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ABSTRACT

Factors Associated with High Self-Efficacy Among California’s Public Child Welfare Workers

By Kathleen L. McElroy

County child welfare workers must perform complex tasks, work with involuntary clients, and negotiate heavily bureaucratic organizations in order to effectively protect the abused and neglected children they are mandated to monitor.  These workers must feel confident in their abilities to successfully provide services to clients.  The concept of self-efficacy states that when an individual thinks and feels as though he or she is competent in completing complex tasks, that person is more likely to be successful.  

The purpose of this study was to determine what, if any, characteristics contribute significantly to feelings of high self-efficacy among county child welfare workers in California, and whether individual characteristics (such as personal history) or organizational characteristics (such as level of support from administration) were more likely to predict high levels of self-efficacy among child welfare workers.

Secondary data from a study on the retention of child welfare workers were used.  Bivariate comparisons indicated that a few individual characteristics were significantly related to high self-efficacy, and several organizational characteristics were predictors of self-efficacy.  Multivariate analysis, however, indicated that only commitment to the field of child welfare was significantly related to high self-efficacy.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Statement of the Problem
The field of child welfare social work involves multiple stressors, role conflict, and demanding work conditions (Digiulio, 1995).  Child welfare work is often associated with large bureaucracies which leave social workers unable to truly help their clients (McGowan and Walsh, 2000), and a pool of clients that experience multiple stressors which makes it difficult for them to cope with the challenges at hand (McMillen, 1997).  Poor or controversial public images in the media and in the community, threat of legal action against workers, involuntary clients, and potentially dangerous working conditions add to the stressors faced by child welfare professionals (Pecora, Whittaker and Maluccio, 1992).  In order to effectively deal with these complex and stressful situations, child welfare practitioners must have confidence in their abilities to accomplish their goals.


The concept of self-efficacy, introduced and developed by Albert Bandura (1977), is based on the social cognitive theory, which states that individuals act based on multiple influences from both the internal and external worlds (Bandura, 1989).  Self-efficacy describes how cognitive functioning affects new behavior patterns.  Bandura states, “An efficacy expectation is the conviction that one can successfully execute the behavior required to produce the outcomes” (Bandura, 1977, p. 193).  It is a cognitive self-fulfilling prophecy:  if a person believes that he or she will be successful, then success is more likely to occur.  If success is not the expected outcome, the individual will avoid the activity or not expend full effort and thus will not be successful.


Various studies have demonstrated that self-efficacy may have a very direct effect on several aspects of an individual’s work.  Research supports the idea that a high level of self-efficacy leads to accepting a challenging goal (Vancouver, Thompson and Williams, 2001) and a firmer commitment to achieving those goals (Bandura, 1989).  High levels of self-efficacy have also been linked to high levels of innovation and skill in bringing about positive change in an organization (Pearlmutter, 1998).  Zunz (1998) found that human service managers with high levels of self-efficacy were more resilient and less likely to “burn out”.  Self-efficacy, along with other traits such as general high self-esteem, has also been linked to both job satisfaction and job performance (Judge and Bono, 2001).


Current research shows that there is a critical shortage of qualified and competent child welfare workers (O’Neill, 2000).  Research also indicates that there is a connection between self-efficacy beliefs and the retention of child welfare employees (Ellett, 2001b).  Considering the acute need to retain employees in this field, as well as the stress child welfare workers are under and the crucial decision-making required, it is essential that these workers have an adequate level of self-efficacy in order to effectively complete tasks required of their jobs.  In addition, because social workers often work with clients regarding issues of empowerment, it is crucial that workers themselves feel as though they are able to institute change and to function within their organizations and communities in order to set an appropriate example for their clients (Guterman and Bargal, 1996).

Purpose of the Study


Although extensive research has been done to determine the results of an individual having a high level of self-efficacy, few studies have looked at what personal and workplace characteristics are associated with this feeling in individuals.  Among the research that has been done, Bandura and Wood (1989) found that when subjects assumed that they had little or no control in a simulated organization, they were more likely to have low levels of self-efficacy even when their goals were within easy reach.  

The purpose of this study is to determine what factors are associated with the degree of feelings of self-efficacy among public child welfare workers in California.  The objectives of the research are to identify the importance of various factors in high levels of self-efficacy in child welfare workers, and to determine what action can be taken by public child welfare agencies to increase feelings of self-efficacy among their child welfare workers.  Independent variables will include demographic information as well as past experience and agency characteristics.

Research Questions


The main question this study attempts to answer is whether certain organizational or personal characteristics are significantly related to high levels of self-efficacy among California’s child welfare workers.  The answer to this question leads to the inquiry of which characteristics, whether agency or personal, are most closely associated with high levels of self-efficacy among the participants in the study.

Expected Outcomes

Based on prior research, an expected outcome of this study is that personal variables such as educational and work background and gender will be significantly related to the reported self-efficacy of the child welfare workers participating in this study.  Certain agency characteristics, such as high quality of supervision, adequate training opportunities, and autonomy of social workers are expected to be found to be predictors of high levels of self-efficacy.

Importance of the Study to Social Work

As indicated above, working in the field of child welfare is one of the most challenging areas of social work.  Decisions that child welfare workers make every day have a significant impact on some of the most vulnerable and economically disadvantaged members of our communities.  Being an effective child welfare worker involves high levels of stress, the ability to work independently and to collaborate with other workers and agencies, and a belief that the work being performed is significant and employs positive change.

Feelings of self-efficacy have important effects on a worker’s job satisfaction and intention to remain employed in his or her current job.  It is essential for child welfare agencies to ensure that they are providing a work environment that encourages feelings of self-efficacy among workers in order to assist them in developing skills and becoming more effective.  As child welfare workers become more effective, worker-client interactions will improve, as will the quality of service being delivered.  Determining exactly what training, agency qualities, etc. foster a sense of self-efficacy will have implications for what steps child welfare administrators can take to ensure that they encourage this quality in their workers.  Results of this study may also have implications regarding what personal qualities should be sought in new hires to child welfare agencies.  

Definitions of Terms


Child Welfare Workers:  For the purpose of this study, participants identified as child welfare workers are directly employed by a Child Protective Services (CPS) agency that is charged with investigating and providing services to abused and/or neglected children.  They are direct service providers or “line workers” in any of the existing unit-types, such as Emergency Response, Adoption, Family Maintenance, etc.


Self-Efficacy:  For the purpose of this study, self-efficacy, described above, refers to the cognitive perception of competency and effectiveness in carrying out occupational duties and goals.


Title IV-E:  Federal funding that promotes careers in child welfare through programs in which social work students receive monetary stipends while completing internships at a child welfare agency.  Upon graduation, recipients of these stipends are committed to work for a child welfare agency for a specified period of time. 

Summary of Thesis


The remaining sections of this thesis will include a review of the existing literature about self-efficacy, child welfare work and how these factors are related.  The section on Methodology discusses the study design, sample, instrument used, and how the data were collected and analyzed.  The Results section indicates statistical results of the research and will discuss reliability of the instrument.  The Discussion chapter indicates whether the research questions were answered, limitations of the study, implications for social work and child welfare and suggestions for future research.

Chapter 2

Literature Review

California’s child welfare workers are charged with protecting and improving the lives of thousands of abused and neglected children and their families in the state of California.  Research has indicated that those working in the field of child welfare experience more stress than workers in community mental health settings or family services agencies (Jayaratne and Chess, 1984).  The majority of child welfare clients are involuntary, which creates an additional set of challenges in creating rapport and ensuring compliance.  Most child welfare clients are seen in their homes, which also adds to the stress in working with this population and contributes to the potentially dangerous situations child welfare workers are placed in on a daily basis (Horejsi and Garthwait, 1994).  Other stressors include client-related emergencies, high caseloads, the possibility of legal ramifications of decisions made on the job and the responsibility of ensuring that the child is housed in a safe environment (Barrett and McKelvey, 1980).

  In order to effectively deal with these stressors, child welfare workers must feel capable to handle a wide range of unexpected and difficult situations and to use their own judgment in making difficult decisions.

Chapter Summary

The following literature review consists of four sections.  The first section provides the theoretical background of self-efficacy.  The second section provides a deeper analysis of self-efficacy as described through the four major sources of self-efficacy.  The third section describes what is currently known about various predictors of self-efficacy, both in general terms and as they relate to social work and social welfare.  The final section addresses the current need for further research in the area of self-efficacy.

Self-Efficacy

The concept of self-efficacy, introduced and developed by Albert Bandura (1977), is based on the social cognitive theory, which states that individuals act based on multiple influences from both the internal and external worlds (Bandura, 1989).  Among those internal influences, self-efficacy, which is a form of self-evaluation, describes how cognitive functioning affects new behavior patterns.  While self-esteem is related to an individual’s perception of self-worth, self-efficacy refers to an individual’s perception of competence and capability in completing certain tasks (Bandura, 1997).  Bandura states, “An efficacy expectation is the conviction that one can successfully execute the behavior required to produce the outcomes” (Bandura, 1977, p. 193).  

An individual’s self-efficacy belief can vary in level, generality and strength (Bandura, 1997).  Level refers to the simplicity or complexity of the task that the individual feels competent to perform.  The amount of self-efficacy the individual feels is measured against the amount of challenge that the presenting task provides.  Generality of self-efficacy indicates the range of tasks that the individual feels able to accomplish.  While some individuals feel capable of handling a wide range of tasks, others may feel particularly competent in more specific arenas.  Strength refers to the amount of confidence that the individual feels in being able to complete the task at hand.  While a very strong sense of self-efficacy does not necessarily mean that an individual will be more likely to participate in a given task, it does lead to greater perseverance in the face of obstacles (Bandura, 1977).


Rather than being task-specific, self-efficacy beliefs are related to an individual’s potential to handle complex, varied situations.  As was indicated above, the generality of efficacy beliefs refers to the range of activities an individual feels capable of being successful at.  It can vary by the relatedness of tasks, the manner in which capabilities are conveyed (behavioral, cognitive, etc.), and characteristics of the individual (Bandura, 1997).  

