workers’ task significance (see section 5.2.1), similar 

to Ferguson’s (2005) recommendation, is that professional and in-service training needs to equip 

social workers with better skills and theoretical frameworks for working with involuntary clients. 

A further implication for the HSE is that the limited quality and frequency of supervision, where 

supervision is regularly described by social workers as an ‘add-on’, may also be affecting social 

workers’ perceptions of making a difference, particularly when working with involuntary clients. 

 

Social workers described how their ability to make a difference is also under threat from the 

bureaucratisation of their work. In the study data, social workers described themselves as ‘case-

managers’ and bureaucrats, ‘farming out’ the work to others (see section 5.4.2). This is 

compounded by the impact of managerialism on practice, whereby as Buckley (2008, p. 23) 

points out, there is a: 
danger that an over-concentration on simplistic organizationally-centred auditing processes and 

performance measures will stifle the continued development of child protection work. This 

places a high priority on tangible outputs and ignores the crucial elements of relationship and 

principle-based work. 

 

Social workers’ responses to children and families in need may become even more bureaucratised 

with the deployment of the ‘standard business model’ in child protection and welfare in the 

summer of 200978. This may provide a further challenge to social workers in the HSE hoping to 

                                                      
78 The HSE has no official published documentation regarding the development of this model on its website. The researcher’s 

knowledge of this model comes from discussion with practitioners who are aware the model is in development and that summer 2009 

is the deadline for its completion.  



 206 

reshape social work practice towards the ‘crucial elements of relationship and principle-based 

work’ (ibid). Rather than moving towards professional practice based upon supervision (Gilligan, 

2004), this development may lead towards an increasingly proceduralised form of social work 

practice.  

 

However, workers in general may need to moderate their expectations of the degree to which 

work enables them to feel that they make a difference, and the extent to which work will provide 

meaning in their lives. For example, Svendsen, commenting on work in general, argues that 

(2008, p. 127): 
… [we] expect too much from work these days, more specifically that it should be able to bring 

us so much of the meaning we need in our lives. Those expectations will probably not be met, 

and we become nomads at work, going from one job to another, never finding what we are 

looking for. 

 

Further research could be located in debates on the importance placed on work in the formation of 

our identities and how increased individualisation [re]shapes our orientation towards work. 

8.2.5 Perceptions of career pathways in social work and implications for retention 

This study points out the importance of expanding our understanding of social workers’ retention 

to include how social workers’ understanding of a career in social work influences their 

employment decisions and retention. This insight came from the use of a grounded theory 

approach to the data analysis which examined the metaphors used by social workers in their 

interviews. The learning from this process is that a strict focus on codes solely derived from 

theory and research findings can limit one’s analysis of the data, and there is much to be gained 

from developing other ways to analyse and understand qualitative data (see sections 3.5.1, 6.2, 6.3 

and 7.2.1). This new understanding makes an original contribution to knowledge in this area and 

may also have relevance for employers of social workers other than the HSE in Ireland and 

employers of social workers in children’s services in other countries. It may also have some 

relevance to the experiences of other front-line professionals in health and social services (for 

example, occupational therapy, nursing, physiotherapy, and social care), but this would need to be 

examined in further studies.  

 

The career social work analytical typology developed in section 6.2 facilitated an examination of 

the career expectations for each social work archetype – ‘career preference’, ‘transient’, and 

‘convert’ – by categorising their entry motivations for working in child protection and welfare. 

While all of the social workers in the study ‘chose’ to enter child protection and welfare, there are 

differing motivations for entry, which in turn influence the length of their ‘time’ in this setting. 

The data presented in section 6.3 built on the career social work typology and explored data 

which suggested that child protection and welfare may be used by employers and newly-qualified 
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graduates as a ‘proving ground’, which is a place to first test people or machinery before general 

release. These analyses suggest that during the period of the study and beforehand, there were 

particular assumptions about career pathways for newly-qualified social workers in Ireland, 

assumptions which impact upon social workers’ retention in child protection and welfare.   

 

The data suggests that employers should not alter their recruitment processes to not select 

‘transients’. Data presented in section 6.2.3 showed that some of these ‘transients’ may become 

‘converts’ - a group whose career pathway has altered and whose subsequent retention is likely. 

However, the typology suggests a group of social workers - the ‘transients’ - that the HSE could 

seek to retain by providing opportunities to enhance their retention. The HSE already has a large 

cohort employed that want to stay – ‘career preference’ and ‘converts’; however, it should not be 

assumed these groups will stay regardless of the quality of their working conditions. For example, 

the data presented in section 6.2.1 from ‘career preference’ social workers who have decided to 

leave because of what they described as poor working conditions suggests that the HSE ‘Area A’ 

needs to be proactive in working towards retaining these groups.  

 

Due to its position as the largest employer, many social workers start their career in child 

protection and welfare in the HSE.  The implications for social work education are that courses 

may need to evaluate whether they are giving explicit or implicit negative messages about 

students ‘earning their stripes’ in child protection and welfare, and perpetuating the view that 

turnover is high and that there is a ‘shelf-life’ on one’s time in child protection and welfare. A 

question raised by this research for other social work employers is whether they are taking their 

‘share’ of responsibility for the induction of newly-qualified graduates into the workforce. If this 

is not the case, service users in child protection and welfare will continue to receive services from 

a higher portion of social workers who are at the ‘novice professional’ phase of their development 

(Rønnestad and Skovholt, 2003). These findings indicate the need to explore whether there are 

similar processes in other professions and to examine how this study can contribute to these 

literatures. 

 

A further implication of the findings presented in sections 5.3.1 and 5.4.4 for the HSE is that it 

needs to implement and resource an induction programme for new staff, particularly for newly-

qualified graduates who are not ready at their stage of professional development to take on full 

caseloads with complex cases. According to social workers, the absence of such a programme has 

a serious impact on the quality of service provision, on social workers’ health, and on their 

perceptions of the HSE as a supportive employer - primary reasons given by social workers in the 

study who had decided they wanted to leave. In doing so, the HSE needs to address the 

perception, expressed by some social workers in the study, that newly-qualified staff are treated as 

‘fodder’ and ‘expendable’ by the HSE because they are easily replaced by newly-qualified social 

workers who are available for work. Regarding these perceptions, and specifically those 
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perceptions of the HSE as a supportive employer, perceived organisational support theory 

(Eisenberger et al., 2004) attempts to explain retention in terms of an employee’s increased 

commitment to an employer (increasing the likelihood of their retention) when they perceive that 

the organisation ‘takes care of them’ and values their contribution. This theory helped to explain 

why social workers in this study who did not see the HSE as ‘taking care of them’ or valuing their 

contribution wanted to leave. However, those that wanted to stay also described the HSE in this 

way. Therefore, this study supports Mor Barak et al.’s (2006) finding that this theory has limited 

applicability for researching social workers’ retention, and that social workers’ commitment to 

co-workers and service users is more important in explaining their retention.  

8.2.6 Social exchanges with colleagues 

This study found that social exchanges such as supports, mentoring and friendships with 

colleagues were amongst the most important factors that helped social workers to stay. Social 

supports from colleagues play a large part in reducing and buffering social workers from work 

stresses (Thompson et al., 1996; Collins, 2008). Therefore, a policy that promotes team 

development through team meetings, team days and other fora that promote team cohesion and 

peer-supports, which were in operation before and during the period of the study, may return 

dividends in enhancing social exchanges between co-workers. In the current climate of cutbacks, 

this study’s findings suggest that it will be important for the HSE ‘Area A’ to protect these spaces.   

 

Current developments in Team 1 and Team 3 to establish peer-support groups, and the established 

peer supervision group in Team 2, are practices that may further promote social supports within 

child protection and welfare teams. However, current financial cutbacks may threaten such 

practices and may have costly long-term implications in terms of social workers’ retention. The 

HSE ‘Area A’ should actively seek to establish and promote such practices, which are relatively 

inexpensive to set up and maintain, and have a great potential to influence social workers’ 

retention. These practices have been shown to be more effective supports than other types of 

interventions such as Employee Assistance Programmes (EAP) which ‘teach’ coping and stress 

management skills (Um and Harrison, 1998).  

8.2.7 Social exchanges with managers and the quality and frequency of supervision 

Social exchange theory emphasises the importance of the exchange of resources between 

employees and the organisation, and employees and their supervisors. Some of the social 

exchange resources which social workers in the study described as important, but for the most 

part lacking, included: praise from supervisors, feedback on their work, an induction programme 

for new staff, and regular and comprehensive supervision from managers.  

