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includes retirements, dismissal, and reassignments. At 13%, resignations 
among caseworkers in 2016 were double the state average of 6%.  

Turnover varied among the districts. Three out of 16 districts were at or 
below 15%, and four districts were 40% or higher. One small district had a 
turnover rate of 75%, with about 12 out of 16 caseworkers leaving their 
positions. Turnover for all Child Welfare staff, including caseworkers, 
support staff, supervisors and central office program staff and 
management, increased from 15% in 2014 to 18% in 2016.  

As all caseworkers are classified as Social Service Specialist 1 and turnover 
is tracked by classification, DHS cannot determine which caseworker 
positions are experiencing the highest turnover and where the greatest 
need for attention may be. Anecdotal evidence suggests that CPS workers 
experience unusually high turnover due to the high demands and 
emotionally taxing nature of the job, but DHS is not able to confirm this. 

Turnover at the staff level also makes field supervisor positions more 
difficult to fill because it reduces the pool of workers experienced enough 
to be supervisors. Supervisors oversee a team of caseworkers, and work 
with large caseloads, overwhelming demands, and little ongoing training. 
Supervisors do not qualify for overtime pay, although many supervisory 
staff interviewed said they worked extra hours anyway. One District 
Manager mentioned having difficulty finding qualified candidates for open 
supervisor positions, and that members of their own staff were reluctant to 
apply given the high demands and unpaid overtime.  

Caseworkers do not have interim promotional steps before supervisor. 
That lack of a “career ladder” may increase turnover. 

When staff leave, it may take several months, or even up to a year, to fill the 
vacant position. In the meantime, other caseworkers and support staff 
must shoulder the additional workload, further reducing the time they 
have to work directly with children.  

Turnover also increases costs. According to the National Child Welfare 
Workforce Institute, training costs alone total $54,000 for each new social 
worker. DHS spends an estimated $28 million per year on training and 
onboarding new caseworkers, due in part to the high turnover rate.36 

Family Medical Leave: This leave is reportedly often used by caseworkers 
for stress and burnout. At any given time, multiple Child Welfare field staff 
are out on medical leave under the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA). 
FMLA has multiple use restrictions, and is typically granted to staff in need 
of leave time for personal or family health conditions, pregnancy, or 
military family leave. A qualifying reason is one that renders the employee 
temporarily unable to perform the functions of the job. Staff in Portland 
reported that six caseworkers were out on stress-related family medical 

                                                   

36 The cost of turnover, training and onboarding was calculated by multiplying the SSS1 staff turnover 
by estimated total compensation for a new caseworker for one year. 
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leave in July alone, and that it was a very common occurrence. Other 
districts indicated a similar trend in their offices. 

In 2017, Child Welfare caseworkers used roughly 4,234 hours of FMLA per 
month, which reduced total available staffing by 24 FTE per month. That 
loss is about 2% of total caseworkers but it transfers more cases to the 
already overburdened caseworkers who remain.  

Given the high-stakes interactions with families, a caseworker’s job would 
be stressful even with normal caseloads. The high workload and difficulty 
staying on top of it further increase that stress. We were told caseworkers 
who experience unusually violent or traumatic events, such as witnessing a 
parent’s suicide or having to inform a parent or family member of a child’s 
death, are sometimes expected to return to the field the following day and 
make decisions on other cases. 

Sustaining a large workforce requires a substantial resource investment 
and a certain amount of staff turnover, FMLA use, and sometimes overtime 
use are to be expected. However, DHS may benefit from exploring ways to 
reduce caseworker turnover and retain skilled staff, reduce excessive 
overtime use, and address the causes of medical leave for stress and 
burnout. 

Caseworkers with limited field experience are taking on full caseloads 

Given the turnover, many staff are relatively new. About a third of front line 
Child Welfare staff are in their first 18 months on the job. Many of these 
newer staff are taking on full caseloads, even though they have not been 
through the recommended 18-month training period.  

Navigating even relatively straightforward cases requires a high degree of 
familiarity with DHS policy and practice, local courts, local and regional 
public services, schools, and mental health and health care providers. Due 
to understaffing, newer and less experienced caseworkers may be assigned 
to complex cases. Supervisors, also facing high caseloads, may not be able 
to help them handle those cases.  