Bandura (1984) offers the analogy of driving a car.  An individual who feels comfortable and confident driving in heavy traffic is not only secure in his or her ability to perform individual tasks such as shifting gears or using the gas pedal, but feels able to perform multiple tasks at once while anticipating and handling unexpected situations.  

This concept can be translated into feelings of self-efficacy in the workplace.  An individual who feels adept and proficient in his or her occupation is likely to have confidence in several of the specific tasks that are to be performed as well as feeling able to handle and use judgment in dealing with unanticipated circumstances.  This is particularly true of child welfare workers.  As was noted above, child welfare workers are expected to handle complex and unexpected situations on a daily basis.  These jobs are not reliant on the worker’s ability to perform one task repeatedly, but rather to use critical thinking and decision-making skills in handling challenging circumstances.

Sources of Self-Efficacy

Enactive Mastery

Bandura (1997) cites four determinants or sources of feelings of self-efficacy.  The first, enactive mastery, refers to knowledge and skill gained through experience and perseverance.  In order for self-efficacy to be gained, some failures must be experienced.  If success comes too easily, the individual is likely to feel less of a sense of accomplishment and feelings of mastery are likely to be diminished.  Elder and Liker (1982) found that women who faced economic hardship and exhibited adaptive behavior during the Great Depression felt more self-assured later in life than those who did not have to struggle with poverty.  Progressive mastery has been shown to enhance feelings of self-efficacy and improve analytic thinking, goal setting, and performance (Bandura and Jourden, 1991).

When small failures are encountered, the individual has the opportunity to make adjustments to actions taken and exercise better control over what is taking place (Bandura, 1997).  In this way, a sustained effort leads to a greater sense of self-efficacy.  Whether success or failure occurs is less important than how the individual perceives the significance of the event and the individual’s overall competence (Bandura, 1982).  

Enactive mastery has been found to be the most influential source of self-efficacy, leading to stronger and more generalized feelings of self-efficacy than that which relies exclusively on the other three sources of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997) which are described below.

Vicarious Experience

Vicarious experience refers to the experiences of others used as a model and as a level of comparison as to what skills are necessary to complete a task (Bandura, 1997).  This may involve observing another individual who is proficient at a task and gauging whether one possesses the potential and perseverance to attain the same or a higher level of skill.  Many factors are associated with how important vicarious experience is as a source of self-efficacy, including the level of skill at the time that modeling is observed and similarities between the individual and the person who is serving as the model.  Modeling is also important in creating outcome expectations, as behaviors that result in reward are more likely to be replicated by the observer than those that result in punishment (Schunk, 1999).

How effective vicarious experience is in increasing feelings of self-efficacy is often linked to the similarities of personal characteristics of the observer and the person being observed.  Those who are similar to the observer regarding age, ethnicity and educational and socioeconomic level often serve as the most effective models and are more likely to increase the observer’s feelings of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997).  It has also been shown that observing an individual who must cope with difficulties prior to experiencing success is more effective in increasing self-efficacy than observing an individual who is able to master the activity with little struggle (Bandura, 1997).  This goes along with the idea of similarity, as the observer is often struggling to gain self-efficacy, and observing an individual who is able to overcome obstacles provides feelings of hope and motivates the individual to persevere.

Verbal or Social Persuasion

Verbal or social persuasion serves to reinforce feelings of efficacy when facing the minor failures mentioned above.  Although social persuasion is not the most crucial method in which self-efficacy is strengthened, it does make it easier for individuals to maintain perseverance and faith in themselves when experiencing feelings of doubt (Bandura, 1997).  A study of undergraduate students who randomly received either negative or neutral feedback from someone in a supervisory role found that those who received negative feedback were more likely to report lower self-efficacy on subsequent tasks (Baron, 1988).  

For social persuasion to be effective, it should come from someone who the individual feels is a reliable source of feedback.  In the workplace, self-efficacy can be strengthened by managers who provide constructive and realistic feedback while avoiding placing employees prematurely into situations that they are not ready to handle (Malone, 2001).  The activities and work assignments provided by supervisors as well as the verbal feedback provided are both extremely important in increasing employees’ feelings of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997).

Physiological and Affective States

Physiological and affective states also serve as sources of information toward an individual’s self-evaluation of competence.  A person’s physical reaction to difficult situations can influence how prepared that person feels to effectively handle the situation.  If a person feels overwhelming feelings of stress, he or she is likely to doubt his or her ability to carry out the task.  Research has shown that when past events are remembered, the feelings associated with those events are often remembered and even re-experienced as well (Bower, 1981).  This can have a direct effect on whether an individual is able to maintain feelings of motivation and perseverance in the face of obstacles and failure.  Therefore, altering an individual’s perception of somatic reactions to difficult situations, such as feelings related to stress, fear, or embarrassment, can greatly affect feelings of self-efficacy (Cioffi, 1991). 


Feelings of self-efficacy have been shown to have a significant effect on the level of motivation and amount of extended effort an individual demonstrates.  High levels of self-efficacy are associated with an increased level of goal setting, which leads to a firmer commitment in achieving goals that have been set and greater resolve to persevere in the face of obstacles (Bandura, 1989).  This strong commitment to success increases the likelihood that goals will be met (Bandura and Schunk, 1981).  Belief in one’s abilities also decreases the amount of stress and depression that is experienced in intimidating or strenuous situations (Bandura, 1989), thereby increasing the likelihood that these difficult situations will be overcome and motivation will remain intact.


Several factors have been identified that may affect feelings of self-efficacy among child welfare workers.


Predictors of Self-Efficacy

Personal Characteristics

Individuals come to their jobs with many different personal characteristics, levels of skill, and life experiences.  Having obtained a clinical license (LCSW or MFT) or being proficient in a foreign language (a highly desired skill in social work) indicates that the individual has already achieved expertise in a child welfare-related area.  While having specialized skill is important, it is not congruous to having generalized feelings of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997).


The importance of individual characteristics of social workers and members of other professions as they relate to job satisfaction, commitment and turnover has been studied extensively.  Studies have found little or no relationship between personal characteristics and job satisfaction (Butler, 1990), or worker attitudes (Oldham and Hackman, 1981).  Koeske and Kirk (1995) found that only psychological well-being was significantly related to retention of social workers, but that no other individual characteristic predicted whether workers would remain on the job.  Whether individual characteristics affect the self-efficacy of social workers or child welfare workers has not been addressed by existing literature.


The following section includes what is currently known about various individual and personal characteristics and how they relate to an individual’s level of self-efficacy.

Age.  The concept of enactive mastery indicates that as we gain experience and overcome obstacles, feelings of self-efficacy are developed (Bandura, 1997).  Therefore, this concept can be broadened to point to the idea that as we age, we gain more life experience and therefore gain self-efficacy.  However, Bandura (1997) also states that at midlife, many individuals begin to question their own self-efficacy and reevaluate the progress and mastery they have achieved.


In a study of social workers that serve the severely mentally ill, younger workers were found to be less likely to remain on the job due to their lack of readiness to work with this population (Acker, 1999). A study of caseworkers and administrators found that younger members of both groups were less satisfied with their jobs than their older counterparts (Jayaratne and Chess, 1986).  Age was found to have some impact on morale among intensive mental health case managers in a study by Koeske and Kirk (1995).


Existing literature has not adequately addressed whether there is a direct correlation between self-efficacy and age among child welfare workers.

Gender.  Research has shown that men tend to have higher general and task-specific self-efficacy than women.  Women tend to lack confidence in decision making and are less likely to take on challenges that include supervisory roles unless they are confident in their ability to complete that specific task, while men are more likely to take on any task regardless of their feelings of expertise in the particular area that pertains to the task (Dickerson and Taylor, 2000).  Women are also more likely to attribute success to luck or chance rather than their own competence and level of skill (Dickerson and Taylor, 2000).  

Women who work in the field of human services are more likely to report experiencing high levels of stress, fewer opportunities for self-expression, and more environmental pressure than men (Ratliff, 1988) despite the fact that the human service agencies are largely female-dominated.  There still appears to be a “glass ceiling” for women in the human services, as men are more likely to be promoted and obtain high-level administrative positions (Gibelman, 1998).  Giles and Rea (1999) found that men were less likely to enter into traditionally female occupations not for reasons of prestige or salary, but because they believed they lacked the skills (e.g., sensitivity) to be effective in those fields.  Generally only males who had a high level of occupational self-efficacy for work in traditionally female-dominated occupations chose to enter those fields.


One study found that male and female administrators are equally satisfied with their jobs, and that female administrators are more intrinsically satisfied than their male counterparts (McNeely, 1984).

Questions have been raised regarding the equity of pay among male and female social workers (Gibelman and Schervish, 1995).  According to a 1995 study (Huber and Orlando), men in the field of social work were earning an average of approximately $8,500 more than women at the time of the study, even when age, years of experience, number of hours worked per week, method of practice, and field of practice were controlled. Additional information on salary is provided below.

While all of these factors indicate the likelihood that male child welfare workers are more likely to have higher levels of self-efficacy than women, existing research has failed to adequately address this question.   

Marital Status.  Bandura (1997) indicates that while involvement in a long-term relationship can provide a source of increased self-efficacy, it is the quality of the interpersonal relationship that determines how beneficial this relationship is to an individual’s level of self-efficacy.  Among child welfare workers, support from a spouse has been found to be beneficial in dealing with job-related stress, in addition to support from supervisors and co-workers (Jayaratne, Chess and Kunkel, 1986).


Because the effect of a spouse or partner on an individual’s self-efficacy is so dependent on the quality of the relationship, it is unclear whether one’s marital status is related to self-efficacy.  Current literature does not address whether marital status affects the self-efficacy of child welfare workers.

Education.  The concept of vicarious experience (Bandura, 1997) suggests that when individuals have the opportunity to observe and learn from others who have a higher level of experience, those individuals are more likely to develop a greater level of self-efficacy.  Bandura (1997) also suggests that the higher an educational level an individual has attained, the greater the number of obstacles the individual has generally achieved to be successful.  This implies that the more education an individual has completed, the greater level of general self-efficacy that individual will possess.