 

Of significant concern to the HSE ‘Area A’ should be the findings contained in the literature and 

child abuse inquiries which highlight the link between the quality of social workers’ supervision 
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and the care and protection of children at risk (see, for example, Ferguson, 1993; Western Health 

Board, 1996; Lord Laming, 2003). Social workers in the study highlighted supervision practices 

which were too administrative in focus, with little emphasis on the supportive and educative 

functions (Hawkins and Shohet, 1989) and ‘formal’ supervision was often infrequent and short. 

There was also with little evidence of supervision practices containing the anxieties of workers 

(Ruch, 2007) or acknowledging and processing the emotions generated from child protection and 

welfare work (Morrison, 1990; Harlow, 2004). The study found that the HSE ‘Area A’ has no 

formal induction system for new workers, which is concerning given the sizeable number of 

newly-qualified and younger workers doing this work. Social workers recounted, when they first 

started working in child protection and welfare, that they were thrown in at the ‘deep end’ by the 

HSE ‘Area A’ - the ‘sink or swim’ model outlined by Mya and others in section 5.3.1 - with a full 

caseload and little supervision when they first started working in child protection and welfare. 

This situation was exacerbated by workers having little practice experience as this was often their 

first job after qualifying (see section 3.4.1). This practice is at variance with the National Social 

Work Qualification Board (2004) Induction Framework for Newly Qualified and Non-Nationally 

Qualified Social Workers and a specific recommendation of the Kilkenny Incest Investigation 

report, which stated:  
Regular professional consultation and supervision are also essential for those working in child 

abuse. Supervision facilitates learning, provides an opportunity to plan and evaluate and support 

workers. Supervision also promotes good standards of practice to the benefit of the public. We 

recommend that newly qualified staff should have additional support and supervision when 

working in this area (McGuinness, 1993, p. 113. Emphasis in original). 

 

This research supports the overwhelming thrust of the literature which states that if child 

protection workers receive regular supportive supervision, which addresses all of the functions of 

supervision (administration, support and education), from a supervisor whom they perceive to be 

competent and supportive, that workers are less likely to express intention to leave or actually 

leave their job (Smith, 2005). The findings of this study also emphasise the importance of 

supervision as a concept in this literature and its relevance for researching social workers’ 

retention. The decision to use Hawkins and Shohet’s (1989) supervision model and the 

applicability of social exchange theory (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005), and supervisor support 

as concepts for researching social workers’ retention, were shown to be beneficial in this study. 

This Irish study’s findings on the importance of social workers’ inter-personal relationships with 

managers and co-workers supports Tham’s (2006) conclusion in a Swedish regarding their 

significance for the retention of social workers. Tham also argued that inter-personal relationships 

with managers and co-workers are of greater importance for social workers’ retention than 

workloads or job demands. 
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It is, therefore, unsurprising that some social workers perceived that the HSE ‘Area A’ was 

unsupportive  in certain areas, particularly in the areas of staff induction (see section 5.4.4), the 

provision of adequate resources to support practice (see section 5.4.4), and supervision (see 

section 5.3.1). Social workers did acknowledge that the HSE ‘Area A’ did provide high salaries, 

very good employment benefits and job security, and that social work managers were available 

for consultation and advice. However, social workers’ perceived that the HSE ‘Area A’ as an 

organisation was more concerned with the successful completion of managerial and bureaucratic 

tasks (see sections 5.4.1, 5.4.2, and 5.4.4). When these findings are set against a literature which 

repeatedly highlights the importance of employers supporting employees to cope with the 

emotional demands of this work, particularly through the provision of nurturing, supportive and 

regular supervision (Rushton and Nathan, 1996; Gibbs, 2001), it is unsurprising that those who 

want to leave, in particular, were frustrated with the HSE as an employer in the areas identified 

above. This data suggests that the HSE ‘Area A’ may need to review whether it is in compliance 

with national and organisational supervision policies (Department of Health and Children, 1999; 

Health Service Executive, 2002), and recommendations on supervision from child abuse inquiries 

(McGuinness, 1993). This study’s findings indicate that investment by the HSE ‘Area A’ in 

quality and frequent professional supervision should be a core part of its retention policy. Social 

workers in the study were often critical of their supervisors’ managerial and supervisory skills and 

leadership qualities (see section 5.3.1). Therefore, the HSE should consider the development of 

training and leadership skills training and mentoring systems for its managers and supervisors. 

Investment in supervision is likely to result in the improvement of the quality of service provision 

to children and families, social workers’ morale, and social workers’ perceptions of the HSE 

‘Area A’ as a supportive employer and the culture of the organisation.  

8.2.8 Family and life-work factors 

Finally, for social workers that had left child protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’, most of 

the factors that influenced their decisions were ‘unavoidable’, usually relating to personal factors 

such as moving closer to family home and/or having children. For social workers that were still 

employed in child protection and welfare in the HSE ‘Area A’, life-work factors were also a 

crucial part of the decision-making process, particularly in some of the more rural teams in terms 

of social workers’ decisions to stay. Working in a particular geographical area and the degree of 

their embeddedness within their organisation and the local community as defined by job 

embeddedness theory (Holtom et al., 2006), contributed to some social workers’ decisions to stay. 

 

8.3 Further research on social workers’ retention 

The research questions outlined in Chapter Three steered the collection of data and the sampling 

strategy of this study. Research design decisions inevitably contribute to certain limitations and 

while research questions give focus, they also limit other avenues of exploration. This section 
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examines whether this study achieved its aims and answered the research questions, explores 

opportunities to develop further research questions, and outlines some of the limitations of the 

study. 

8.3.1 Research questions and aims 

The study achieved its aim in establishing a turnover rate for child protection and welfare social 

workers in one Health Service Executive area, although the qualitative data showed how such 

statistical data can misrepresent the situation within teams (see, for example, sections 4.2 and 

5.5.2). The study achieved its aim in establishing child protection and welfare social workers’ 

understandings of a social work ‘career’ and the individual, supervisory, social support, and 

organisational factors that influence their decisions to want to stay in or leave their current 

employment. The focus on social workers’ understandings provided rich qualitative data, and 

while overwhelming at times in its scope, also provided an important basis to examine social 

workers’ views on their retention while still employed in their work. This focus on social workers 

still working in the area was a strength of the piece and contributes to its originality. The next 

section will examine the implications of the study’s findings for developing further research areas.  

8.3.2 Developing further research areas 

This study has highlighted how social workers’ retention is an under-researched area and I have 

argued that this is an important area for employers and the profession to address. This section 

examines how the study’s findings can inform the design of future research in three areas: 

retaining child protection and welfare social workers, career pathways in social work, and 

alternative care placements for children.  

 
Retaining child protection and welfare social workers  

The key role of supervisors in the retention of social workers was a key finding of the study and 

suggests opportunities for further research. As outlined in Chapters Five, Six and Seven, the 

quality and frequency of supervision was a particular issue for social workers. A further study 

examining social work supervisors’ experiences of supervision may provide additional insight 

into how social exchanges between managers and social workers influence social workers’ 

retention. A study examining social work supervisors’ experiences of child protection and welfare 

work and the factors that influence their retention would address a gap identified in the literature 

review, where supervisors and managers are rarely the specific focus of researchers’ attention. As 

important stakeholders in child protection and welfare, research that examines service users’ 

views on and experiences related to social workers’ retention, would also be beneficial. 

 

Chapter Five highlighted the impact of child protection and welfare work on social workers’ 

health. The data analysed in this chapter suggests a need for further research as this study was 
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limited in the resources it could allocate to this theme, and a further study could yield important 

data on its impact on social workers’ retention.  

 

There was no official HSE initiative available for evaluation that addressed social workers’ 

retention. However, during the course of this study, I became aware of local ad hoc initiatives in 

some child protection and welfare teams outside of the HSE ‘Area A’. An examination of these 

initiatives was not part of this research, but an evaluation of how these local initiatives impact on 

the retention of social workers could be beneficial. Such initiatives include the implementation of 

maximum caseload limits (see Chapters Two and Five), and staff support/reflective team 

supervision initiatives such as the one in Castlebar (see Walsh, 2008).  

 

The impact of the implementation of the senior social work practitioner grade on retaining skilled 

and experienced social workers could also be an interesting focus for future research. As part of 

this research, some senior social work practitioners were interviewed, but they had only recently 

been appointed to their post. It was therefore too early to draw any conclusions regarding the 

impact of this career development opportunity on the retention of social workers in child 

protection and welfare. Therefore, a further study might examine the particular contribution of 

this new grade on the retention of experienced social workers. 

 

The research findings contained in Chapter Seven indicate that a further study with a larger 

sample size could provide useful comparative data between those who leave and those that are 

presently employed in this work. Due to a total lack of other Irish research with which to compare 

the data in this study, further research to examine social workers’ retention in other social work 

sectors – for example probation, mental health, and hospital social work - could be beneficial for 

the whole profession. 

