
Focusing on Protection
Retaining the caseworkers Texas needs.

Equip the people in our child protection 
system to keep kids safe.

 If Texas could better prevent or address adversity in 

childhood, the results would be far-reaching: better 

health outcomes for our people, more productivity in 

our workforce, and fewer costs for our state systems.1, 

2 The people at the forefront of the effort to achieve 

that for some of our most vulnerable Texans work in the 

Department of Family and Protective Services (DFPS). 

Due to difficult and often unreasonable job expectations, 

however, there is a high turnover rate among these 

workers, which puts at risk our state’s ability to protect 

children from abuse, neglect, and isolation. 

What to Know:

•	 Caseworkers	are	the	people	charged	with	

protecting	some	of	our	most	vulnerable	kids.	

Investigations caseworkers look into allegations 

of child abuse and neglect. Family Based Safety 

Services caseworkers intervene when a family is 

at risk of losing a child they are unable to care for. 

Conservatorship caseworkers assume responsibility 

over foster children as they make their way through 

the system.

•	 Currently,	38%	of	entry-level	Child	Protective	

Services	(CPS)	workers	leave	within	the	first	

two	years	of	employment.3 This reflects an 

increase from 2011. High turnover rates are deeply 

problematic for CPS and the families it serves, as 

instability in this workforce reduces the quality of 

care remaining workers are able to provide. 

•	 High	CPS	turnover	leads	to	worse	outcomes	for	

abused	children	and	for	society. The average 

caseload for all CPS workers in Texas is well above 

the recommended average of 15.4 In 2011, the 

average daily caseload was about 27 children 

for every one investigations caseworker.5 

There were roughly 32 children for every 

conservatorship caseworker—more than double 

the recommended average.    

•	 High	caseloads	contribute	to	turnover.	A study 

conducted by the U.S. Government Accountability 

Office found that high caseworker turnover can 

leave remaining staff without enough time to 

establish relationships with families and make 

appropriate decisions to ensure the child’s 

wellbeing.6 Each caseworker having more cases than 

they can handle means children must wait longer to 

find a permanent home, which, in turn, means Texas 

pays more in foster care costs while kids miss out on 

stability they need. 

•	 State	red	tape	and	cost-cutting	efforts	contribute	

to	the	problem.	CPS caseworkers spend much of 

their working day traveling to visit clients, handle 

placements, and perform other case-related 

activities, but many struggle with a DFPS travel 

reimbursement policy that causes workers to wait 

up to 20 working days before out-of-pocket travel 

costs get reimbursed.7 Additionally, 2011 budget 

cuts reduced the number of support staff available 

to CPS caseworkers, eliminating many positions 

such as transporters (staff that help families with 

transportation needs) and administrative technicians 

(people who provide caseworkers with support in 

documenting their casework). When caseworkers 

must assume responsibilities that used to fall to 

these positions and run into bureaucracy on the job, 

High turnover and oftentimes unrealistic demands create serious challenges for the 
state employees who work in our child protection system. Meeting the needs of the 
children in the state’s care and protecting and serving these children’s best interest 
requires giving these workers supports they need.



Thinking	About	Costs

Sources

The Adverse Childhood 
Experiences (ACE) study 
surveyed over 17,000 adults 
and examined the relationship 
between health outcomes 
and experiences of abuse, 
neglect, or exposure to other 
trauma such as violence 
during childhood. Researchers 
found that people who 
experienced more adversities 
in childhood were far more 
likely to suffer from a host 
of health and mental health 
challenges, to engage in risky 
behavior, and to meet an early 
death. Intervening so that 
children meet fewer of these 
adversities in the first place 
and have the chance to heal 
faster would lead to better 
lives, as well as savings in 
Texas’ health, mental health, 
and correctional systems for 
years to come.
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it is harder for them to do the vital work of helping young victims of abuse 

and neglect.  

How to Make it Happen:

•	 Increase	morale	at	CPS	by	cutting	red	tape:	One targeted strategy for 

improving job morale and reducing turnover would be to revise the DFPS 

travel reimbursement policy to minimize caseworkers’ job-related out-of-

pocket expenses. DFPS should also look at eliminating other administrative 

challenges to doing the critical work of protecting kids.  

•	 Maintain	a	workforce	that’s	the	right	size	to	meet	the	needs	of	the	kids	

in	Texas’	care.  Hiring more caseworkers is one important element of this. 

Along with providing immediate relief to caseloads, this is also a strategy 

that will bolster morale of existing staff.  

•	 Train	caseworkers	adequately	in	the	skills	they	need. Caseworkers 

are under immense pressures and have the heavy responsibility of  

safeguarding the wellbeing of vulnerable children. For the sake of staff  

morale, as well as to ensure that there is staff capacity to make critical 

judgment calls, staff should be trained at a level that allows for confidence. 

Exit interviews of entry-level staff demonstrate that workers feel 

unprepared and undertrained for their emotionally and physically 

demanding work.8

• Maintain	support	staff: The extra demands that resulted from eliminating 

support staff has hindered caseworkers’ ability to work directly with 

families and meet the timelines for their case management tasks.  This 

has consequences for staff morale and for efficiency and effectiveness in 

carrying out the work of caseworkers.

For	more	on	this,	see:	http://tinyurl.com/CPSmorale