The educational backgrounds of child welfare workers may range from a high school diploma to the doctoral or other post-graduate levels.  Research that explores the question of what educational background is best suited to various areas of social work has shown that an MSW degree best prepares social workers to exercise judgment and be self-directed in their jobs (Ewalt, 1991).  Some research indicates that a social work education, either graduate or undergraduate, best prepares individuals for the field of social work (Dhooper, Royce and Wolf, 1990).  Professionally trained social workers are often thought to be more skilled and to have a greater sense of professional identity (Olsen and Holmes, 1982).  Other results are mixed, indicating that no one educational background is better than another in the field of child welfare (Seaberg, 1982).  Research on Title IV-E programs, which train social work students specifically for the field of child welfare, has indicated that those who complete these programs feel a greater sense confidence in their work (Hopkins and Mudrick, 1999).


Whether a higher level of education or a specialized social work education affects child welfare workers’ feelings of self-efficacy has not yet been addressed by existing literature.

Experience.  The concept of enactive mastery suggests that an individual who has experience in a certain field is more likely to have feelings of self-efficacy due to time spent practicing and perfecting necessary tasks.  This suggests that the greater number of years of experience in a particular field a person has, the greater their feelings of competency and self-efficacy will be.    

The first years that child welfare workers are in the field are often extremely difficult for the new worker, at times leading to feelings of being overwhelmed and lacking in competence (Rycraft, 1994).  Acker (1999) found that less experienced mental health workers were more likely to experience symptoms of burnout and leave their jobs than more experienced workers.  Although the current study surveys individuals who have been working at their current child welfare agency for a short period, many have previous experience that may affect their feelings of self-efficacy in performing the necessary job duties.  Whether work experience affects child welfare workers’ self-efficacy has not been addressed by current research.

Personal Problems.  According to Bandura’s (1997) concept of enactive mastery, the more problems that are successfully overcome in one’s life, the greater the opportunity to develop a high level self-efficacy.  However, a lack of emotional and financial resources during one’s childhood may disrupt the family system enough so that a child’s primary caregiver does not have the time or resources to assist that child in developing feelings of self-worth and self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997).


When compared to students from other educational concentrations, students studying social work have been found to be more likely to have experienced personal trauma in their family of origin, including having a family member who has been a victim of a violent crime or a family member with an alcohol or drug problem, parents or guardians who were verbally abusive, or being a victim of sexual molestation (Russel, Gill, Coyne and Woody, 1993).  Black, Jeffreys and Hartley (1993) found that when compared to MBA students, MSW students were more likely to have experienced a spectrum of personal tragedies, including substance abuse in the family, physical abuse, and death of a significant other.


Because of conflicting theories on the self-efficacy outcome of those who have experienced personal trauma, it is difficult to predict how early and/or recent personal trauma affects the self-efficacy of child welfare workers.

Organizational Characteristics

Bandura’s (1997) concept of enactive mastery relies on both the individual and the individual’s learning and working environment to help shape one’s feelings of self-efficacy.  In order to develop self-efficacy, appropriate challenges and a stable learning environment should be present.  Verbal or social persuasion can also greatly affect an individual’s level of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997), and organizations are in a position where this type of support can be encouraged and/or implemented.

Several organizational characteristics have been found to be closely related to job satisfaction, commitment, and intention to stay at the current job.  Variables such as heavy workload, low salary, poor agency operation and low agency morale, and few opportunities for advancement are closely related to a desire to change jobs (Sze and Ivker, 1986).  Changes in social work agency characteristics and job autonomy have been shown to be related to change in job satisfaction (Poulin, 1994).  Among characteristics found to be significantly related to job satisfaction among social workers that work with the elderly, excessive policy changes and paperwork were found to be sources of job dissatisfaction (Dressel, 1982). 

Glisson and Hemmelgarn (1998) found that creating a positive organizational climate (including role clarity, low conflict, and cooperation) was more effective in providing successful child welfare services than focusing on increasing the actual services available to clients.  A positive organizational culture has also been found to increase the likelihood of retaining skilled child welfare workers (Ellett, 2001a).  Landsman (2001) found structural characteristics as they relate to levels of stress on the job to be closely related to the retention of child welfare workers.  

The following section includes what is currently known about various organizational characteristics and how they relate to levels of self-efficacy among child welfare workers.

Salary.  Salary is one indicator of an individual’s competence and value to an organization.  Perceived appropriate salary has been found to be significantly correlated with feelings of self-discipline among workers (DuBrin, 2001).  It is one form of performance feedback from the organization that can greatly influence the individual’s feelings of occupational self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997).  However, some feel that the importance placed on salary as an indicator of self-worth or satisfaction has been overstated, and that sources of job and life satisfaction are primarily found elsewhere (Henry, 1990).


Research on the relationship between salary level and job satisfaction among social workers has had differing results.  Some have found no clear relationship between job satisfaction and salary when other variables are controlled (Glisson and Durick, 1988; Vinokur-Kaplin, Jayaratne and Chess, 1994).  Other studies have found that salary does in fact affect job satisfaction among social workers (Vinokur-Kaplan, 1991), as well as retention (Powell and Yourk, 1992).  Salary is an indicator of legitimacy in the field of child welfare (Landsman, 2001), and therefore may be perceived as a form of social persuasion, as it provides feedback regarding the competence of the worker and how valuable the worker is to the organization.  Whether salary has a direct affect on the worker’s feeling of competence has not been addressed in prior research.

Training Opportunities.  The availability of appropriate training and the methods used in training can influence levels of self-efficacy.  Gist (1989) found that training methods that used cognitive modeling and practice with reinforcement were associated with higher participant self-efficacy than those training methods that relied only on lecture and practice.  


The availability of training that is relevant to the occupation and affords an opportunity for professional development has been found to be a source of job satisfaction for child welfare workers (Tracy, Bean, Gwatkin and Hill, 1992).  Learning opportunities that are tailored to the specialized field of child welfare and that address the needs of the worker have been identified by child welfare workers as extremely important to their professional development (Reagh, 1994).  In a study by Cauble and Thurston (2000), social work students were provided with specialized training via a computer program in child welfare and generalist social work practice.  Following this training, they showed significantly higher levels of self-efficacy in the areas of practice that were covered as well as an increase in feelings of competency in the use of technology.  The authors attribute this increase in self-efficacy partly to the fact that the training program was appropriate for participants of varying levels of experience, and that participants were able to regulate the pace and other aspects of the training program.


Existing research neglects to adequately address whether the availability of training has a direct effect on the self-efficacy of child welfare social workers.

Stress.  According to Bandura (1997), one factor that contributes to the development of feelings of self-efficacy is related to the individual’s physiological and affective state.  Negative physical reactions to a difficult task can cause a person to believe that they are unable to complete the task.  Often people assign meaning to physical sensations according to their perceived ability to handle a situation (Cioffi, 1991).  Physiological reactions that can occur during a difficult situation are often related to the physical manifestation of stress, such as feelings of tenseness, headaches and fatigue (Barrett and McKelvey, 1980).  All of these symptoms send a message that the individual is not capable of effectively handling a situation, which leads to decreased feelings of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997).


In the human services, stress is often associated with the concept of “burnout,” which refers to depersonalization, emotional exhaustion, and lack of feelings of accomplishment due to the stressful nature of working with people who are experiencing repeated problems (Maslach, Schaufeli and Leiter, 2001).  A high level of stress is a factor that has been found to be closely related to low job satisfaction and job commitment (McLean and Andrew, 2000).  


Child welfare workers must face the additional stress of working with involuntary clients and visiting the homes of these clients who often live in high-crime areas.  The threat of violence can cause a great deal of stress among child welfare workers, and these issues are often not adequately dealt with through trainings or administration (Horejsi and Garthwait, 1994; Scalera, 1995).  Child welfare workers also must perform many other tasks not traditionally associated with social work, which include writing court reports, testifying in court proceedings, and working with law enforcement officials (Pecora, Whittaker and Maluccio, 1992).  The relationship between these stressors and self-efficacy among child welfare workers has not been addressed by current research.

Peer/Co-worker Support.  Several aspects of Bandura’s (1997) predictors of self-efficacy are closely related with peer support.  Verbal or social persuasion given by an individual whose opinion is trusted can increase the recipient’s feelings of self-efficacy.  Vicarious experience refers to the idea that an individual can increase feelings of self-efficacy through observing and interaction with another individual who serves as a model for completing difficult tasks (Bandura, 1997).  Social persuasion and vicarious experience can both be obtained through positive social interaction at the workplace.  Peer support has been found to be closely related with job “embeddedness”, a concept that incorporates characteristics such as allegiance and investment in remaining employed with the current organization (Mitchell, Holtom, Lee, Sablynski and Erez, 2001).


Social support has been shown to be influential to job commitment and satisfaction in the social work profession.  Peer support can mediate feelings of emotional exhaustion among those who work with the severely mentally ill (Acker, 1999).  Based on their research, Pines and Maslach (1978) suggested that group supervision in mental health settings be focused less on clinical supervision and more on allowing employees to provide each other with informal moral and emotional support.


Social support has also been shown to be closely related to the intentions of child welfare workers to remain at their current jobs.  Social support, including supervisors and peers, was found to be a major factor in whether MSW graduates remaining at their child welfare jobs after completing their one-year obligation after receiving a Title-IV stipend (Dickinson and Perry, 1998).  Peer support was a major factor in Ellett’s (2001a) concept of “organizational culture”, which was closely related to the intention to remain employed among child welfare workers.  Support from child welfare co-workers is also associated with reduced levels of “burnout” (Jayaratne, Chess and Kunkel, 1986).  Although existing research does not address whether social support influences self-efficacy among child welfare workers, it can be hypothesized that social support will be found to be a predictor of professional self-efficacy among this population.

Quality of Supervision.  According to Bandura (1997), the development of increased skill and feelings of self-efficacy is achieved through supportive, directive feedback on performance.  This feedback should be provided as a corrective measure to areas where skill is lacking, but should also foster a sense of confidence in one’s abilities and potential.  Clear, consistent direction from managers and supervisors has significant effect on the development of self-management skills, a trait that is closely associated with self-efficacy (Hackman, 1986).  New developments in management include the concept of “coaching” rather than supervising employees (Malone, 2001).  According to this style of management, self-efficacy can be increased among workers through practices such as encouraging positive and constructive thought patterns, modeling, and providing work opportunities that are challenging yet have a realistic chance for success.  