 

Career pathways in social work  

Further research could explore social workers’ perceptions, as reported in Chapter Six, that child 

protection and welfare social work is used as a ‘proving ground’ for newly-qualified social 

workers. It was unclear from the findings of this study whether child protection and welfare is 

actually used by social workers to test out their skills and/or by employers to recruit social 

workers that had ‘proved’ themselves in child protection and welfare. However, social workers’ 

perceptions in this regard affected their behaviour, their expectations of the length of time they 

intended to practise in child protection and welfare, and ultimately their decisions to stay in or 

leave this work. Future research could explore this perception with a wider range of participants 

such as social workers outside child protection and welfare, social work students, employers of 

social workers, trade unions, the Irish Association of Social Workers, practice teachers and 

university teaching staff.   
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A longitudinal study to examine social workers’ retention over a longer period of time in order to 

analyse the factors which are significant at various stages of their professional careers may be 

fruitful. This could also facilitate the development of an analysis of the impact of career as a 

factor on social workers’ retention as discussed in this research.   

 

Protecting children at risk 

The findings presented in this study raise the issue of whether sufficient resources are allocated to 

child protection and welfare services. In Chapter Five, social workers outlined their concerns in 

this area, and identified how it leads to conflict for them in terms of their professional values and 

principles. In social workers’ descriptions, a sense of powerlessness emerged in terms of their 

ability to address resource issues within the HSE. Social workers in the study stated that children 

in Ireland continue to be left at risk, even though the State is aware of this risk, because the child 

protection and welfare system is under too much strain to respond in a timely manner and with 

sufficient resources. These anxieties, as articulated by social workers in this study, show that 

these social workers are acutely aware of the risks identified by Ferguson (2004, p. 120) in 

Chapter One: ‘that they will be blamed with and by the organisation and society for failing to 

protect; and of being responsible for prolonging children’s suffering’. When Bertie Ahern was 

Taoiseach he made the following statement in the Dáil regarding the State’s failure to intervene to 

protect children in earlier decades: 
 

On behalf of the State and of all citizens of the State, the Government wishes to make a sincere 

and long overdue apology to the victims of childhood abuse for our collective failure to 

intervene, to detect their pain, to come to their rescue (National Office for Victims of Abuse, 

1999, p. 1).  

 

Social workers in this research are saying that as a Nation we are still ‘failing to intervene’ and 

are not adequately coming to the ‘rescue’ of children. Research in this area could examine the 

extent of, and consequences associated with, children being left in unsafe home environments 

where there is an assessed need for the child to be placed in alternative care.  The data presented 

in sections 5.4.1 and 5.4.3 indicates that during the fieldwork period some children who were 

known to be at risk were not receiving a service due to social workers’ high caseloads, that there 

were children who should have been in care but were not due to a lack of placements, and that 

social workers were finding it increasingly difficult to access therapeutic supports for these 

children. Further evidence to support this data was presented in the In Harm’s Way documentary 

(RTÉ, 2008).  

8.3.3 Limitations of the study 

A strength of the study was the specific focus on the experiences of social workers and senior 

social work practitioners directly involved in child protection and welfare social work in one HSE 

area. However, this in-depth and comprehensive analysis of one HSE area somewhat limits the 
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generalisability of the findings to other HSE areas. Despite this, when contrasted with recent 

publications and an investigative documentary concerning issues at a national level in child 

protection and welfare (Buckley et al., 2008; Burns and Lynch, 2008; RTÉ, 2008), there are many 

themes and issues raised in this study of the HSE ‘Area A’ that are also shared by other HSE 

areas (quality of supervision, administrative burdens, high caseloads, and so on). Also, service 

users, managers and other key stakeholders were not interviewed in the study (see section 3.4.1 

for rationale behind these decisions). 

 

The study adopted two methods of data collection: semi-structured interviews and the collection 

of statistical data to establish turnover rates. My use of semi-structured interviews was productive 

in that I was able to access the type of data that addressed the research questions, and they 

afforded participants privacy and a space to discuss personal and sensitive data in a ‘safe’ 

environment. On reflection, while I had a clear rationale for excluding focus groups, if I were to 

repeat the study, I would consider the use of focus groups as a supplementary data collection 

method. Focus groups could offer a better understanding of how the process of interaction 

between social workers produces or [re]produces professional identity and influences their 

retention. 

 

The sampling strategy and characteristics of interview participants may have led to some 

limitations. The size of the ‘leavers’ sample was small and as a result the conclusions from this 

chapter are tentative. However, this data contributes to our understanding of how social workers 

make decisions to leave and affirms the need for further research in this area with a bigger sample 

of social workers. The decision not to specifically sample for participants from minority ethnic 

communities, gay and lesbian workers, and social workers with disabilities, may have limited the 

diversity of experiences within the sample. However, the literature review did not indicate that 

such a revised sample would have contributed further to the study. The sampling strategy also 

meant that comparisons could not be made with other professionals and social work managers in 

child protection and welfare, nor with social workers in other practice settings.   

 

Finally, by basing the study in one period of time, albeit over a 22-month duration, certain factors 

were present that may have influenced the findings. For example, the HSE employment 

recruitment practices79 during this period appear to have limited social workers’ turnover. 

However, studies are inevitably set within a specific temporal context with a particular set of 

                                                      
79 See description of HSE recruitment embargo in footnote 11 of Chapter One for competing accounts on when the ‘official’ embargo 

was in place. However, during the fieldwork period, HSE recruitment practices were perceived by social workers to be changing and 

becoming more restrictive. Social workers said that these changes limited opportunities to move to other areas of social work in the 

HSE or to go on career breaks for fear they may not be able to return to their post. Managers were less likely to sanction such leave as 

it was becoming increasingly difficult to fill vacant posts. 
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political, social and economic factors, and where appropriate, the study indicated how specific 

contextual factors impacted on the interpretation of the findings. 

 

8.4 Concluding comments 

Since the publication of the Kilkenny Incest Investigation report (McGuinness, 1993), significant 

progress has been made by the Irish government in developing services and addressing the 

systemic, procedural and policy developments that were required to improve the State’s response 

to children in need. Some recent Irish research has argued that four out of five children in Ireland 

are now safer, healthier, happier and educated to a higher standard than in previous decades 

(Office of the Minister for Children, 2006; Nolan, 2008). However, despite these improvements, 

there is much that needs to be done to adequately protect and enhance the welfare of all children. 

The ability of the State to develop and resource social policies to address the pressing needs of 

children at the margins of society is, in the present deteriorating economic climate, hampered by 

the government’s low-tax/low-spend model of economic development. This model, combined 

with the current fashionable rhetoric of advocating for the reduction of up to 30,000 public sector 

workers (ISME, 2008) in what the leader of the political opposition has called a ‘bloated’ and 

‘inefficient’ public service (Kenny, 2008), may place these children at increased risk due to 

reductions in service delivery in the areas of health, social services, and education. This is despite 

the findings of a report by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) on the public service which found that ‘public spending is lower in proportion to the size 

of the economy than it was a decade ago’ (O'Toole, 2008, p. 1).  

 

For those that provide these services, the Kilkenny Incest Investigation report provides a salutary 

reminder of the potential negative impact on those who undertake this work, and argues for the 

need to support and protect these employees:  
The nature of intervention in these cases is such that it often causes workers to become isolated, 

vulnerable and stressed. Employing agencies need to have an understanding of the ongoing 

complexities of the work and should provide appropriate support systems and structures to 

ensure that both clients’ needs are met and that workers do not become casualties (McGuinness, 

1993, pp. 113-114).  

 

There is little evidence that the HSE ‘Area A’ has put in place any additional supports for child 

protection and welfare workers who are employed in situations that McGuinness (1993) describes 

above. The nature of this work, as outlined in the McGuinness quotation, suggests a need for 

supports for child protection and welfare social workers over and above what the HSE provides 

for its general workforce. This is not to say that social workers practising in other settings don’t 

require additional supports; however, the absence or low quality of such supports places child 

protection and welfare social workers at an unnecessarily increased risk of stress and isolation, 

and they continue to be left in professionally vulnerable positions. Further inaction by the HSE 
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‘Area A’ may mean that social workers who do child protection and welfare work will continue to 

be at risk of becoming ‘casualties’ and it may become harder to retain them and/or for them to 

view being a child protection and welfare social worker as a positive career choice.  