For example, one caseworker who had been employed for less than a year 
had one case with eight siblings, some with disabilities, and biological 
family members with ties to a violent motorcycle gang. Another 
caseworker mentioned having to sit with toddlers and school-age children 
as they went through withdrawals for drug addiction. 

After years of discussion, DHS has developed an improved four- to six-week 
preliminary training for new caseworkers with the help of Portland State 
University. The new training began in September 2017. However, ongoing 
training options and expectations for caseworkers, supervisors, and 
support staff are still unclear, and there is limited tracking and monitoring 
of staff participation in the training.  
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In 2017, the Legislature set aside $2 million dollars to develop new 
supervisor training. While funding is ensured, the new training is not 
scheduled to roll out until August 2018. 

Workers report disrespectful management practices and fear for their 
personal safety on the job 

Staff at all levels of the Office of Child Welfare Division reported incidents 
of bullying, intimidation of caseworkers by senior staff, and management 
efforts to suppress information. Some staff shared that management 
threatened to take away scheduled leave time from field staff unless 
monthly case goals are met. Several central office staff mentioned specific 
instances of bullying in meetings, including being shouted at and verbally 
abused. Some told us that they had been instructed not to talk to the state 
audit team. 

In one example, a manager was told if they testified in front of the 
legislature on a failing program they would lose their job. In another 
example, management told an employee to respond to a Senator that the 
information they needed was not available, when it was. A third manager 
told us that they and their team were treated ‘as saboteurs’ for sharing 
information about a child safety review with management, and that the 
report was essentially dismissed and ignored.  

Caseworkers also reported concerns about personal safety. Given high 
caseloads, caseworkers are typically alone when visiting homes or 
following up on a report. On a ride along we took part in, a young female 
caseworker had to drive to a remote area to find an alleged abuser. The 
caseworker indicated this is a normal part of the job and that she is often 
alone hoping nothing goes wrong.  

In districts that lack a sufficient number of fleet vehicles, caseworkers may 
also have to use their own vehicles in the field, which could make them 
personally identifiable when off duty. 
 
Staff working night shifts to supervise children staying at hotels reported 
feeling unsafe, and several shared stories of them or their coworkers being 
physically assaulted by some children while on duty. Staff also shared that 
they felt coerced into taking hoteling shifts. 

Similar concerns were reflected in a 2016 Oregon Audits Division work 
environment survey of DHS staff.37 Numerous Child Welfare field staff who 
responded shared concerns about a lack of empathy about the excessive 
workload, examples of bullying, personal safety and fears of retaliation for 
speaking up about problems to managers. 

                                                   

37 Secretary of State audit, Report No. 2016-24 

“From the top down in child 
welfare…an unhealthy and even 
toxic workplace where 
disrespect, favoritism, 
harassment, intimidation, and 
retaliation are allowed has been 
and continues to be nurtured. 
As a result, this same culture is 
seen as acceptable at all levels 
of child welfare. The first step is 
to make sure people are treated 
humanely.” 
 
-Respondent to the Work 
Environment Survey Conducted 
by Audits Division in 2016 
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The negative work environment could be both a cause and an effect of high 
caseloads and high turnover, with both staff and management reacting 
poorly to overwhelming workloads and increasing demands on their time.  

Caseworkers lack full legal representation and support 

Despite recent efforts to ensure that all child welfare caseworkers in 
Oregon have access to adequate legal representation and support while 
conducting agency business,38 many caseworkers in Oregon continue to 
have neither. Oregon is one of two states in the country that does not 
require that caseworkers have access to full legal representation in 
dependency hearings for foster children. Some caseworkers reported that 
they were expected to write their own petitions and present arguments 
with no legal representation.  

Though District Attorneys often support CPS workers in initial court 
hearings, they do not always agree with the agency’s decisions, hindering 
the CPS worker’s ability to ensure children are safe. CPS workers were 
particularly concerned about ‘practicing law,’ as generally only 
permanency staff have any access to representation by the Department of 
Justice. 

The lack of legal representation may also contribute to safety issues for 
children, since all parties except the child welfare caseworker are granted 
representation in court. One example shared was that a young child could 
choose to return to an abusive parent. Since the child’s lawyer is legally 
bound to represent the child’s interest as stated (which may not necessarily 
be in that child’s best interest), some children could potentially be returned 
to unsafe situations, even if the caseworker disagrees with the decision. 