This applies to social work management as well.  A focus on thoughtful and empowering guidance is encouraged among many of today’s social work managers and supervisors in order to increase worker satisfaction and reduce turnover (Leslie, Holzhalb and Holland, 1998).


Because of the unique nature of child welfare work, supervisors must strike a balance between providing direction and allowing workers to feel autonomous (Pecora, Whittaker and Maluccio, 1992).  Quality of supervision has been identified by both researchers and workers as a key element in the success of child welfare workers (Gleeson, Smith and Dubois, 1993; Pecora, Whittaker and Maluccio, 1992; Rycraft, 1994; Samantrai, 1992).  A study in which students and faculty in a social work program acted as co-teachers found that the sharing of power led to increased self-efficacy among the students (Lazari, Banman and Jackson, 1996).   Reagh (1994) found that child welfare workers felt motivated and capable to achieve success when they felt that their supervisors provided encouragement, support, and understanding of the difficult job that they perform while maintaining high standards.


According to Bandura (1997), verbal or social persuasion can affect whether an individual, particularly someone who is in the early stages of attempting a complex activity, develops feelings of self-efficacy.  Therefore, the feedback that is received from supervisors by child welfare workers may have an effect on the level of self-efficacy a beginning child welfare worker feels.  However, existing research on child welfare workers fails to adequately address this issue.

Quality of Administration.  How members of an organization’s administration conducts business can have a profound effect on the general workplace conditions, worker morale, and several other factors.  Among the important characteristics of a functional administrative team, Kotter (1988) suggests that providing a comfortable work atmosphere is an important function for administrators.  This includes being honest and direct with employees, not endorsing covert or highly political actions or attitudes, and fostering a sense of camaraderie and mutual support among all levels of staff.  Kotter (1988) also states that providing challenging opportunities for workers, including younger staff members, fosters a sense of ownership and investment in the future of the organization.


The importance of the actions of administrators has been found to be extremely important in the satisfaction and retention of social workers.  Social workers have expressed the need to feel valued and appreciated by administrators (Reagh, 1994).  Being given challenging job opportunities by administrators has also been found to be important (Vinokur-Kaplan, Jayaratne and Chess, 1994).  Administrators play an important role in feelings of empowerment among those who work under them, which includes entrepreneurial support, promotion of a collaborative approach to problem solving, and motivating staff members to overcome obstacles (Gutierrez and GlenMaye, 1995).


Rycraft (1994) suggests that child welfare agency administrators have a responsibility to provide their workers with a comfortable and productive working environment, including recognition for accomplishments and worker dedication, which will lead to greater job satisfaction and retention.  Although current research does not address the relationship between child welfare worker self-efficacy and quality of administration, it can be predicted that a relationship will exist between these two variables.   

Authority.  As mentioned above, a key element in providing effective supervision is allowing workers to maintain autonomy and authority over the work that they do.  In order to feel competent, it is essential that there is a sense of autonomy, that the worker feels that he or she has used individual discretion and critical thinking skills in carrying out important tasks.  This gives the individual a sense of ownership and self-determination over the completed tasks (Deci, 1995).  Connections have been made regarding the lack of authority in the workplace and feelings of “burnout” (Arches, 1991).  An assumed uncontrollability over one’s situation has been found to decrease feelings of self-efficacy, even when goals are within easy reach (Bandura and Wood, 1989).


This appears to be true of social workers.  Guterman and Bargal (1996) found that social workers that did not have significant individual discretion were more likely to feel ineffective with their clients.  It is important to note that while autonomy is essential to child welfare workers, too much independence can have negative effects.  Those who feel that they are lack the organization’s support and the quality supervision mentioned above often feel unable to deal effectively with their clients (Samantrai, 1992).

Union Membership.  In order to be in a position to empower clients, child welfare workers must feel that they themselves are empowered (Guterman and Bargal, 1996).  One source of empowerment that exists in many public child welfare agencies is membership and involvement in representative labor unions.  Union membership provides a source of collective force among child welfare workers and assists them in negotiating the complex bureaucratic organizations that most child welfare workers must function in (Hegar and Hunzeker, 1988).  Despite this, evidence does exist that some associate unionism with a decreased level of professionalism, mainly due to the association between labor unions and industrial or blue-collar work (Karger, 1989).

The limited existing literature related to labor unions and social work does not address the relationship between union membership and self-efficacy among child welfare workers.

Need for Further Research

Because of the critical work that child welfare social workers perform, and because of the importance of these workers feeling and acting competent in carrying out their duties, it is valuable to determine how the variables described above affect feelings of self-efficacy.  Existing research does not adequately address what characteristics affect levels of self-efficacy, particularly among child welfare workers.  The current research addresses several personal and organizational characteristics and assesses their relationship with self-efficacy among child welfare workers, which has not been done in any study to date.

Determining what characteristics are related to feelings of self-efficacy will have implications for administrators and supervisors regarding training, professional development, and creating a work environment that fosters competence and self-efficacy among child welfare workers.

CHAPTER 3

Method

This chapter includes the research questions asked in this study as well as a description of the research design.  It also discusses how subjects were selected for the primary study from which data were used for the present study, instruments used, how the data were collected, and how the data were analyzed for the current study.  Strengths and limitations of the research design are also discussed.

Research Questions


This study attempted to answer the following research questions:

1. What levels of self-efficacy do California’s child welfare workers have?

2. Can levels of self-efficacy among child welfare workers be predicted by considering other individual or workplace characteristics?

3. Which type of characteristics are more closely related to high levels of self-efficacy among child welfare workers:  personal and individual characteristics or workplace and agency characteristics?

Based on the current literature, an expected outcome was that the child

welfare workers studied would have moderate overall levels of self-efficacy.  Several different variables, related to personal and individual, as well as workplace and agency characteristics were expected to be significantly correlated with reported levels of self-efficacy.

Research Design

This study was an analysis of survey data collected through a previous study. The research design was a cross-sectional analysis of quantitative secondary data obtained using a survey instrument.  A cross-sectional design was employed due to time constraints on the completion of the study.


An advantage of this research design was that the use of secondary data allowed the researcher access to a large scope of information and a high number of subjects.  Use of a data from a survey instrument allowed for the use of a larger amount of data than would have been possible by other means.

A limitation of this design is that data were confined to those that were collected for the primary study that the data were intended for.  Despite this limitation, the data that were collected are quite extensive and were appropriate for the research question of this proposed study.  Survey instruments also do not allow for more individualized responses to questions.  However, because of the large volume of information necessary to answer the research questions of this study, survey data were determined to be the most appropriate means of data collection.

Sample

The population studied included all county-employed case-carrying public child welfare workers in the state of California hired from April, 2000 to April, 2001.  Permission was sought from each county in California to distribute surveys to these child welfare direct service employees.  

Surveys that were returned included those from participants who were hired outside of the specified time frame, so the hire date specification was expanded to include those hired between January, 2000 and May, 2001.  

Demographic data, including variables such as gender and educational background, were gathered on the instrument.  Approximately 85% of participants in the study were female.  Educational levels ranged from an Associate Degree to a PhD, with 12.2% of participants currently in school and 3.9% of participants holding an LCSW.  A wide range of ethnicities was represented.  Further demographic information regarding the study participants is provided in Chapter 4.

Instrument

The instrument for this study was developed for a study on county government child welfare workers that examined the relationship of various variables with intention to leave or remain on the job.  Most scales that were chosen were well established for validity and reliability.  The instrument used several multiple choice and fill-in questions to assess various aspects of the subjects’ personal and professional experiences, as well as demographic data and background.

Variables

Dependent Variable - Self-Efficacy

The scale on the survey that was used to measure the dependent variable, self- efficacy, was adapted from a survey developed by Ellett (2001b) for a study that examined the relationship between self-efficacy beliefs and retention in child welfare.  Ellett’s 20-item Self-Efficacy Assessment-Social Work (SEA-SW) measure is based on Bandura’s (1997) theoretical construct of self-efficacy beliefs, and asked child welfare workers to assess their self-perceptions of their ability to carry out certain tasks related to child welfare.  Other questions assessed the subjects’ motivation and persistence exercised in order to accomplish difficult work-related tasks.  

From the twenty items, fifteen were used in the scale for the current study, and Ellett’s (2001b) four-point Likert scale was adapted to a five-point scale, ranging from 1=Strongly Disagree to 5=Strongly Agree.  The items, listed below, followed the header, I have a strong ability to:


Work effectively within the structure of my county organization.


Work collaboratively with staff from other community agencies.


Interpret and apply agency policies in my job assignment.


Influence my career opportunities in the organization in which I work.


Persist in my efforts to accomplish work goals.


Remain motivated in overcoming difficult obstacles in helping clients.


Regularly expend the effort to accomplish outcomes for clients.


Effectively work with clients and co-workers in a culturally sensitive


manner.


Be an effective witness in child welfare court hearings.


Effectively use interviewing skills.


Use assessment skills in decision making about child welfare.


Analyze and synthesize information required for legal actions.


Work effectively with family members in child neglect cases.


Assist children in working through separation from their family members.


Accurately assess parenting capability.

Independent Variables

Personal/Individual Characteristics

Age.  Respondents were asked to indicate their age in years.

Gender.  Respondents were asked to indicate whether they are male or female.

Marital Status.  Respondents were asked to indicate whether they have never been married, are currently married, living with a partner, divorced, separated, or widowed.

Race/Ethnicity.  Respondents were asked to select one of the following as their race/ethnicity:  Asian/Pacific Islander, Latino/Hispanic, African-American/Black, White, Native American, or Other.  

Country Born In.  Respondents were asked to fill-in the country that they were born in.  For the purpose of this study, responses were coded as the respondent being born in the United States or in a foreign country.

Educational Degree.  Respondents were asked to indicate the year and course of study they completed any of the following degrees:  AA, BSW, BA, MSW, Other Master’s, or Ph.D.  For the purpose of this study, the highest degree obtained by each respondent was used for data analyses.