 

On a positive note, in November 2008, government policy in this area took a strategic change of 

direction when the Health and Safety Authority announced that in addition to the usual focus on 

the safety elements of health and safety organisations are now advised to give ‘equal focus to 

worker health and well-being’ (Health and Safety Authority, 2008a, p. 1). One aspect of this new 

strategy highlights how workers’ mental health can be affected by workplace stress. This strategy 

could inform HSE practice in meeting its responsibilities to employees, including the 

development of guidance and codes of practice on managing stress, initiatives in the area of 

bullying, minimising the risk of violence to staff, amongst other recommendations (Health and 

Safety Authority, 2008b). A further positive development relates to changes to the HSE’s 

employment control framework announced days before the final submission of this thesis where 

Minister Harney and Professor Drumm independently noted that there may be some recruitment 

of social workers in the coming months, although it was unclear whether these will be new posts 

or whether they are intended to fill vacant posts.  

 

The importance of addressing the retention of child protection and welfare social workers was 

once again emphasised in the recent report on a child death in England (Ofsted, 2008). Similar to 

the findings of previous child abuse inquiries outlined in Chapter Two, the Ofsted report noted 

that there had been a high turnover of social workers in some of the social care teams, which 

contributed to a lack of continuity in service provision and care planning. The retention of social 

workers was identified as one of the factors in the failure of services to respond appropriately in 

this case. This child's death may prompt the UK government to reconsider the need for higher 

levels of retention of workers in child protection and welfare social work. It is hoped that the HSE 

can adopt a more pro-active approach to the retention of their child protection and welfare social 

work staff. 

 

The ‘story’ of social workers’ retention is a complicated one and approaches to address it, in 

addition to specific factors highlighted in this and previous chapters, should be developed within 

the broader context of social work careers. High levels of retention of social workers may not 

indicate that social workers are satisfied with their conditions of employment and/or working to 

their full potential. This research highlights the many organisational issues in child protection and 

welfare in need of attention, but it also highlights the many positive aspects of social workers’ 

satisfaction in their work and the relatively high levels of their retention in this area of work.   

 

This thesis has argued that retaining social workers in child protection and welfare posts is an 

important goal in itself, but one which also has a direct impact on the quality of social work 
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services provided to children and their families, and the morale of those who do this work. 

Organisational and government policies, in particular, need to develop to support and resource 

those who undertake this valuable work so that skilled and experienced workers can be retained to 

continue to make a positive difference in the lives of children and families. This research found 

that the situation in the HSE ‘Area A’ is not as negative as is suggested in the literature: many 

social workers enjoyed this work, a good proportion wanted to stay, those who left did so for 

largely unavoidable reasons, and recent or near recent initiatives by the HSE and Government 

highlight differences between Ireland and other countries where in Ireland the salary of social 

workers’ has improved, public sector employment conditions are still relatively strong, a career 

progression option called the senior social work practitioner post has been introduced and team 

development initiatives are still supported by the HSE ‘Area A’. Another positive from this study 

is that it found that it is possible to improve the retention of social workers through some 

relatively straightforward organisational changes, in particular the provision of regular and 

supportive supervision and mechanisms to foster social exchanges and contact between co-

workers. It is hoped that this research provides sufficient evidence to encourage the HSE to 

implement changes that will improve the current unsatisfactory employment conditions of many 

child protection and welfare social workers, and to give greater priority to retaining social 

workers within child protection and welfare. 
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APPENDIX A 
Turnover and employment mobility data by child protection 
and welfare team 

 

Figure A.1: Employment mobility and turnover data for Team 1 child protection and welfare social 

work staff, HSE ‘Area A’, March 2005 – December 2006  

 

 

 

Figure A.2: Employment mobility and turnover data for Team 2 child protection and welfare social 

work staff, HSE ‘Area A’, March 2005 – December 2006  
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Figure A.3: Employment mobility and turnover data for Team 3 child protection and welfare social 

work staff, HSE ‘Area A’, March 2005 – December 2006  

 

 

 

 

Figure A.4: Employment mobility and turnover data for Team 4 child protection and welfare social 

work staff, HSE ‘Area A’, March 2005 – December 2006  
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Figure A.5: Employment mobility and turnover data for Team 5 child protection and welfare social 

work staff, HSE ‘Area A’, March 2005 – December 2006  
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APPENDIX B 
Key legislative and policy developments in child protection 
and welfare, 1991 - 2007 

Table A.1: Key legislation relating to child protection and welfare, 1991-2007 

• Child Care Act, 1991; 
• Domestic Violence Act, 1996; 
• Protection of Young Persons (Employment Act), 1996 
• Refugee Act, 1996; 
• Sexual Offences (Jurisdiction) Act, 1996; 
• Children Act, 1997 
• Freedom of Information Act, 1997; 
• Non-Fatal Offences Against the Person Act, 1997; 
• Adoption Act, 1998; 
• Child Trafficking and Pornography Act, 1998; 
• Protection of Persons Reporting Child Abuse Act, 1998; 
• Education Act, 1998; 
• Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse Act, 2000; 
• Education (Welfare) Act, 2000; 
• Protection of Children (Hague Convention) Act, 2000; 
• Children Act, 2001; 
• Family Support Agency Act, 2001; 
• Sex Offenders Act, 2001; 
• Youth Work Act, 2001; 
• Ombudsman for Children Act, 2002; 
• Residential Institutions Redress Act, 2002; 
• Data Protection Act, 2003; 
• European Convention on Human Rights Act, 2003; 
• Child Trafficking and Pornography (Amendment) Act, 2004; 
• Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Act, 2006; 
• Child Care (Amendment) Act, 2007; 
• Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) (Amendment) Act 2007; 

Table A.2: Key policy developments relating to child protection and welfare, 1994-2007 

• Shaping a Healthier Future: A Strategy for Effective Healthcare in the 1990s (Department of Health, 1994); 
• Notification of Suspected Cases of Child Abuse Between Health Boards and Gardai (Department of Health, 1995e); 
• Child Care (Placement of Children in Residential Care) Regulations (Department of Health, 1995b); 
• Child Care (Placement of Children in Foster Care) Regulations (Department of Health, 1995a); 
• Child Care (Placement of Children with Relatives) Regulations (Department of Health, 1995c); 
• Child Care (Pre-School Services) Regulations (Department of Health, 1995d); 
• Child Care (Standards in Children’s Residential Centres) Regulations (Department of Health, 1996a); 
• Putting Children First: Discussion Document on Mandatory Reporting (Department of Health, 1996b); 
• Putting Children First: Promoting and Protecting the Rights of Children (Department of Health, 1997); 
• Report of the Task Force on Violence Against Women (Government of Ireland, 1997) 
• Strengthening Families for Life: Final Report of the Commission on the Family for the Minister for Social, Community and 

Family Affairs (Commission on the Family, 1998);  
• Children First: National Guidelines for the Protection and Welfare of Children (Department of Health and Children, 1999);  
• Towards a Standardised Framework for Inter-Country Adoption Assessment Procedures (O'Brien, 1999); 
• Our Children – Their Lives: The National Children’s Strategy (Government of Ireland, 2000); 
• Quality and Fairness: A Health System for You (Department of Health and Children, 2001c); 
• Springboard Promoting Family Well-Being Through Family Support Services (McKeown et al., 2001); 
• Youth Homelessness Strategy (Department of Health and Children, 2001e); 
• National Standards for Children’s Residential Centre’s (Department of Health and Children, 2001a); 
• National Standards for Special Care (Department of Health and Children, 2001b); 
• Foster Care – A Child Centred Partnership. Report of the Working Group on Foster Care (Department of Health and Children, 

2001d); 
• Our Duty to Care (National Committee for Standards for Foster Care, 2003); 
• Ready, Steady, Play! A National Play Policy (National Children's Office, 2004); 
• Cultural Male Circumcision: Report of the Committee 2004/2005 (Department of Health and Children, 2006);  
• Model for the Delivery of Leaving Care and Aftercare Services, (Health Service Executive, 2006); 
• The Agenda for Children’s Services: A Policy Handbook (Office of the Minister for Children, 2007). 
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APPENDIX C 
Samples of correspondence sent to research participants 

and HSE ‘Area A’ Management 

 

 

Note: The layout and format of these samples differ from the original copies due to font 

substitutions and margin changes 

 

 
 

 

Date 

  

 

 

Re: PhD Research Interview [date]  

 

 

 

Dear [Name of Participant] 

I am writing to thank you for attending the research interview and your participation in the study. Your 
willingness to share your unique and personal thoughts, feelings and experience of child protection and 
welfare social work is appreciated. I hope you found the interview experience rewarding and your 
involvement made a significant contribution to the quality of the research data. 
 
Once again, many thanks for participating in this research. Should you have any queries, please do not 
hesitate to contact me. 
 