Caseworkers also shared that some counties have courts and Citizen 
Review Boards39 that can be very difficult to work with. The Department of 
Justice has also coordinated meetings with some judges in recent years to 
compel them to treat caseworkers less harshly. 

High caseloads and high turnover can negatively affect children during 
initial investigations and as caseworkers try to build relationships with 
parents, children, and foster care providers.  

                                                   

38 HB2345 would have funded staffing needed for the Department of Justice (DOJ) to cover 
caseworker representation in court, but that bill died in committee in 2017. With the sunseting of 
2015 SB222 in June 2018, DOJ will be required to provide coverage, but may not have the staffing 
necessary to ensure adequate statewide coverage for DHS staff needing support in dependency 
hearings. 
39 The Citizen Review Board (CRB) is a program within Oregon’s state court system that allows 
volunteer boards made up of community members to review the cases of children in foster care. 
Currently, there are 62 boards in 33 of Oregon’s 36 counties. 
 

High caseload and turnover compromise child safety and outcomes 
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When investigating a report of abuse or neglect and deciding what to do 
next, caseworkers must quickly make critical decisions. Miscalculations can 
lead to children being left in dangerous home situations, removed 
inappropriately, or placed in inappropriate foster homes or residential 
centers. The wrong decision can lead to further trauma for the children, 
and in some cases, endanger their lives. 

Finding an appropriate placement also requires caseworkers to consider 
multiple factors, including the child’s cultural background, sexual 
orientation, religion, family dynamics, and relationships with extended 
family.  

Making appropriate decisions in this early stage requires time and a 
thoughtful approach. In Oregon’s system, high caseloads reduce the amount 
and quality of time caseworkers can spend evaluating their cases. This 
increases the risk of making wrong decisions.  

Once a child is through the initial stage, caseworkers are required to check 
in with them regularly, with the intent that they will build a stable 
relationship and be a constant in their lives. Federal law requires 
caseworkers to have face-to-face contact with a child at least every 30 days, 
for 95% of their cases.  

DHS says its caseworkers meet that requirement 90% of the time, despite 
the high caseloads. That still leaves 700 children not receiving face-to-face 
contact in a month and results in a 1% reduction in federal funding for the 
Child Welfare program per biennium — a loss of about $4.9 million that 
could go to support increased staffing. In addition, many caseworkers told 
us that they are unable to spend the time needed to build and maintain 
relationships with the children in their caseload. 

While they might technically meet the face-to-face contact requirement, 
many of the meetings take place in passing, such as waiting for a court 
appointment or having a casual conversation in the hallway between other 
meetings. Caseworkers stated that these meetings were often inadequate. 

High caseworker turnover can also damage relationships and reduce the 
chance a child will end up in a permanent, stable home. One well-known 
study40 found that a child with just one caseworker in a year had a 74% 
chance of ending up in a stable home. A child with three caseworkers in a 
year had just a 5% chance. The stability of the caseworker/child 
relationship supports effective case management and positive outcomes for 
foster children. Caseworkers are a key resource for children in the foster 
system; permanency caseworkers may carry one case for several years and 
be intimately familiar with the needs of the children on their caseload. 

In our interviews with current and former foster children, several reported 
having multiple caseworkers throughout their time in the foster care 

                                                   

40 Review of Turnover in Milwaukee County Private Agency Child Welfare Case Management, January 
2005. 
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system. When asked what adults they would consider turning to when they 
had needs or questions, children mentioned independent living workers, 
counselors, and foster parents. Few included their caseworker.  
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Some states and cities facing high caseloads and caseworker turnover in 
their own foster programs have taken steps to address their problems. 
Their strategies, ranging from hiring more caseworkers to upgrading 
technology used by caseworkers, could help improve Oregon’s Child 
Welfare program.  

Reduce caseloads and turnover 

Other states, including New Jersey, Michigan, and Arizona, mandate 
caseload limits for child welfare caseworkers. In all three states, lawsuits 
led to the caps. 

In New Jersey, under court order to reduce caseloads since 2004, the state 
increased caseworker salaries and took other measures, such as 
emphasizing caseworker professional development and career 
progression. The state has reduced caseworker turnover from 18% to 7%. 

In Texas, a caseworker turnover crisis resulted in emergency funding for 
829 workers to reduce unmanageable workloads and better ensure 
caseworkers meet guidelines for face-to-face contact with children. In 
addition, front line workers received a $12,000 salary increase to bring 
their compensation in line with similar professions. Other vital positions 
that support caseworkers will also receive a salary increase. 