Currently Enrolled in School.  Respondents were asked to indicate whether they were currently enrolled in school by selecting Yes or No.

Licensure.  Respondents were asked to indicate the year in which they received an MFT or LCSW license, if any.  Responses were placed in categories of Yes (having an MFT or LCSW) or No (no license).

Languages Spoken at Work.  Respondents were asked to identify any languages other than English that the respondent is able to speak fluently in the work setting.  For the purpose of this study, responses were coded as being English-speaking only or Bi- or Multi-Lingual.

Total Years of Work Experience.  Respondents were asked to indicate the number of years of experience they had in the following categories:  Public Child Welfare, Private/non-profit Child Welfare, Other Social Work, Other Work Outside of Social Work, and to indicate whether the work was full-time employment, part-time employment, or volunteer.  For data analyses in this study, the years of work were adjusted for part-time at 0.5 years, and volunteer at 0.25 years.

Commitment to Career.  Commitment to a career in child welfare was assessed using a four-item scale.  Questions asked respondents to indicate on a five-point Likert scale the extent to which they agreed with statements regarding an intention to remain in the field of child welfare.  Responses ranged from 1= Strongly Disagree to 5= Strongly Agree.

The following items were taken from a study by McCloskey & McCain (1987):

I plan to be continuously active in child welfare throughout my life.

Working in child welfare is important to me.

My career in child welfare is a central interest in my life.

The following item was taken from a study by Weaver (1999):

I am fully committed to child welfare as a career choice.

Commitment to Current Job.  Commitment the to job currently held by respondents was assessed using a six-item scale.  The scale used was truncated from Ellett’s (2001b) nine-item scale that assessed commitment to a career in child welfare.  The items were adjusted to measure commitment to the current job.  Respondents were asked the extent to which they agreed with statements regarding an intention to remain in the job currently held.  Responses ranged from 1= Strongly Disagree to 5= Strongly Agree.

These items include:

I intend to remain at this job as my long-term professional career.

I am actively seeking other employment.

I am committed to working at this job even though it can be quite stressful at times.       

I frequently think about quitting my job.

I will remain at this job even if I am offered another position with a higher salary.

I would leave this job tomorrow if I was offered a job for the same salary but with less stress.


Problems in Personal Life.  Problems that have occurred in one’s personal life were assessed using a four-item, five-point Likert scale.  Respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which certain events have happened to them, ranging from 1 (Not at all) to 5  (A lot).  All items were taken from Weaver (1999) and follow the question, During your life, to what extent have these things happened to you personally:



A serious or life-threatening illness?



Serious emotional difficulties or mental illness?



Abuse or neglect?



Problems with drugs or alcohol?


Problems in Family during Childhood.  Problems that occurred in the family during childhood were measured using a five-item, five-point Likert scale.  Respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which they experienced certain childhood problems, ranging from 1 (Not at all) to 5 (A lot).  All items were taken from Weaver (1999) and follow the question, While you were growing up, to what extent were you exposed to:



The death, or serious physical or mental illness of a close family member?



Alcoholism or drug abuse among close family members?



Violence within your family?



Poverty within your family?



Marital discord within your family?


Problems in Community during Childhood.  Problems that occurred in the community during childhood were measured using a two-item, five-point Likert scale.  Respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which they experienced certain community problems, ranging from 1 (Not at all) to 5 (A lot).  All items were taken from Weaver (1999) and follow the question, While you were growing up, to what extent were you exposed to:



Community-wide social problems such as poverty, crime and substance abuse?



Acculturation difficulties and/or racial or religious discrimination?

Agency/Organizational Characteristics

Salary.  Respondents were asked to fill-in their salary before taxes, either by indicating salary per month or salary per year.  All salaries were converted to monthly, so those responses that indicated an annual salary were divided by twelve.

Union Membership.  Respondents were asked to indicate whether they are members of a representative union by selecting Yes or No.

Job Satisfaction.  Satisfaction with the job currently held was assessed using a 23-item scale.  Respondents were asked to indicate the level to which they agreed with statements regarding general job satisfaction, satisfaction with working conditions, salary, clients, work load, and job flexibility.  Responses ranged from 1= Strongly Disagree to 5= Strongly Agree.  

The following items were taken from Spector (1997) and were originally by Cammann, Fichman, Jenkins and Klesh (1979):

All in all, I am satisfied with my job.

In general, I like working here.

The following items were from Spector (1997):

I feel I am being paid a fair amount for the work I do.

I am satisfied with the benefits I receive.

Those who do well on the job stand a fair chance of being promoted.

I am satisfied with my chances for promotion.

There are few rewards for working here. (Reverse scored)

I feel that the work I do is appreciated.

I have too much to do at work. (Reverse scored)

I have too much paperwork. (Reverse scored)

The following items were taken from Vinokur-Kaplan, Jayaratne and Chess. (1994):

The job security is good.

The physical surroundings are pleasant.

The following item was taken from Shapiro, Burkey, Dorman and Welker. (1996):

Workers are frequently transferred without consideration of their feelings.

The following items were original for this survey:

I have satisfying relationships with clients.

I am satisfied with my clients’ success in reaching goals.

I receive adequate support and recognition from clients.

I have personal feelings of accomplishment from this job.

I receive adequate recognition from other professionals.

I appreciate the flexible schedule of this job.

I appreciate the ability to work outside of the office.

Overall, I am satisfied with my training opportunities.


The following was original for this survey, and asked respondents to answer based on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Not at all) to 5 (A lot):



How satisfied are you with your salary?

The following item from Jex (1998) asked respondents to answer based on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Very low) to 5 (Very high):

In terms of workload, how would you rate the size of your caseload? (Reverse scored)

Stress.  The level of stress experienced by respondents was assessed using an 18-item scale.  Respondents were asked to indicate the degree to which various situations affect the level of stress on the job.  Potentially stressful situations included those related to job duties, environmental conditions, situations that may make the child welfare worker fearful, and time pressures related to the job.  Responses ranged from 1= Not at all (indicating that the situation in the item caused no fear for the respondent) to 5= A lot (indicating that the situation in the item caused a lot of fear).

The following items were modified for the current survey from Barrett and McKelvey (1980), and follow the instruction to circle the number to the right of each situation that best represents the degree to which this situation affects the level of stress at your job:

Providing backup for another worker.

Answering phone calls late at night.

Handling crisis calls.

Driving long distances.

Transporting clients in your own car.

Making home visits in a high-crime area.

Making home visits in an isolated area.

Visiting the home of a client who may be violent.

Being threatened with bodily harm.

Needing to work overtime.

Visiting clients during bad weather conditions.

Recommending removal of a child from the home.

Appearing in court.

Seeing severely abused children.

Recommending termination of parental rights.

Seeing clients’ difficult living conditions.

Death of a child (in your or another worker’s caseload).

Being threatened by a lawsuit.

Caseload.  Respondents were asked to fill-in current caseload sizes by the number of families currently on their caseloads and the number of children currently on their caseloads.  The number of children currently on their caseloads was used for the purpose of this study.

Percent of Time Spent in Direct Service.  Respondents were asked to estimate the percentage of time spent in direct service, the percent of time spent performing paperwork, and the percent of time spent performing other tasks, all of which were to add up to 100%.  For this study, the percent of time spent in direct service was used to measure this variable.

Degree of Authority.  A five-item scale that originally appeared in an article by Aiken and Hage (1968) and also appeared in a book by Price (1972) was used to assess how much authority respondents felt that they have on the job to make independent decisions.  Respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which they agreed with statements regarding the need to seek out formal approval from higher-ranking employees before action can be taken and the workplace response to independent decision-making.  Responses ranged from 1= Strongly disagree to 5= Strongly agree.

The items were as follows:

Little action can be taken here until a supervisor approves it. 

Persons wanting to make their own decisions would be discouraged.

Even small matters have to be referred to someone higher up. 

I have to ask my supervisor before I do almost anything. 

Any decision I make has to have my supervisor’s approval.

Formalization of Job Requirements.  A five-item scale was used to assess the level of formalization in place related to job descriptions, policies and procedures, and methods of feedback to employees.  Respondents were asked to indicate on a five-point Likert scale the extent to which they agreed to statements regarding the explicitness of job requirements and policies and procedures.  Responses ranged from 1= Strongly disagree to 5= Strongly agree.

The following items were taken from Hage and Aiken’s (1969) Formalization scale, and begin with, On my job:

There is a complete written job description for my job.

Whatever situation arises, we have procedures to follow in dealing with it.

Everyone has a specific job to do.

The organization keeps a written record of everyone’s job performance.

We are to follow strict operating procedures at all times.

Role Conflict.  A three-item scale was used to assess the extent to which role conflict was experienced on the job.  Respondents were asked to indicate on a five-point Likert scale their level of agreement with statements regarding the need to perform tasks that respondents felt shouldn’t be performed or that could be performed better.  Responses ranged from 1= Strongly disagree to 5= Strongly agree.

The following items were taken from a scale by Rizzo, House and Lirtzman (1970) and began with, On my job:

I have to do things that should be done differently.

I work on unnecessary things.

I work under incompatible policies. 

Peer Support.  A five-item scale was used to assess how much peer support is received at work.  Respondents were asked to indicate on a five-point Likert scale the extent to which they agreed with statements regarding whether they are able to go to peers and colleagues for professional and emotional support and to share experiences from work.  Responses ranged from 1= Strongly disagree to 5= Strongly agree.

Items from the following scale were truncated from a 7-item scale from Ellett (2001a).  Items began with, In my office, child welfare staff:

Professionally share and learn from one another.

Share work experiences with each other to improve the effectiveness of client services.

Are willing to provide support and assist each other when problems arise.

Accept the need for support from their colleagues.

Feel comfortable with the assistance they receive from colleagues to enhance the quality of their work.

Quality of Supervision.  A six-item scale was used to assess the quality of supervision received in the workplace.  Respondents were asked to indicate the extent to which they agreed with statements regarding the competence of supervisors, whether supervisors were willing to share knowledge, whether supervisors gave approval for good work, and whether supervisors were friendly and approachable.  Responses ranged from 1= Strongly disagree to 5= Strongly agree.

The following items were original for this survey and began with, My supervisor:

Is competent in doing her/his job.