Best Wishes 

 

Kenneth Burns 

Department of Applied Social Studies 

 

T: 021 – 4903151 

F: 021 – 4903443 

E: k.burns@ucc.ie  
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DATE 

 

PRIVATE & CONFIDENTIAL 

 

Participant:   Name of Participant 

 

Working Title: Child Protection and Welfare Work: The Experiences of Social Workers’ in an 
Irish Health Service Executive  

 

 

Dear [First name of participant], 

I am writing to you about a PhD research study that I am undertaking. The study will examine child 
protection and welfare in Ireland from the perspective of social workers’, with a particular emphasis on your 
experience of professional life in this context, and social workers’ retention. To be eligible for interview you 
must presently work in either Team 1, Team 3, Team 2, Team 5 or Team 4 child protection and welfare 
teams, carry a caseload, have at least 9 months experience and not currently occupy a management post 
(Principal Social Worker or Team Leader).  
 
The Health Service Executive ‘Area A’ has approved this research project and this approval grants social 
workers permission to participate in the study and to meet with me during or outside of work hours. Your 
line manager will only become aware of your involvement if you choose to inform them. If you choose to 
take part in the research, you will be identified by a pseudonym. 
 
Participation in this research study will involve one semi-structured interview lasting 1 – 2 hours, at a time, 
location and date of your choice. Interviews will be recorded and transcribed and your name will not appear 
on any research material, except the informed consent form. 
 
I believe that this research project will make a valuable contribution to child protection and welfare. It is 
important to know that you are under no obligation to participate in this research, but your assistance would 
be greatly appreciated. If you decide to attend for interview, please complete the relevant sections of the 
Documentation Sheet and bring all of the attached documentation to the interview. A Contact Information 
Sheet is also attached for your own records. 
 
If you are interested in participating, please contact me at your earliest convenience to make practical 
arrangements for the interview or to answer any questions you may have. If you do not wish to participate, I 
would appreciate it if you could just drop me a quick call or email.  I look forward to hearing from you. 
 
Best Wishes 

 

 

 

Kenneth Burns 

T: 021 – 4903151 

F: 021 – 4903443 

E: k.burns@ucc.ie  
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Date 

 

 

 

Re: Interview Transcript 

 

 

Hi [Name of Participant] 

I am writing to advise that the first draft of your interview transcript is now ready. If you would 

like to read the transcript, please feel free to give me a call and we can arrange a time to meet. 

Due to the sensitive and confidential nature of the material, I am not in a position to send you a 

copy by post or email. 

 

Once again, thank you for taking the time to participate in the study. 

 

Best Wishes 

 

 

Kenneth   

 

021-4903151 / k.burns@ucc.ie 
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Hi [Name of Participant] 

I hope this email finds you well and you are enjoying the summer.  You might remember that at your 

research interview I mentioned that I would keep in touch to ensure that you would be kept informed of 

progress with the study. So far, you have been invited to view your transcript. This email contains 

information on some recent developments and an invitation. 

 

Attached is a complimentary copy of the early literature review chapter (the writing of the chapter predated 

most of the research interviews and therefore, does not necessarily reflect the tenor of the PhD research 

findings) which has just been published in a book (Burns, 2007). I would also like to take the opportunity to 

invite you to a conference paper which I will be presenting this October 2007 (see details below). This 

paper will be a first look at the data analysis from the PhD and it will be an opportunity to receive feedback 

before the final analysis and write up next year. The following is a summary of the next stages: 

 

Feedback to Interview Participants 

1. Invite participants to read and edit their transcript (2007). This process is now complete.  
2. Provide participants with a copy of literature review (2007). Copy attached, task completed.  
3. Invite participants to public presentation of the initial research findings. See information below.  
4. Return to each of the 5 child protection and welfare teams to present research findings (Summer / 

Autumn 2008).  
5. Invite participants to read final document. Hopefully, the final document will be available in the 

Boole Library later in 2008. You can check the catalogue (http://booleweb.ucc.ie) to see if it is 
ready and you are welcome to come up to read it once it is in the library.  

 

Conference Paper:  

I will be presenting a paper at a child protection and welfare conference on the 26th October 2007 in UCC 

(http://swconf.ucc.ie / cost of attendance €150), which will look at the initial findings of the research. If 

you are registered for the conference already and you want to come to the paper, select concurrent session 1 

on your registration form. If you are not coming to the conference, but would just like to attend my session 

only, please contact me and I can arrange for you to attend my session only in the afternoon, without 

charge. 

 

The final analysis and write up will take place from January to August 2008, which I hope will be the end 

of the process! If you would like to contact me at any time, my contact details are below. 

 

Best Wishes 

 

Kenneth Burns 

Applied Social Studies 
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Childcare Managers Group 

Health Service Executive ‘Area A’ 

  

 

 

Re: PhD Research Study on Child Protection and Welfare Social Workers 

 

 

 

To: Names of Child Care Managers 

 

I am writing to advise that the core data collection period for this study has now concluded. While 

there will be some additional correspondence and contact with social workers for clarification 

purposes, the core interview phase has concluded. 

 

I would like to thank you for your support and feedback and I will be contact with the HSE again 

once the write up is completed. It is expected that the data-analysis and write-up will be complete 

at the end of 2008. 

 

Should you have any queries, please do not hesitate to contact me. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

Kenneth Burns 

Department of Applied Social Studies 



 243 

APPENDIX D 
Informed consent form and contact information sheet 

 

CONFIDENTIAL   Informed Consent Form 
 

General Information: 
Researcher & Interviewer:   Kenneth Burns 
Research Programme:   PhD, Department of Applied Social Studies, UCC 
Supervisor:     Alastair Christie (Prof.) 
Date of Interview:   __________________________________________ 
Name of Participant [CAPS]:  __________________________________________ 
 
Introduction: 
This form is a written copy of the consent topics discussed in the introductory portion of the interview. This 
form helps to ensure that your rights are protected and that you have as much information as is practicable, 
to help you make an informed choice about your participation in this research project.  
 
Working Title: 
Child Protection and Welfare Work: The Experience of social workers’ working with children and families 
in an Irish Health Service Executive  
 
Nature & Purpose of Research: 
This qualitative research project seeks to examine the relationship between the nature of Irish child 
protection and welfare work and its impact on the welfare of social workers providing child protection and 
welfare services. The research has a particular interest in social workers’ experiences of this type of social 
work and their retention. The research will consist of interviews with social workers’ in the Health Service 
Executive ‘Area A’. 
 
It is expected that the research will be of benefit to social work and the child protection and welfare sector 
as it will be the first time a dedicated study will examine what it is like for social workers to work in child 
protection and welfare in Ireland, with a particular emphasis on retention.  
 
Interview Format: 
A sample of social workers’ from the HSE will be invited to voluntarily take part in semi-structured 
interviews at a time and venue of your choice. The interview will last for approx 1 – 2 hours, with an option 
of one follow up interview. Interviews will be recorded on Mini-disc and will be transcribed. The names of 
participants’ will not appear on the research report / publications or associated documentation and every 
effort will be made to ensure confidentiality and anonymity, although there may be some limits to the 
degree of anonymity that can be offered to participants’ due to the small size of the child protection & 
welfare social work population in the HSE. You may withdraw from the process at any time and seek 
clarification on consent matters. This consent form will be kept separate from the interview transcript.  
 
I wish to confirm that I fully understand the nature and purpose of the study, I am participating voluntarily 
and I give permission for the data to be used in the process of completing a Ph.D. degree, including a 
dissertation and any other future publications and public presentations. I also grant permission to the 
recording of my interview(s) on minidisc. I have been provided with a copy of the Contact Information 
Sheet. 
 
Signed:  
  ______________________   _____________________ 
  Research Participant    Kenneth Burns, Researcher 
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Contact Information Sheet 
 

Please retain this document for your own records 

 

 

 

Thank you for agreeing to take part in this research study. My contact details are available below, should 
you wish to contact me. Thank You. 

 

 

 

Researcher and Interviewer: 

 

Kenneth Burns 

Department of Applied Social Studies 

University College Cork 

Donovan’s Road, Cork. 

 

T:  021 – 4903151 

F:  021 – 4903443 

E:  k.burns@ucc.ie  

 

 

 

 

Research Supervisor: 

 

Professor Alastair Christie 

Department of Applied Social Studies 

University College Cork 

Donovan’s Road, Cork. 

 

T:  021 – 4276871 

F:  021 – 4903443 

E:  a.christie@ucc.ie  
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APPENDIX E 
Documentation sheet 

 

DOCUMENTATION SHEET - CONFIDENTIAL 
 

Information about the interview and participant (for completion by Kenneth) 

Identifier for the participant            SW ..……………………………………. 

Date of interview  ………………………..  Start Time  …………………………  End Time   …………………………………….  

Interview number (x of x)    …………………………       Location of interview  ……………………………………. 

Mini-disc label     MD …………………… Interviewer  Kenneth Burns 

 

Please complete this section and bring this form with you to the interview. Attach an additional sheet, if required. Thank you. 