Provide incentives for social work education  

Some states have developed university-agency partnerships to encourage 
bachelor’s and master’s degrees in social work. Measures include loan 
forgiveness and specialized child welfare service coursework. Evidence 
indicates that professionally educated social workers are better prepared 
for child welfare work, stay longer, and influence organizations to support 
best practices. Child welfare workers in New York, for example, can receive 
loan forgiveness awards up to $10,000 per year of service, up to five years 
and not to exceed the total amount of the worker’s student loan debt. 

Provide realistic job previews 

At least twenty other states develop realistic job previews that present the 
unique aspects of their child welfare agency, available positions, 
geography, and client populations. These job previews are designed to 
present a balanced view of the rewards and demands of child welfare 
positions in order to align the goals and expectations of applicants with the 
requirements of child welfare work. The goal is to improve the fit between 
the applicant and the job. 

One county in North Carolina has used job preview videos in part to deter 
prospective applicants who may not be ready for the challenges of the job. 
County officials also check in with new caseworkers in their first 30, 60 and 

Approaches used in other states may help DHS more effectively 
address staffing challenges. 

“Right now its sink or swim, 
and everyone’s drowning.” 
 
- Caseworker discussing the 
lack of a support structure 
and the need for an 
appropriate training period 
for new staff.  
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90 days to find out if they are facing any difficulties. In the last decade, the 
county reduced caseworker turnover from a high of 39% to 12%.  

Increase caseworker teaming 

New York has developed a caseworker teaming model, with casework 
functions shared among multiple staff and group supervision. These teams 
collaborate to make case decisions and decide how to meet client needs. 
The team model is designed to reduce caseworker isolation and workload, 
improve workforce retention, and strengthen casework decision making. 

Improve Technology 

Effective case management in Indiana’s child welfare agency was thwarted 
by poor data and paper recordkeeping. In 2012, the agency implemented 
new casework software from a non-profit that shadowed caseworkers to 
develop the system.  

With the new system, caseworkers immediately see critical information, 
including the number of days since their last visit with a child and how 
many days it has been since each child visited with their biological parents. 
The system also includes relationship diagrams to help caseworkers 
understand family networks and manage complex relationships. Other key 

components include alerts, notifications 
and progress status indicators that help 
keep case management efforts on track 
and includes a placement-matching tool 
that helps caseworkers place children in 
care in the most appropriate setting and 
family.  

By contrast, Oregon’s OR-Kids software 
provides caseworkers with little useful 
data. During our field visits, we found 
caseworkers tracking child visits by 
posting handwritten notes on their cubicle 
walls. 

 

 

  

Indiana’s Casebook: A state of the art tool designed to help child welfare 
workers track and improve results for children in their care. 
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Recommendations: DHS Should Address Chronic Management Failures and 
High Caseloads 

The numerous problems facing DHS and the Office of Child Welfare are 
serious and demand thoughtful and thorough attention.  

Management of child welfare and foster care are disorganized, inconsistent 
and constantly in a state of flux. There are too few foster placements to 
meet the needs of children, and the agency lacks a robust foster parent 
recruitment plan. Chronic understaffing, excessive caseloads, high 
turnover, and a large proportion of inexperienced staff compromise the 
division’s ability to perform basic and essential child welfare functions.  

Recent changes to agency leadership set the stage for the agency to address 
these challenges. The recommendations below will help DHS ensure child 
safety and bring stability to an unstable foster care system.  

 

To improve management in DHS and Child Welfare, the agency 
should:  

1. Review and address the four foundational recommendations outlined 
in the Public Knowledge report: 

a) Improve the DHS culture;  

b) Focus the whole DHS Agency and Child Welfare on Safety 

c) Adopt data-driven decision making; and 

d) Increase staffing resources for Child Protective Services and other 
DHS entities. 

2. Cultivate a culture of transparency, responsibility, respectful 
communication, and professionalism using an array of leadership tools 
and measurable through an independent work environment survey. 

3. Review the structure and organization of key child welfare programs to 
identify and understand long-standing issues and system weaknesses; 
set policy and communicate expectations to ensure appropriate 
implementation of changes; and ensure changes are not simply 
reorganizations or movement of employees, but help management to 
address root problems. 