Is very concerned about the welfare of those under her/him.

Gives information when I need it.

Shows approval when I have done well.

Is willing to help me complete difficult tasks.

Is warm and friendly when I have problems.

Quality of Administration.  A seven-item scale was used to assess the quality of administration present at the workplace.  Respondents were asked to indicate on a five-point Likert scale the extent to which they agreed with statements regarding whether direct-service workers are encouraged by administrators to provide leadership on new projects and whether administrators provide support for new and innovative ideas.  Responses ranged from 1= Strongly disagree to 5= Strongly agree.

The following scale from Ellett (2001a) was truncated from an eleven-item scale, and begins with, In my office, child welfare staff:

Are encouraged by administrators to provide leadership for new projects.

Find that administrators provide visible, ongoing support for innovations and ideas.

Are encouraged by administrators to be the best that they can be in their assignments.

Believe that members of the administration show a genuine concern for them as professionals.

Find that administrators are empathetic with work-related problems.

Cooperatively participate with administrators in developing new agency programs and policies.

View leadership roles as shared by staff and administrators.

Training Opportunities.  A six-item scale was used to measure the extent to which training opportunities are available.  Respondents were asked to indicate on a five-point Likert scale the extent to which they agreed with statements regarding training opportunities at the agency, whether the agency would pay for training provided outside of the agency, whether time off was given for trainings, and whether respondents were satisfied with the training opportunities that were present.  Responses ranged from 1= Strongly disagree to 5= Strongly agree.

The following items were original for this survey and began with, In regards to training opportunities on my job:

I seek out my own training opportunities, not at the agency, and I pay for them myself.

I seek out my own training opportunities, not at the agency, and the agency supports my by giving educational leave.

I seek out my own training opportunities, not at the agency, and the agency supports my by paying for some or all of my expenses.

My agency provides training on the job organized by my agency.

My agency provides training on the job from the Regional Training Academy.

I have no need for ongoing training.

Overall, I am satisfied with my training opportunities.

Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS).  Data analysis first included univariate analyses to account for any missing responses and to assess internal reliability using Cronbach’s alpha.  The univariate analyses included frequency distributions, central tendency and dispersion to signify the distribution around the measures of central tendency.    

Bivariate analyses were used to statistically compare the dependent variable with each independent variable in order to determine any statistical relationships between those variables.  Bivariate analyses consisted of ANOVA between categorical and continuous variables, and Pearson’s R correlations between continuous variables.  

Multivariate analyses by multiple regression provided information regarding the relationships among several variables and demonstrated whether each independent variable directly affects the dependent variable.

Limitations


Some limitations existed in this study.  Only workers from California participated in the study, and those who participated were relatively new to their current child welfare jobs.  There was a limited response rate of 30%.  Because of these factors, there was a lack of generalizability of this sample to the general population of child welfare workers.

CHAPTER 4

Findings

This chapter reviews the following information:  demographic characteristics, job characteristics, mean of self-efficacy scale responses, internal reliability of the instruments used to measure self-efficacy and the independent variables, and the results of bivariate and multivariate analyses.

Demographic Characteristics

A summary of demographic information regarding the sample group is provided in Table 1.  Percentages that do not add up to 100% are due to missing data or response errors.


As shown in Table 1, 85.5 % of the respondents were female.  The majority (58.4%) of the respondents were Caucasian, 17.8% were Latino/Hispanic, 10.3% were African American, 7.7% were Asian/Pacific Islander, 1.6% were Native American, and 3.6% reported being bi-racial.  Of the respondents, 14.3% were born in a country other than the United States, and 23.2% reported that they speak at least one language other than English at work.

The mean age of the sample group was 35.1 years, with a range from 22.0 to 67.0 years.  Nearly half (48.5%) reported being married or living with their partner, with 30.9% that had never been married and 20.0% who were divorced, separated or widowed.

Table 1 – Demographic Characteristics

	Variable
	N=495
	Percentage

	Gender
	
	

	Male
	69
	14.3

	Female
	403
	85.7

	Marital Status
	
	

	Never Married 
	153
	30.9

	Married or Living with Partner
	240
	48.5

	Divorced, Separated or Widowed
	99
	20.0

	Race/Ethnicity
	
	

	White
	277
	58.4

	Asian/Pacific Islander
	36
	7.7

	Latino/Hispanic
	84
	17.8

	African-American
	47
	10.3

	Native American
	7
	1.6

	Bi-racial
	18
	3.6

	Country Born In
	
	

	United States
	424
	85.7

	Foreign
	71
	14.3


As shown in Table 2, educational degrees for the sample were as follows:  Associate Degree, 3.3%; Bachelor of Arts, 28.5%; Bachelor of Social Work, 9.8%; Master of Arts, 18.1%; Master of Social Work, 34.8%; and Doctorate level degree, 1.2%.  Of the respondents, 12.2% are currently enrolled in an educational program.


As shown in Table 3, 3.9% of those surveyed had a clinical license (MFT or LCSW).  Of the respondents, 23.2% spoke at least one language other than English in the workplace, and 79% reported membership in a representative union.

Table 2 – Education Characteristics

	Variable
	N=495
	Percentage

	Educational Degree
	
	

	AA
	16
	3.3

	BA
	140
	28.5

	BSW
	48
	9.8

	MA
	98
	18.1

	MSW
	171
	34.8

	PhD
	6
	1.2

	Currently in School
	
	

	Yes
	60
	12.2

	No
	427
	87.0


Table 3 – Job Characteristics

	Variable
	N=495
	Percentage

	License (MFT or LCSW)
	
	

	Yes
	19
	3.9

	No
	472
	96.1

	Languages Spoken at Work
	
	

	English Only
	380
	76.8

	Bi- or Multi-lingual
	115
	23.2

	Union Member
	
	

	Yes
	372
	79.0

	No
	99
	21.0


Mean of Self-Efficacy Scale Responses


Table 4 provides a summary of item means and standard deviations for each item on the self-efficacy scale.  Items for the self-efficacy scale were rated using a five-point Likert scale (1=Strongly disagree to 5=Strongly agree).


The highest mean score for the self-efficacy scale was 4.25 (Effectively work with clients and co-workers in a culturally sensitive manner), and the lowest was 3.52 (Influence my career opportunities in the organization in which I work).  The other mean scores for items on the self-efficacy scale were:  Work effectively within the structure of my organization (M= 3.91, SD= .75); Work collaboratively with staff from other community agencies (M= 4.08, SD= 0.71); Interpret and apply agency policies in my job assignment (M= 3.79, SD= 0.79); Influence my career opportunities in the organization in which I work (M= 3.52, SD= 0.89); Persist in my efforts to accomplish work goals (M= 4.04, SD= 0.65); Remain motivated in overcoming difficult obstacles in helping clients (M= 3.91, SD= 0.82); Regularly expend the effort to accomplish outcomes for clients (M= 3.97, SD= 0.75); Effectively use interviewing skills (M= 4.05, SD= 0.65); Use assessment skills in decision making about child welfare (M= 4.14, SD= 0.61); Analyze and synthesize information required for legal actions (M= 3.85, SD= 0.80); Work effectively with family members in child neglect cases (M= 3.99, SD= 0.67); Assist children in working through separation from their family members (M= 3.78, SD= 0.75); and Accurately assess parenting capability (M= 3.98, SD= 0.66)


The mean for the total scale was 3.93, and the standard deviation was 0.43.


Mean scores are also given for each item according to the results from Ellett’s (2001b) study on the relationship between self-efficacy and intent to remain employed among child welfare workers in Louisiana and Arkansas.  Scores from Ellett’s study were based on a four-point Likert scale, so those scores were converted to being based on a five-point scale in order to be comparable to the results of the current study.  The mean score for this scale was 3.82.

Table 4 – Self-Efficacy Item Scores

	
	Current Study
	Ellett (2001b) Study

	Item

I have a strong ability to…
	Mean
	Standard Deviation
	Mean

	Work effectively within the structure of my organization.
	3.91
	0.75
	3.66

	Work collaboratively with staff from other community agencies.
	4.08
	0.71
	4.05

	Interpret and apply agency policies in my job assignment.
	3.79
	0.79
	3.99

	Influence my career opportunities in the organization in which I work.
	3.52
	0.89
	3.31

	Persist in my efforts to accomplish work goals.
	4.04
	0.65
	3.76

	Remain motivated in overcoming difficult obstacles in helping clients.
	3.91
	0.82
	3.76

	Regularly expend the effort to accomplish outcomes for clients.
	3.97
	0.75
	4.14

	Effectively work with clients and co-workers in a culturally sensitive manner.
	4.25
	0.60
	4.01

	Be an effective witness in child welfare court hearings.
	3.67
	0.89
	3.71

	Effectively use interviewing skills.
	4.05
	0.65
	3.91

	Use assessment skills in decision making about child welfare.
	4.14
	0.61
	4.05

	Analyze and synthesize information required for legal actions.
	3.85
	0.80
	3.63

	Work effectively with family members in child neglect cases.
	3.99
	0.67
	3.91

	Assist children in working through separation from their family members.
	3.78
	0.75
	3.55

	Accurately assess parenting capability.
	3.98
	0.66
	3.81


Internal Reliability of the Instrument


Cronbach’s alpha was used to determine the internal reliability of the scale that measured the dependent variable, self-efficacy.  Internal consistency reliability in the current sample was .86 for the entire fifteen-item scale, indicating that the scale has a very high internal reliability.  The mean score for this scale was 3.93 and the standard deviation was 0.43.  The mean score was derived from a five-point scale with a higher score indicating a higher level of self-efficacy.

Independent Variables


Cronbach’s alpha was used to determine the internal reliability of the scales that were used to measure various independent variables.  The mean score and standard deviation for each scale is also provided.  Mean scores were derived from five-point scales with higher scores indicating a higher level of the independent variable. 


Commitment to a Career in Child Welfare.  Internal consistency reliability in the current sample was .8962.  The mean was 3.53 and the standard deviation was 0.95.


Commitment to Current Job.  Internal consistency reliability in the current sample was .8365.  The mean was 3.14 and the standard deviation was 0.88.