 

Background information: 

Sex of participant           Male / Female  Age of participant  ………………      or 20-30, 31-40, 41-50, 51-60, 60+ 

Nationality     …………………………………  Ethnicity ………………………………………  

Contact number      ………………………………………………………………………………………………… OK to contact? Y / N 

E-mail address        ………………………………………………………………………………………………… OK to contact? Y / N 

Address for correspondence     ………………………………………………………………………………………………… OK to contact? Y / N 

       ………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Qualifications and employment history since qualification: 

Age at qualification (years, months) ………………………………..  Qualification year  ………………………………..   

Qualifications (University, Course and Country)   ………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

       ………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

       ………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

       ………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Age at entry into child protection and welfare (years, months)  ………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Length of time in social work (years, months)   ………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Length of time in child protection and welfare in this HSE (y,m) ………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Length of time in child protection & welfare total (y,m)  …………………………………………………………………………………………………  

(total of all child protection and welfare posts in HSE South + other HSE’s, if applicable) 

 

 

Social work employment history since qualification: Please note changes within child protection and welfare team (long-term -> duty), within 

HSE (fostering to duty) and between employers (Probation -> HSE). Please note breaks and reasons for same. Use additional sheet, if required.  

Year Title of Post Name of Organisation Type of Social Work
1 Time in post and employment status 

2
 

(year, months) 

2002 
2003 
2006 

Social worker 
Probation officer 
Social worker 

Sample 

Mid-Western Health Board 
Probation and Welfare 
HSE South 

Sample 

Intake 
Circuit court team 
Long-term 

Sample 

6 months, Locum 3 days a week 
2 years, 6 months, Permanent 5 days a week   
8 months, Permanent 2.5 days a week 

Sample 

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

                                                
1
 Mental health, disability, adoption, child protection and welfare (speficy generic, duty, intake long-term/children in care),  etc.  

2
 Employment status types: permanent, job share (define), part-time (permanent), full-time (fixed contract, non permanent), part-time (fixed contract, non-  

permanent), full week (35 hours) or less than full time (number of hours each week) 
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Cont/… 

 

Caseload information:     

Please specify appropriate information on the number of cases / families / referrals / groupwork etc. for a typical month this year. Please 

comment on weighting of cases (if appropriate) (please do not list cases or include service user names).  

 

Caseload reference month / year   ……………………………………………………………………….. (e.g. December 2005) 

How many families do you work with?   ……………………………………………………………………….. Urban     %   Rural        % 

How many children are currently on your caseload? ……………………………………………………………………….. 

How many children in care are on your caseload? ……………………………………………………………………….. 

What percentage of your work is 

Meetings      ………..% 

Administration
3
      ………..% 

Face-to-face direct work with clients?    ………..%  

What % of this face-to-face work is with  Parents ………..%     Children? ………..% 

Other work?      ………..%  Please specify ……………………………………………………… 

  

Additional workload information, responsibilities or comments regarding your caseload? 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….………………………………………………………………………

……………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………

………………………………………………….……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….…………………

…………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

Sick leave: 

Have you been away from work because of your own sickness or injury in the last year?  

…………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..……………………………………………… 

Please specify number of sick leave days per year? 

…………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..……………………………………………… 

Were any of your absences in the last year caused either by injuries sustained at work or by you being affected by your working conditions? 

Please elaborate. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….………………………………………………………………………

……………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….……………………………………………………………………… 

 In the last 12 months, have staff shortages occurred in your department? Yes / No. Please elaborate. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….……………………………………………………………………… 

 

Membership and participation in trade union and professional association: 

Membership of a Prof Organisation (e.g. IASW)  Yes / No.   Active?     Please elaborate on why you are / are not a member / active 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….……………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….……………………………………………………………………… 

 

Membership of Union: Yes / No.    Active?    Please elaborate on why you are / are not a member / active 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….……………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….……………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….……………………………………………………………………… 

Cont/… 

                                                
3 Case notes, reports, desk-bound activities 
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Violence and aggression at work: (to be discussed further at the interview) 

In the last twelve months, have you experienced violence, threats, and / or aggression towards you in your role as a child protection and welfare 

social worker? 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….………………………………………………………………………

……………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….……………………………………………………………………… 

 

What happened, type, frequency? (indicate the number of episodes in the last 12 months. For further discussion at interview) 

 Assaulted by a person:      ………………………………. 

 Assaulted by a person using an object:    ………………………………. 

 Subject to an attempted assault:     ………………………………. 

 Threatened with a knife or other sharp object:   ………………………………. 

 Threatened with a gun:      ………………………………. 

 Threatened with assault:      ………………………………. 

 Threatened with an implement:     ………………………………. 

 Received intimidating phone calls:     ………………………………. 

 Complaints made about you to supervisors, the media or politicians: ………………………………. 

 Received threats to your family, friends or colleagues:   ………………………………. 

 Threatened with sexual assault:  ………………………………. 

 Sexual assault:       ………………………………. 

 Death threat:       ………………………………. 

 Other, please specify:      ………………………………. 

 

 

Any Additional Relevant Information? (please use separate sheet, if appropriate) 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….……………………………………………………………………… 

………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….……………………………………………………………………………………

………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….……………………………………………………………………………………………………..……………………………………………………

…………………………………….……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….………………………………

……………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….……………………………………………………………………………………………………..

………………………………………………………………………………………….……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………………….……………………………………………………………………… 

 

 

Thank you for completing this documentation sheet. Please bring the completed form with you to the interview. 
 

Kenneth Burns  | Applied Social Studies   |   UCC    |   (021) 4903151  |    k.burns@ucc.ie 
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APPENDIX F 
Preparing Sony ATRAC files for transcription and list of 

software used in this study 

 
Table F.1: Managing Sony ATRAC files and playback for transcription 

Interviews recorded on Sony Mini-Disc HD discs 

Files recorded in the Sony ATRAC format have inherent limitations regarding copying and playback. 

Sony did not permit recording in the universal MP3 format on their Mini-disc players at the time of interviews and 

ATRAC playback is reserved for proprietary Sony software. 
⇓  

Why is this important? 

Unlike the ubiquity of tape machines, Mini-disc players are a rare item and transcribers are unlikely to have a machine 

to playback the interview. If the file was in the universal MP3 format, then any music software such as iTunes, 

Windows Media Player or Real Player could playback the file on any computer. 
⇓  

The solution 

Import the ATRAC files onto a Windows PC using Sony’s SonicStage software 

Use SonicStage to transfer the files to the .WAV file format.  

Download a free transcription programme called Express Scribe.  

Express Scribe can playback .WAV files and can be controlled through Microsoft Word.  

The additional merit of this process is that you can archive your interviews in case of damage to an original mini-disc. 

 

 
Table F.2: Software used in this study 

Software Application Description URL 
Atlas.ti (5.2) Qualitative data analysis application http://www.atlasti.com  

AudioHijack Recording sounds on your computer. In this study, 

AudioHijack was used to record one interview using 

Skype over the Internet. 

http://rogueamoeba.com/audiohijack  

Endnote X and X1 Management of references and citations http://www.endnote.com  

Express Scribe Transcription programme http://www.nch.com.au/scribe  

Firefox Internet browser http://www.firefox.com  

IBM ViaVoice Voice-to-text software application http://www.nuance.com/viavoice/  

SonicStage Music software to playback and manage ATRAC 

audio files 

http://www.sonydigital-

link.com/dna/sonicstage/  

Skype  Internet telephony application http://www.skype.com  

Word 2003 Word processing programme http://www.microsoft.com  
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APPENDIX G 
Interview guide 

 

 
Structure of Interview 
Part 1: Welcome and voluntary informed consent.  
Part 2: Professional career, entry into social work, job content and roles in child protection. 
Part 3: Social exchanges in the workplace, etc.   
Part 4: Retention.  
Part 5: Ending of interview. 
Part 6: Administration. 
 
Working Title:  
Retaining child protection and welfare social workers in the HSE ‘Area A’ 
 
Research Questions 
What factors influence the retention of social workers in child protection and welfare in an Irish 
Health Service Executive? 
 
Subsidiary research questions: 

a. What are the retention rates of child protection social workers in the Health 
Service Executive ‘Area A’ (March 2005 – July 2006)? 

b. If the literature accounts of child protection as a ‘challenging’ and ‘turbulent’ 
work environment are accurate, why do social workers stay? 

c. What are the work design characteristics of child protection that impact upon 
social workers decision to leave or stay? 

d. What do social workers understand as the underlying individual, supervisory, 
social supports, and organisational factors that influence their decision to stay or 
leave? 

e. How can the retention of child protection social workers be improved? 
 