4. To advocate more effectively for program and staffing needs to the 
Legislature, use clear and accurate data to support budget requests and 
show the effects of under budgeting on program stability. 

5. Implement a thorough and ongoing evaluation process for agency 
programs and initiatives, including the following actions: 

e) consider overhauling or replacing the OR-Kids case management 
system, and continue to apply lessons learned from this and other 
projects to future information systems projects; 
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f) review the Oregon Safety Model to ensure that staff fully 
understand and can apply key concepts and more effectively 
safeguard child safety; 

g) assess the true impact of the move to centralized screening on 
statewide staffing resources and the consistency of the screening 
function; and 

h) assess the two-track investigative model used by CPS and OAPPI to 
ensure all identified gaps are addressed and consistency of 
response to reports of child abuse and neglect. 

6. Establish safe mechanisms for staff to provide input, and develop a 
transparent process for reporting concerns, tracking them, and 
ensuring top management takes action to resolve them. 

To improve management of foster care and recruitment and retention 
of foster parents, the agency should:  

7. Develop and implement a statewide strategic plan to increase foster 
care capacity that includes using data analytics and tracking to target 
the recruitment of foster care placements for every district in the state. 
The strategy should include targeted recruitment of specific types of 
placements (career foster parents, therapeutic foster beds and 
culturally appropriate placements).  

8. Collect and use data to improve the foster care system, including: 

a) the availability of foster homes and the true capacity of available 
beds in the system; 

b) the rate of foster parent turnover and the number of foster parents 
trained per year; and 

c) a statewide dashboard to compare district performance on key 
metrics. 

9. Remove unnecessary barriers that impede timely recruitment of foster 
families. Track certification of career foster parents, from inquiry 
through certification, and keep foster parents engaged during the entire 
process to increase the likelihood of certification. 

10. Build a robust support system to retain career foster parents and 
reduce placement instability. This should include a foster care payment 
that fully covers the cost of caring for a foster child, options for respite 
care providers and encouraging foster families to use respite care, and 
ongoing training and support to foster parents so they can continue to 
meet the challenges of fostering. 

11. Create and maintain a culture of respectful communication between 
foster parents and DHS caseworkers, and allow staff time for 
caseworkers to build relationships with foster parents. Use foster 
parent satisfaction and exit surveys to measure the quality of the 
program over time to understand and address foster parents’ concerns. 
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12. Design a robust internal policy to reduce the risks of hoteling children 
by providing district caseworkers and office staff with clear protocols 
and operational support. 

13. Commit to building foster placement capacity across the whole system 
for children with a range of behavioral, health-related, and cultural 
needs. 

14. Develop a strategy for ending the practice of placing children in hotels. 

To improve chronic understaffing, overwhelming caseloads and high 
turnover, the agency should:  

15. Understand and clearly communicate child welfare field staffing needs 
to the legislature. 

16. Review, revise, and update the current workload model to reflect recent 
policy and procedure changes, and field staffing needs. 

17. Work with the legislature to increase child welfare field staffing 
according to the revised workload model and reduce the number of 
field positions held vacant to balance the budget, in order to reduce 
child welfare caseloads to manageable levels. 

18. Monitor caseworker caseloads, district staffing allocations, and the 
impact of turnover, overtime use, lack of experience, and FMLA use on 
caseloads to support equitable staffing allocations across the state. 

19. Develop and implement strategies to reduce and mitigate workload 
stress factors, reduce staff turnover, and reduce the use of paid and 
unpaid overtime by child welfare field staff. 

20. Take the following actions to improve caseworker staffing and training: 

a) work with DAS to review the Social Service Specialist 1 
classification and consider separating casework positions into 
separate classes; 

b)  consider developing a career ladder for skilled caseworkers, 
supervisors, and support staff; and 

c)  Continue to develop and review training and professional 
development of casework staff and supervisors in conjunction with 
community partners. 

21. Ensure adequate facility space and technological support throughout 
the state to absorb needed child welfare staffing increases and support 
quality casework. 

22. Work with the Department of Justice and the Legislature to improve 
caseworker access to legal representation and legal case management 
support. 

23. Consider implementing casework teams for responding to potentially 
dangerous calls and managing unusually complex or difficult cases. 
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24. Ensure that the central and district offices are in regular 
communication with field offices throughout the state and provide the 
necessary support and resources to field offices when requested. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 






