Problems in Personal Life.  Internal consistency reliability in the current sample was .6016.  The mean was 1.63 and the standard deviation was 0.73.


Problems in Family during Childhood.  Internal consistency reliability in the current sample was .7623.  The mean was 2.44 and the standard deviation was 1.11.


Problems in Community during Childhood.  Internal consistency reliability in the current sample was .7112.  The mean was 2.60 and the standard deviation was 1.12.


Job Satisfaction.  Internal consistency reliability in the current sample was .8437.  The mean was 3.22 and the standard deviation was 0.49.


Stress Experienced on the Job.  Internal consistency reliability in the current sample was .8806.  The mean was 3.23 and the standard deviation was 0.76.


Degree of Authority.  Internal consistency reliability in the current sample was .8886.  The mean was 2.63 and the standard deviation was 0.87.


Formalization of Job Requirements.  Internal consistency reliability in the current sample was .7059.  The mean was 3.18 and the standard deviation was 0.73.


Degree of Role Conflict.  Internal consistency reliability in the current sample was .7571.  The mean was 3.07 and the standard deviation was 0.91.


Peer/Co-worker Support.  Internal consistency reliability in the current sample was .9285.  The mean was 4.02 and the standard deviation was 0.78.


Quality of Supervision.  Internal consistency reliability in the current sample was .9251.  The mean was 3.95 and the standard deviation was 0.93.


Quality of Administration.  Internal consistency reliability in the current sample was .9285.  The mean was 2.79 and the standard deviation was 0.88.


Training Opportunities.  Internal consistency reliability in the current sample was .4363.  The mean was 2.98 and the standard deviation was 0.60.

Bivariate Comparisons

Individual Characteristics


Tables 5 and 6 show the bivariate analyses that compared the self-efficacy scale to variables related to personal or individual characteristics of the study participants.  Table 5 provides the results of the ANOVA analyses, which indicate that of those variables, only being enrolled in an educational program (F= 6.979, p=  .009) is significantly correlated with feelings of self-efficacy.  Gender (F= .003, p= .958), Marital Status (F= .257, p= .774), Ethnicity (F= 2.468, p= .116), Where Born (F= .328, p= .567), Bilingual or English Only (F= .465, p= .496), Educational Degree (F= .450, p= .814), and holding an MFT or LCSW License (F= 1.017, p= .314) were not found to be significantly correlated with self-efficacy.


Table 6 provides information regarding the Pearson’s correlation tests, which indicate that of those variables, the following were positively significantly correlated with self-efficacy:  Total years of work experience (r= .112, p= .019), Commitment to a career in child welfare (r= .321, p= .000), and Commitment to current job (r= .302, p= .000).  Problems in personal life (r= -.091, p= .050) was found to be negatively correlated with self-efficacy.  The following variables were not found to be significantly correlated with self-efficacy:  Age (r= .089, p= .054), Problems in family during childhood (r= -.025, p= .583), and Problems in the community during childhood (r= .021, p= .652).

Table 5 – Means of Self-Efficacy by Personal Characteristics (ANOVA)

	Variable
	Mean Score
	N=
	F= 
	p= 

	Gender

	
	472
	.003
	.958

	Male
	3.9324
	69
	
	

	Female
	3.9353
	403
	
	

	Marital Status
	
	470
	.257
	.774

	Never Married
	3.9224
	
	
	

	Married or Living with Partner
	3.9295
	
	
	

	Divorced, Widowed, Separated
	3.9617
	
	
	

	Ethnicity
	
	469
	2.468
	.116

	White
	3.9117
	277
	
	

	Non-white
	3.9753
	192
	
	

	Where born 
	
	472
	.328
	.567

	United States
	3.9396
	403
	
	

	Foreign Country
	3.9072
	69
	
	

	Languages Spoken
	
	495
	.465
	.496

	English Only
	3.9275
	364
	
	

	Bi- or Multi-Lingual
	3.9599
	108
	
	

	Educational Degree
	
	450
	.450
	.814

	AA
	3.9744
	13
	
	

	BA
	3.9029
	136
	
	

	BSW
	3.9292
	48
	
	

	MA
	3.9635
	84
	
	

	MSW
	3.9391
	163
	
	

	PhD
	4.1111
	6
	
	

	Currently Enrolled in School
	
	464
	6.979
	.009

	Yes
	4.0752
	55
	
	

	No
	3.9120
	409
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	License (MFT or LCSW)
	
	468
	1.017
	.314

	Yes
	3.8351
	19
	
	

	No
	3.9372
	449
	
	


Table 6 – Correlations Between Self-Efficacy Scale and Personal


    Characteristics (Pearson’s r)

	Variable
	N=
	r= 
	p= 

	Age (in years)
	470
	.089
	.054

	Total years of work experience
	432
	.112
	.019

	Commitment to a career in child welfare
	445
	.321
	.000

	Commitment to current job
	434
	.302
	.000

	Problems in personal life (serious or life-threatening illness, serious emotional difficulties, abuse, problems with drugs or alcohol)
	464
	-.091
	.050

	Problems in family during childhood (e.g. death of a close family member, alcoholism among close family members, poverty, marital discord)
	467
	-.025
	.583

	Problems in the community during childhood (e.g. community-wide poverty, crime, substance abuse, acculturation difficulties, racial or religious discrimination)
	468
	.021
	.652


Organizational Characteristics


Tables 7 and 8 provide information regarding the bivariate analyses that sought to determine correlations between self-efficacy and agency or organizational characteristics.  According to Table 7, which gives the results of the ANOVA test performed on the variables, the only independent variable tested, membership in the union, was found to be significant (F= 6.379, p= .012).

Table 7 – Means of Self-Efficacy by Organizational Characteristics (ANOVA)

	Variable
	
	Mean
	N=
	F=  
	p= 

	Union member
	Yes
	3.9091
	471
	6.379
	.012

	
	No
	4.0323
	
	
	


Results of the Pearson’s correlation test performed on agency characteristics and self-efficacy are provided in Table 8.  The following variables were positively and significantly correlated with self-efficacy:  Job satisfaction (r= .342, p= .000), Percent of time spent in direct service with clients (r= .092, p= .046), Formalization of job requirements (r= .175, p= .000), Peer/co-worker support (r= .140, p= .003), Quality of administration (r= .241, p= .000), and Training opportunities (r= .217, p= .000).  The following variables were found to be negatively significantly correlated with self-efficacy:  Degree of authority (r= -.131, p= .005) and Degree of role conflict on the job (r= -.165, p= .000).  The following variables were not found to be significantly correlated with self-efficacy:  Salary (r= -.032, p= .570), Stress experienced on the job (r= -.059, p= .235), Caseload size (r= -.028, p= .593), and Quality of supervision (r= .088, p= .059).

Table 8 – Correlations Between Self-Efficacy Scale and Organizational 

    Characteristics (Pearson’s r) 

	Variable
	N=
	r= 
	P= 

	Salary
	309
	-.032
	.570

	Job Satisfaction
	434
	.342
	.000

	Stress experienced on the job
	402
	-.059
	.235

	Caseload Size
	368
	-.028
	.593

	Percent of time spent in direct service (versus performing paperwork)
	465
	.092
	.046

	Degree of Authority
	467
	-.131
	.005

	Formalization of Job Requirements
	461
	.175
	.000

	Degree of Role Conflict
	465
	-.165
	.000

	Peer/Co-worker Support
	468
	.140
	.003

	Quality of supervision
	459
	.088
	.059

	Quality of administration
	466
	.241
	.000

	Training Opportunities
	449
	.217
	.000


Multivariate Regression Analyses


All of the above variables were regressed on self-efficacy.  The result of this analysis indicated that, when controlling for other variables, the only variable significantly correlated with self-efficacy was commitment to the career of child welfare.

CHAPTER 5

Discussion


This chapter includes interpretations of the findings of this study including a discussion on whether the research questions were supported.  It also includes suggestions for child welfare administrators based on the findings of this study, the limitations of the study and implications for future research.

Answers to the Research Questions


The research questions posed by this study were:  1.  what levels of self-efficacy  California’s child welfare workers have, 2.  whether levels of self-efficacy among child welfare workers can be predicted by considering other individual or workplace characteristics, and 3.  which type of characteristics are more closely related to high levels of self-efficacy among child welfare workers:  personal and individual characteristics or workplace and agency characteristics.

Level of Self-Efficacy


Results related to the first research question provided scores based on the scale used from Ellett (2001b).  Self-efficacy scores appeared to be fairly high, but there is no basis for comparison, and no descriptive conclusions can be stated. These findings could not be compared to those indicated in Ellett’s (2001b) study, because it used a sample that was different from the sample used in the current study.  The mean scores did appear to be fairly close, which provides support to the reliability of the measure.

Predictors of Self-Efficacy


The second research question considered whether self-efficacy could be predicted by a number of individual and agency-related characteristics.  

Personal/Individual Characteristics

Comparisons between self-efficacy and eighteen individual characteristics were made.  Of these eighteen variables, five were found to be significantly related to self-efficacy (being currently enrolled in school, total years of work experience, commitment to a career in child welfare, commitment to the current job, and personal problems).

Although the type of educational degree was not found to be significantly related to self-efficacy, a significant relationship was found between self-efficacy and being enrolled in an educational program.  Existing literature that has explored the importance of a social work education and/or an advanced degree is mixed.  Those who are currently enrolled in school are most likely receiving a great deal of professional and emotional support, which may contribute to their higher levels of self-efficacy.


The total number of years of work experience was found to be significantly related to self-efficacy, which is consistent with the literature.  The concept of enactive mastery indicates that the more an individual has overcome and accomplished, the higher the level of self-efficacy will be present (Bandura, 1997).  A closely related expected  outcome was that age would be significantly correlated with self-efficacy due to a greater opportunity to have achieved enactive mastery.  However, there was no significant correlation found between age and self-efficacy.


It was also expected that certain special skills brought to the job by an individual would contribute to a higher level of self-efficacy.  The two skills that were included in this study included fluency in a language other than English and having a clinical license (LCSW or MFT).  Despite expected outcomes, neither of these variables were found to be significantly related to self-efficacy.