Objectives: 

1. To gather social workers reflections on their experience(s) of professional life in child protection;  
2. To find out about the retention of social workers in child protection; 
3. To understand why social workers want to stay in or leave child protection; 
4. To widen our understanding of statutory child protection social work in Health Service Executives. 
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Welcome & General Information 

 

Introductions 

• Introduction to the research project. Thank you for coming and your interest in this research. 
• Discuss how long the interview will take and ask how much time the participant has for the 

interview. 
 

Format of the research and supporting institution 

• PhD research at University College Cork. 
• I am employed by University College Cork as a college lecturer, I am no longer employed by the 

Health Service Executive. 
• Qualitative interviews recorded by mini-disc and transcribed. 
• Analysis of transcripts. 
• Funding - none. Fees supported by University College Cork. 
• Discuss selection / sampling procedure, and the numbers of interviews and participants. 

 

 

Informed Consent 
Discuss informed consent process with participant and then ask participant to sign form (start of interview). 

Discuss changing nature of consent and the revisiting of this agreement during and after the 
interview. 

 

Statement of confidentiality and anonymity 

• Your name will not appear on any form, mini-disc cartridge, on the written transcripts of the data 
or in any printed form. Names will be retained by the interviewer in a secure computer file with 
the corresponding pseudonym. 

• Signed informed consent forms will be kept separately from the data (mini-disc and transcripts). 
• Participants will be identified by a pseudonym only.  
• The data collected will be published in a PhD and in future publications and presentations. There 

are limits to the degree of anonymity that can be guaranteed to participants in a research project 
concerned with a relatively small group of professionals working in one Health Service Executive. 

• The data will not be shared with your line manager or with the Health Service Executive. A 
research report will be presented to the HSE, which will provide a full overview of the aggregate 
research findings. 
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Permission for the author to use the data to develop research findings and for use in 
publications / presentations 

• By agreeing to be part of this research, you give permission for the author to use the data to 
develop research findings and for use in publications / presentations. The names of participants 
and participants’ details will be anonymised, as much as possible, to ensure that people cannot 
guess the identity of participants. 

• The data will not be archived for use by other researchers. 
 

Statement on voluntary participation 

• The Health Service Executive ‘Area A’ has given formal permission to undertake this research 
which includes interviews with child protection and welfare social workers and senior social work 
practitioners. This management consent does not oblige you to be interviewed and each participant 
must also consent to being part of the research. 

• Do you voluntarily give permission to be part of this research? Discuss. 
• Ask participant to read through informed consent form. 

 

Your rights 

• You may decide to withdraw from the research process at anytime. 
• The right to withdraw information from inclusion in the findings. 
• The right to stop the interview at any point. 
• The opportunity to determine your own interview conditions (e.g. venue, location, time). 
• In the event that you find the interview distressing / or personally affecting, the 

opportunity for the interview to provide the means of obtaining support will be discussed. 
The interview can be supportive, but it is not a therapeutic encounter. 

 
Client confidentiality and the identity of third parties 

• Please be careful to anonymise information pertaining to service users and third parties.   
   
Contact details of interviewer and name of supervisor 

• Provide all participants with contact details on headed notepaper at the beginning of interview. 
 

Do you have any questions or do you require any further information before we proceed? 

• Following our discussion about what is involved in this research; do you have enough information 
to make a decision about taking part in this research? Do you require any additional information or 
would you like to ask any questions or seek further clarification? 

• Sign consent form (Kenneth and participant).  
 
Mini-disc player, final check 

• Ensure Mini-Disc player is recording.  
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Part 1: Welcome and Voluntary Informed Consent Process 
 
1. All of the above. Summary = 2-6. 
2. Introduce research objectives and why the research is being done. 
3. Format of research – interviews, PhD, recording on mini-disc, transcripts, etc. 
4. Discuss voluntary informed consent and ensure informed consent form is signed. 
5. How will the material be used, confidentiality and anonymity. 
6. Interview is structured into 5 parts (list them). 
7. Note to KB:  

1. Encourage participants not to provide answers but to talk about their experience and 
where possible, to give examples to illustrate their comments, 

2. DO NOT ASK all of the questions below! Most are sample questions/pointers to 
specific themes. DO cover all areas. 

  

Part 2: Professional Career, Entry Into Social Work, Job Content And 
Roles In Child Protection 
 

Introduction 
1. The interview will begin with a review of your professional career, entry into social work, job 

content and roles in child protection.  
2. Review documentation sheet, discuss with participant regarding their career thus far. 

 
Entry into Child Protection and Welfare Social Work  

1. Can you describe how you came to be working as a social worker in child protection and welfare? 
2. Was it your preference to work in child protection?  
3. Before you took up your post in child protection, what were your thoughts about this area of social 

work? 
a. When you started work in child protection, what were your thoughts on your future 

employment in this area (KB notes: just a job until I get something else? Long-term? 
Best place to work with children and families? Fit with your vision of social work?) 

b. Has your initial view of child protection changed from your time working in it?  
i. What is your view now of child protection?  

 
In what ways does your thoughts on your future employment in social work influence your 
decision to stay / leave this job? 
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Job Content / Tasks 

1. Can you tell me about your current job? (duty, intake, etc.)? 
2. In your opinion, what is social work practice about in child protection? 
3. What do you most like about your current job? 
4. What would you most like to change about your current job? 

 
• Skill variety – “the degree to which a job requires a variety of different activities in carrying 

out the work, involving the use of a number of different skills and talents of the person” (the 
breadth of skills used while performing work);  

• Do you experience a broad variety of different activities in carrying out this 
work? 

1. Can you give examples of the variety of activities in your work? 
2. Is it important to you to have such a variety of activities? 
3. Are there times when you want more variety in tasks and activities? 

• Do you feel that these activities challenge and stretch your skills and abilities? 
• Do you feel that you have skills and abilities that are not utilised in this job? 
• If this different from previous jobs you have had? 

 
• Task identity – “the degree to which a job requires completion of a “whole” and identifiable 

piece of work, that is, doing a job from beginning to end with a visible outcome”.  (KB note: 
feeling of completion, job well done, accomplishment) 

• Read out above. Do you experience this in your work? 
• How often do you experience this? 
• What does a visible outcome mean to you in this work? 
• Is this important to you? 
• Do you have the full responsibility for all of the needs of your clients? 

1. Just protection only? 
2. Prevention? Therapeutic? Etc. (note for analysis: difference between 

duty/intake/long-term/generic)? 
 

• Task significance – “The degree to which  the job has a substantial impact on the lives of 
other people, whether those people are in the immediate organisation or in the world at large”  

• Do you feel that you make a difference to the lives of others in this job?  
• In what way do you make a difference? 
• To whom do you make a difference? 
• Do you experience your work as meaningful? In what way is it meaningful? 
• Do you have feelings of success and accomplishment as a result of doing this work? What 

does this mean to you? 
 

• Autonomy –“The extent to which the job provides substantial freedom, independence, and 
discretion to the individual in scheduling the work and in determining the procedures to be 
used in carrying it out” (p. 79) (the depth of choice and discretion allowed while performing 
work); 

• Do you have autonomy to schedule your work? 
• Do you have the choice to select the procedures and method in carrying out your 

work? 
• What does autonomy mean to you in this work? 
• In what other ways do you feel you have autonomy in this job? 
• Are there particular times when you particularly like to have autonomy? 
• Are there times when you don’t like to have autonomy? 
• Research accounts suggest that child protection is highly proceduralised and there 

is no room for autonomy in practice – what has your experience been? 
 

• Job feedback – “the degree to which carrying out the work activities required by the job 
provides the individual with direct and clear information about the effectiveness of his or her 
performance” (p. 80) (Hackman and Oldham, 1980; Oldham, 1996). 

• Do you get to see direct visible results / outcomes from doing your work?  
(Knowledge of results – directly from doing that job, not feedback from agents) 
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• In what ways do you see direct results? / Illustrate with some examples. 
• What does it feel like to see direct results from doing this job? 
• What does it mean to you to get such tangible / visible feedback? 
• How often does this happen? 
• How do you understand / define results / outcomes in your work? 

 
If one reads some of the literature about child protection, it sounds like a challenging place to work.  

a. What is your view on this statement? 
b. What are the challenges? 
c. Is the work challenging, but in a constructive way? 

 
In what ways does these factors (explore each) influence your decision to stay / leave this job? 

 

Part 3: Social Exchanges in the Workplace, Work-life Balance, Workload, 
Professional Identity, Health, Violence and Job Satisfaction 
 
Supports and Social Exchanges in the Workplace  

1. Do you feel supported in the work that you do?  
2. Who are your sources of support in this work? (KB note: colleagues, supervisor, family, 

friends, partner. Probe here with particular focus on colleagues)  
3. What is it that these sources of support do for you?  
4. How would you describe the work climate in your team? (KB note: encouraging and 

supportive, distrustful and suspicious, relaxed and comfortable). 
 
