
Well-Being and the Child Welfare Workforce 
 

The U.S. workforce is experiencing a mental health 

crisis.  
• 86% of U.S. workers report at least one mental health 

challenge, but only 33% receive treatment or support.1 

• The rate of workers experiencing mental health issues is 

on the rise:  

- Depression, anxiety, and PTSD doubled from 4% in 

2021 to 8% in 2023.1 

- Severe or chronic depression or anxiety increased 

from 8% in 2021 to 10% in 2023.1 

- 70% of workers report at least one symptom of 
secondary traumatic stress (STS).2 

The Child Welfare workforce is also impacted. 
• A report of workforce health found that, among 2,000 

child welfare caseworkers, almost half met the threshold 

for secondary trauma, indicating they experienced PTSD-

level symptoms related to secondary trauma. 3 

• Research suggests that child welfare workers might experience higher levels of job burnout than 

those in other fields. A study of social workers in California found that those employed in the public 

child welfare field reported higher levels of depersonalization (i.e., cynicism) and lower levels of 

personal accomplishment (i.e., self-efficacy) than those in other settings. 4 

• The high prevalence of occupational challenges such as psychological stress, burnout, and mental 

health concerns are well-documented in the legal field. While we do not have data specific to child 

welfare attorneys, we do know that attorneys generally suffer from higher levels anxiety, 

depression, and substance use-disorder when compared to other professions. 5Attorneys are also at 

risk for secondary trauma and burnout with lawyers leaving or consider leaving their legal employer 

or the legal profession due to burnout or stress. 6 

• A recent American Bar Association study revealed that 30% of judges attributed their stress related 

difficulties to being exposed to dockets involving evidence of severe trauma. 7 

• Among a small sample of foster parents, it was revealed that 20% reported moderate to severe 

secondary traumatic stress symptoms, and 12% met criteria for PTSD related to their exposure to 

the details of their children’s traumatic experiences while in the caregiving role. 8 

Not supporting mental well-being is costly. 
• Workers experiencing mental health issues are at an increased risk for other health problems. They 

are also more likely to miss work and are less engaged. 9  
• Turnover leads to direct and indirect costs. Hiring new employees cost more than retaining them, 

ultimately costing U.S. businesses $1 trillion yearly due to employee turnover. 10 On the other hand, 

86% of HR professionals report that offering workers mental health support can improve 

retention.11 

• Employers that support mental health see a return of $4 for every dollar invested in mental health 
treatment. 12 However, disregarding the mental well-being of child welfare workers could put the 
entire child welfare system at risk.13  
 



How can child welfare organizations support mental health and well-being?  

Creating a supportive environment is the essential first step. Organizations and supervisors can 

transform the work culture and cultivate a place where individuals can thrive by: 

• Fostering a positive work culture that prioritizes well-being versus productivity and includes a 

culture of support, collaboration, and empathy where individuals feel valued, respected, and 

supported by their colleagues and supervisors.  

• Modeling and encouraging employees to prioritize their well-being by taking breaks, vacations, and 

mental health days.  

• Training managers and supervisors to promote mental health and foster positive staff relationships 

via team building, employee engagement, and peer support.  

• Wholeheartedly embracing diversity, equity, and inclusion values and offering ongoing training, 

dialogue, and support for staff from underrepresented groups.  

• Providing adequate resources and support by ensuring individuals have access to the resources they 

need to effectively manage their workload and cope with stress. 

• Identifying and addressing systematic issues within the organization that may contribute to burnout 

and secondary trauma, such as high caseloads, inadequate staffing levels, or a culture of 

perfectionism.  

• Fostering a culture of recognition and gratitude by acknowledging and appreciating employees' hard 

work through celebrating achievements and milestones to foster a positive and supportive work 

culture. 

What can individuals working in the Child Welfare workforce do to support their mental 

health and well-being?  
Preventing secondary trauma and burnout is crucial for maintaining well-being, especially for individuals 

working in demanding or emotionally taxing environments. Part of prevention involves implementing 

self-care practices and setting healthy boundaries. Individuals can benefit from: 

• Prioritizing self-care activities such as exercise, meditation, hobbies, and spending time with loved 

ones.  

• Establishing clear boundaries between work and personal life. This may involve limiting work-related 

communications outside of designated hours and avoiding bringing work-related stress home.  

• Building a support network of colleagues, friends, and family members who can offer emotional 

support and understanding. Consider joining support groups or seeking counseling if needed. 

• Reflecting on your experiences and emotions regularly. Journaling can be a helpful tool for 

processing difficult emotions and gaining insight into your thoughts and behaviors. 

• Recognizing when you're feeling overwhelmed or burnt out and take proactive steps to address it. 

This may involve delegating tasks, saying no to additional responsibilities, or seeking additional 

support. 

• Making time for activities that bring you joy and fulfillment outside of work. This could include 

spending time in nature, pursuing creative interests, or volunteering for causes you're passionate 

about. 

• Reminding yourself of the reasons why you entered your field or profession in the first place. 

Connecting to your sense of purpose can help sustain motivation and resilience in the face of 

challenges. 



• Educating yourself so you understand the impact of trauma and how resilience plays a role in 

learning specific coping strategies for your own experiences. 

• Seeking help when you need it. Therapy or counseling can provide valuable tools for coping with 

stress and trauma. Don’t hesitate to seek professional support if you’re struggling. 

 

Definitions 
• Burnout is a state of emotional, mental, and often physical exhaustion brought on by prolonged 

or repeated stress often Associate with work. 

• Secondary Trauma is the emotional duress that results when an individual hears about the 

firsthand trauma experiences of another. 

• Compassion Fatigue is a term that describes the physical, emotional, and psychological impact 

of helping others. 

• Compassion Satisfaction is the amount of pleasure derived from helping others. 
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