Existing literature indicates that men are likely to have higher levels of self-efficacy that are women (Dickerson and Taylor, 2000), including those who work in the human services (Giles and Rea, 1999).  Despite the existing literature, there was no significant relationship found between gender and self-efficacy.


Neither ethnicity nor country of origin were found to be significantly related to self-efficacy in the current study.  Whether ethnicity and one’s country of origin has any effect on the self-efficacy of child welfare workers has not been addressed by existing research, and research on the relationship between ethnicity and self-efficacy in general is scarce.  This finding implies that members of all ethnicities have basically the same feelings of self-efficacy in fulfilling their job duties.


Marital status, a potential source of emotional support, was also found to be not significantly related to the self-efficacy of the child welfare workers studied.  As indicated by Bandura (1997), the quality of the relationship with one’s significant other, which was not assessed in the current study, is a greater factor in one’s generalized self-efficacy than marital status alone.


Of the three types of personal problems addressed in this study (problems in personal life, problems in the family during childhood, and problems in the community during childhood), only problems in personal life was significantly related to self-efficacy with a negative correlation.  This may be related to the timing of these three categories of problems.  Problems in personal life, which was significantly related to self-efficacy, included problems that have taken place in the adult life of the child welfare worker, as opposed to problems that occurred during the subject’s childhood.  Problems that exist currently or existed recently are likely to have a greater impact on the worker’s sense of mastery and control over his or her job than problems that took place years ago.


Commitment to a career in child welfare and commitment to the job currently held were both found to be significantly correlated with self-efficacy.  Although the relationship between commitment and self-efficacy has not been addressed by existing research, these two variables are closely related as they are both sources of motivation for the child welfare worker.  A commitment to child welfare as a job and as a career is likely to provide motivation to increase skills and seek guidance in career advancement.

Agency/Organizational Characteristics 


Bivariate comparisons between self-efficacy and thirteen agency-related characteristics yielded nine variables that were significantly correlated with self-efficacy (job satisfaction, percent of time spent in direct service with clients, degree of authority, formalization of job requirements, degree of role conflict on the job, peer/co-worker support, quality of administration, training opportunities, and union membership.


The salary received by the child welfare workers studied was not found to be significantly correlated with levels of self-efficacy.  While salary is an indication of legitimacy in the field of child welfare (Landsman, 2001), research has had differing results regarding its importance to job satisfaction and retention (Glisson and Durick, 1988; Henry, 1990).  Results of the current study indicate that factors other than salary are related to the self-efficacy of child welfare workers.


A variable that was found to be significantly correlated with self-efficacy was training opportunities available for professional development.  Because of the changing nature of child welfare practices and policies, competence is often contingent on remaining informed on how to perform job duties effectively and according to current policy.  The opportunity for professional development is one factor in a child welfare worker feeling competent in meeting job responsibilities effectively.


Three types of work-related support were examined to determine whether they were related to the self-efficacy of the subjects of this study:  peer/co-worker support, quality of supervision, and quality of administration.  Both peer/co-worker support and quality of administration were found to be significantly related to self-efficacy, while quality of supervision was not found to be significantly related.  The support of peers and administration have been well-documented as being integral in the job satisfaction, commitment, and retention of child welfare workers (Acker, 1999; Pines and Maslach, 1978), and were expected to be found to be closely related to self-efficacy in the current study.  A surprising finding was that supervisory support was not found to be significantly related to self-efficacy in this study, despite prior research that has indicated the importance of the worker/supervisor relationship (Gleeson, Smith and Dubois, 1993; Pecora, Whittaker and Maluccio, 1992; Rycraft, 1994; Samantrai, 1992).


Membership in a representative union is one source of empowerment for child welfare workers (Hegar and Hunzeker, 1998).  Despite what is indicated in existing literature, the results of the current study found that those who reported being a member of a representative union also reported having lower levels of self-efficacy.  This is surprising due to the need for social workers to feel empowered in their jobs.  However, as Karger (1989) indicated, unions are sometimes associated with working-class occupations, which may affect the relationship with union membership and self-efficacy.  Further research is needed in the relationship between representative unions and child welfare workers.


Two variables that were expected to be significantly correlated with self-efficacy but were not found to be were the level of stress experienced on the job and the caseload size.  Stress and caseload size, two closely associated variables, have been found to contribute to feeling of burnout among child welfare workers (Maslach, Schaufeli and Leiter, 2001) and were expected to be significantly related to self-efficacy because they can lead to feelings of loss of control over one’s environment.  A variable that deals with an issue that is often a source of stress and frustration for child welfare workers was the percent of time spent in direct service versus performing paperwork.  This factor was found to be significantly correlated with the self-efficacy of the child welfare workers in this study, indicating that child welfare workers do not feel that they have the time to effectively work with clients due to the overwhelming amount of documentation required in their job duties.

Another variable that revolves around issues of control that was compared with self-efficacy was degree of authority.  This comparison yielded a negative correlation, indicating that those who felt they had little authority in the workplace reported lower levels of self-efficacy.  This finding supports research by Bandura and Wood (1989), which indicated that those who felt that they had little control over their simulated work environment were more likely to have decreased feelings of self-efficacy.  A related variable that was compared to self-efficacy was formalization of job requirements, which yielded a significant positive correlation.  These results suggest that in order to feel capable in carrying out job responsibilities, child welfare workers feel that they need to be working in a structured environment with clear responsibilities.


An additional variable that deals with issues of boundaries and guidelines that was compared with self-efficacy was the degree of role conflict experienced on the job.  Results indicated that the less role conflict child welfare workers experienced, the greater their feelings of self-efficacy in carrying out job functions.


As was expected, general job satisfaction was found to be significantly correlated with the self-efficacy of child welfare workers in this study.  This agrees with the findings of Judge and Bono (2001), who found self-efficacy to be linked to job satisfaction.  The need to feel confident and competent in one’s work is closely linked to satisfaction with one’s job, and it is not surprising that the child welfare workers who felt better able to perform job functions felt greater job satisfaction.

Developing a Model of Self-Efficacy


The third research question considered whether individual characteristics versus agency characteristics were more likely to affect levels of self-efficacy among child welfare workers.  Multivariate analysis yielded no significant results other than indicating that commitment to a career in child welfare is correlated with self-efficacy.  Because of the lack of results, no model could be developed that would indicate which type of factor is more likely to affect self-efficacy.  However, due to the results of the bivairate analyses, there is a strong indication that identifiable sources of self-efficacy exist and should be examined further in future research.


Several organizational variables were identified from the bivariate analyses as significantly correlated with self-efficacy, while only a small number of individual characteristics were found to be significantly correlated.  Despite the lack of results in the multivariate analyses, the results of the bivariate analyses provide strong support that organizational characteristics played a larger part in the self-efficacy of the child welfare workers studied than individual characteristics.  The results of this study provide support that there are steps that can be taken to influence the development of self-efficacy among child welfare workers. 

Limitations Affecting the Results


One limitation of this study that may have affected the results related to the sample.  Participants in the study from which data were used had been employed in their child welfare agencies for a short period of time.  Members of this sample may not have had time for their level of job-related self-efficacy to stabilize, which may have affected the scores for this variable.  New hires may not be aware of training opportunities that are available to them, and may not have had the time to develop relationships with peers and supervisors before the point at which they responded to this survey.  Respondents also may not be fully in tune with more complex aspects of their working environments, such as the dynamics of interactions between line workers and administrators.  The use of new hires limited the generalizability of the results and may have caused inconsistencies in responses.


Another limitation of this study related to the low response rate of 30%.  This leads to the question which considers who did not respond to the survey and was therefore not represented in the sample.  Non-respondents most likely included those child welfare workers who were most overwhelmed with their new jobs.  Missing respondents may have provided valuable information on the relationship between various factors and self-efficacy.


The questionnaire format may have also affected the results of this study.  The questionnaire was fairly lengthy and respondents may have become frustrated and not taken the time required to answer each question appropriately.  

Implications for Child Welfare Administrators


Although no particular model could be developed through the results of this study, the results do imply that there are steps that child welfare administrators can take to assist their line workers in developing feelings of self-efficacy in performing job duties.  Several factors related to clarity, consistency and structure were found to be correlated with feelings of self-efficacy.  This implies that child welfare workers, particularly new hires who may not feel confident in carrying out job responsibilities seek clearer policies and guidelines regarding how to do their jobs.  This should not be understood as a need to create more policy, but that existing policies should be made clear and straightforward.


The support of peers and co-workers was found in this study to be correlated with self-efficacy.  Because the participants in this study were new hires, at the time they were surveyed they were most likely just beginning to form support systems among their new colleagues.  The suggestion made by Pines and Maslach (1978) that activities such as group supervision include time for workers to lend informal emotional support to co-workers can be utilized among child welfare workers so that these workers have time allocated for this type of valuable support.


The quality of administration was also found to be important to the self-efficacy of child welfare workers, indicating that support for new ideas and professional advancement should be provided by administrators.  An interesting finding in the current study was that this factor was found to be significant to self-efficacy while salary was not.  This finding suggests that informal means of acknowledging the accomplishments and hard work of child welfare workers can promote feelings of self-efficacy.

Suggestions for Future Research


As discussed above, certain limitations existed due to the short period of time subjects had been employed at their child welfare agencies.  A similar study using a sample with a wide range of experience in child welfare may yield more compelling results than the current study.  Future research may also include a longitudinal study which could track what factors have affected any change in self-efficacy as the amount of time employed in a child welfare agency increases.


Because self-efficacy is a relatively new concern in the field of social work and child welfare, a qualitative study may provide insight into child welfare workers’ perceived self-efficacy, what has affected their self-efficacy, and what would assist them most in developing it further.  Because there are so many factors that may have an effect on self-efficacy, more open-ended questions may provide important details regarding the cognitive processes involved with the development of feelings of self-efficacy in the workplace.

Conclusion

The self-efficacy of child welfare workers is an important topic for several reasons, including the desire to retain these workers, the need for quality service providers, and the importance of child welfare workers feeling empowered so that they may effectively empower their clients.  Self-efficacy is a fairly new concern in the field of child welfare, and this study has provided a framework for future research on this topic.
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