 
 
 
Social exchanges and relationships with your immediate supervisor 
The Children First policy document has a chapter on supervision and support for those who undertake this 
child protection work. 

1. What has been your experience of supervision in this post? 
2. What do supervisors do  

i. When good? (illustrations). 
ii. When not so good? (illustrations). 

iii. What are the consequences when you have / don’t have a good supervisor? 
3. Important features of supervision (review with participant, list from Children First) 

i. Adequate and regular 
ii. Quality of supervision you receive? 

iii. Encouragement and affirmation 
iv. Friendly and approachable 
v. Help and support if needed 

vi. Immediate supervisor is willing to listen to work related problems if needed 
vii. Supervisor looks out for the personal welfare of employees 

viii. Regular review of caseloads 
ix. Acknowledgement of positive achievement / Work achievements are appreciated 

by the immediate supervisor 
x. Provision of opportunities for professional development such as training, staff 

rotation, special assignments 
 
HR Orientation and Perceptions of Organisational Support (Perceived org support theory) 

1. Do you feel that you are rewarded for a job well done?  
i. What would that look like? (KB note: higher salary, opportunities for promotion, job 

security, verbal or other acknowledgements, such as travel or participation in cultural 
events) 

2. Do you feel that workers are valued and taken care of by the HSE (?  
i. What would that look like (KB note: everything from having a pleasant and secure 

work environment to feeling listened to and seen by the employer, being given a 
sufficient introduction as a newly graduated sw, satisfy requests from education or 
holidays) 

3. Does the HSE provide you with sufficient resources to help children and families? 
4. Are the management of the HSE / your team managers interested in the health and well-being 

of the personnel? 
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i. What would that look like? (KB note: keep fit measures, subsidized lunches, 
recreational trips) 

 
Work-life balance 

1. Is there a good fit between your personal life and work life? 
2. Is there a good fit between your family life and work life? 

 

 

Workload 

1. Refer to documentation sheet and workload %’s. Looking at these percentages, what do you  
• Value most / least? 
• What are your feelings about the allocation of your time to various tasks? 

2. Do you feel that you have control over your workload?  
• What are the factors that affect your sense of control?  

3. What do think about the quantity of work and caseloads in this job?  
4. What do think about the qualitative aspects of work in this job? (KB: don’t ask in this way) 
5. Balance of work (primary, secondary, tertiary) 

 

Professional Identity 

1. Is child protection meeting your expectations of professional life as a social worker? 
a. What are your expectations?  
b. How do you feel about that? 
c. Are these expectations realistic? 

2. Do you feel a sense of pride in your work? 
a. Are you proud to tell people you are a child protection social worker? 
b. Can you describe what that feels like? 

3. The literature talks about the supervision and regulation of the private family domain as an area of 
contention for families and a source of hostility towards social workers. What are your feelings 
about this statement?  

 
In what ways does these factors (explore each) influence your decision to stay / leave this job? 

 
Health 

1. Have you noticed any changes in your health as a result of working in child protection? 
(physical, emotional or mental health)?  

2. In what ways has working in child protection affect your health, if at all? 
3. I know this may be a sensitive area, but can you provide more detailed descriptions of the 

affects …?  
4. Have you noticed any changes in your relationships with family and friends as a result of 

working in child protection? 
5. What do you think most social workers on your team think about the relationship between this 

work and health and welfare? 
6. What is your assessment of the impact of child protection work upon your colleagues? (what do 

you see?) 
7. How would you describe this job on a scale of stressful jobs, 1 is not stressful and 10 is extremely 

stressful? 
a) Sources of stress?  
b) If not stressful, perception is that is – why is your experience different? 

8. In what ways does your assessment of the impact of this work on your health influence your 
decision to stay / leave / intention to leave? 

 
Violence and threats 

1. In the last year, have you experienced violence, threats, and / or aggression towards you in your 
role as a child protection social worker? 

a) What happened, type, frequency? 
• Assaulted by a person; 
• Assaulted by a person using an object; 
• Subject to an attempted assault; 
• Threatened with a knife or other sharp object; 
• Threatened with a gun; 
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• Threatened with assault; 
• Threatened with an implement; 
• Received intimidating phone calls; 
• Complaints made about them to supervisors, the media or politicians; 
• Received threats to their families, friends or colleagues; 
• Threatened with sexual assault; 
• Sexual assault; 
• Death threat. 

b) What impact did this / these event(s) have on you? 
c) Did you feel you could talk about your feelings and emotions about the violent event or 

threat? To whom? 
d) Debriefing process after critical events? 
e) What support did you receive from the team / HSE in dealing with these events? 
f) Regarding your experience(s) of violence and aggression and your response to them, did 

the service see your response as a legitimate reaction, or was it constructed as a sign of 
personal weakness or lack of professionalism 

 
In what ways does your perception of safety, and incidents of violence and aggression influence 
your decision to stay / leave? 

 
Job Satisfaction 

1. What gives you most satisfaction in this work? 
2. What gives you least satisfaction in this work? 
3. All things considered, how satisfied are you with your career as a child protection social worker? 

(Use scale if necessary to begin discussion).  
4. Overall, how satisfied are you with your career as a social worker?  

 
 
 

Part 4: Retention  
1. If you were to summarize, why do you stay working in child protection?  

a. If you were to summarize, what are the factors that influence your decision to stay? 
b. In the last 12 months have you thought about leaving your job? (+ why?) 
c. How likely is it that within the next twelve months you will be actively looking for a new 

job (intention to leave) 
d. How do you renew yourself and keep energy high?  
e. Have you always felt this way about staying? 
f. How important is your relationship with, and commitment to clients, a factor in your 

retention in child protection? 
g. What is your perception of the availability of alternative employment? 

i. Is this a factor in your decision to stay / leave? 
Or 

2. If you were to summarize, why do you want to leave child protection? 
a. If you were to summarize, what are the factors that influence your decision to leave? 
b. Have you always felt this way – wanting to leave? 
c. Developmental + factors at these stages  
d. What would need to change for you stay in child protection? 

i. Who can give this to you?  
e. Have you taken steps to arrange to leave? 
f. What is your perception of the availability of alternative employment? 

i. Is this a factor in your decision to stay / leave? 
g. Where are you looking to go to? (KB note: within the team, within the HSE, outside HSE 

SW, outside HSE non-SW) 
 
Ask both 

1. How important is your relationship with, and commitment to clients, a factor in your retention in 
child protection? 

2. Are there times when you intended to leave, actively sought to leave, felt ‘trapped’ (perceive that 
they can’t leave)? 

3. What is the likelihood that you will still be working in child protection in 6, 12, 18 months?  
a. Are you happy about this? 

4. To what extent does your partner/friend/family think you should stay/leave child protection?  
a. What importance do you attach to this position? 
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5. Overall, do you think that the retention of social workers in child protection is an issue? 
a. Was it more of an issue in the past? 
b. Do you think the turnover of social workers in child protection is high/low? 
c. How long do you think social workers stay in child protection? 
d. How long do you think social workers want to stay in child protection? 
e. What can be done to improve the retention rates of social workers in child protection? 

6. Do you know of colleagues that have left child protection social work?  
a. Do you know why they left? 
b. Do many social workers leave child protection in this team? 
c. Where do they go when they leave? 

 
We are coming towards the end of the interview 

1. Would you recommend child protection as a career? 
2. What is the likelihood that you will still be working as a social worker in 5 years time 

 

Part 5: Ending 
 
Ending                                                                        

1. Are there any questions that I might have asked you that would have brought out a clearer 
picture about why social workers want to stay in or leave child protection? 

2. I have no further questions at this point. Do you have anything additional that you want to 
discuss or would you like to ask me a question before we finish the interview? 

3. Should I need to seek clarification on a point when I listen back to the tape, may I contact 
you to discuss further? 

4. Do you require any additional information about the research or about what happens 
next? 

a. Reminder regarding how the material will be used, confidentiality and anonymity, etc. 
5. Additional interview – Yes / No? – Discuss Focus groups later in the year. Participate Yes 

No.  
6. Review documentation sheet. OK to contact, etc.? 
7. Thank you – time, effort, and benefit of your knowledge. This has been very beneficial 

and I hope you also gained something from the process. 
 

Part 6: Administration 
 

1. Check label on Mini-disc against documentation sheet. 
2. Make sure all documentation is completed. 
3. Listen to Mini-disc to make sure it recorded! 
4. Make notes / memo in diary. 
5. Clarify rough notes from interview. 
6. ‘To do’ list arising out of interview (if any).  
7. Review format of interview and make analytical notes. 
8. Review appropriateness and efficacy of questions. 
9. Notes for next interview (changes?). 
10. Write to participant within a week and thank them for their time and participation in the study. 

 
 
 


