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ABSTRACT
This article presents the findings of a study examining the factors that influence the intentions of Norwegian child welfare 
and protection workers to either remain in or leave their positions. It explores the elements that sustain their motivation and 
commitment, as well as those that contribute to their sense of challenge during difficult times. The study involved group inter-
views with 11 experienced workers, all of whom expressed a profound, idealistic passion for child welfare and protection as the 
primary driver for their continued engagement in a demanding and intricate field. Concurrently, they voiced their frustration 
with systemic inefficiencies that obstruct their ability to perform their duties effectively. The study highlights the significance 
of effective leadership and collegial support as key factors that help these professionals cope with the challenges posed by an 
underperforming system.

1   |   Introduction

The field of Child Welfare and Protection (CWP) has been sub-
jected to significant scrutiny and criticism from both the public 
and political spheres across various countries, intensifying the 
challenges faced by CWP agencies and their personnel. This 
criticism predominantly addresses the perceived inadequacies 
in service quality, which are often attributed to insufficient 
expertise and alleged misconduct by child protection and wel-
fare entities. A body of literature, encompassing contributions 
from multiple authors, has highlighted specific areas of con-
cern regarding quality within the CWP sector. Notable works 
by Befring (2000, 2009), Berger and Slack (2020), Munro (2011), 
The Norwegian Health Authority (2012), and Olsen et al. (2017) 
have identified critical issues such as a lack of professional com-
petence, service inconsistencies, and flaws in the documenta-
tion processes of assessments. These identified deficiencies 

underscore the urgent need for systemic improvements and reli-
ability of CWP services.

The quality of services is critically linked to outcomes for both 
service users and employees. Employee engagement and re-
tention are vital, influencing both organizational effectiveness 
and client results (Collins  2016; Collins-Camargo, Ellett, and 
Lester 2012; Griffiths et al. 2020; Williams and Glisson 2013). 
Creating and enhancing a supportive work environment can 
lead to improved organizational outcomes, including perfor-
mance and staff retention (Zhenjing et al. 2022), as well as client 
outcomes, such as achieving permanency (Collins-Camargo, 
Ellett, and Lester 2012; Gotvassli 2020).

Numerous studies have highlighted factors that contribute to 
the quality of CWP work, with many of these factors detailed 
in a comprehensive literature review on decision-making 
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during investigations following reports of concern (Lauritzen, 
Vis, and Fossum 2018). Lauritzen, Vis, and Fossum (2018) dis-
covered that the influence of individual caseworkers is subor-
dinate to the organizational culture and that the availability 
of services and resources plays a pivotal role in determining 
whether a case is dismissed or subjected to further investiga-
tion (Lauritzen, Vis, and Fossum  2018). Similarly, findings 
from a Norwegian research project on child welfare inves-
tigations indicate that the provision of supportive measures 
and resources are significant determinants in the decision 
to pursue or dismiss a report of concern (Vis, Lauritzen, and 
Fossum 2016).

In 2021, the United Kingdom initiated a comprehensive review 
of its children's social care system. The final report delivered a 
stark verdict, stating, ‘Without a dramatic whole system reset, 
outcomes for children and families will remain stubbornly 
poor’ (MacAlister 2022). Echoing this sentiment, a report by the 
US General Accounting Office  (2003) linked the substandard 
quality of CWP services to the high turnover and poor reten-
tion of employees. Burnout is identified as a significant factor 
contributing to turnover in CWP (Baugerud, Vangbæk, and 
Melinder  2018; Leake, Rienks, and Obermann  2017; Varghese 
et al. 2020).

A Canadian research initiative, ‘Creating Conditions for Good 
Practice’, revealed that CWP workers across Canada felt that 
their ability to practise effectively was frequently obstructed 
by challenges within their work environments and by a sense 
of powerlessness to effect change (Herbert  2007). Similarly, 
Brazil et al. (2023) studied how child protection social work-
ers' perspectives of the social policy and agency processes 
influence their work and their experience of their work and 
found that workers experienced having to struggle to sustain 
themselves and keep going while fighting a system of unreal-
istic expectations.

In 2022, the Norwegian Directorate for Children, Youth, and 
Family Affairs (Bufdir) conducted a comprehensive national 
research investigation to explore the causes and characteristics 
of high turnover rates within child welfare services and insti-
tutions. The investigation involved gathering both quantitative 
and qualitative data. Upon analysing the qualitative feedback 
regarding the causes of turnover, Bufdir identified five pri-
mary categories under which the individual responses could be 
grouped. These categories are framework conditions, manage-
ment, professional working environment, psychosocial working 
environment and individual factors.

Key issues identified include excessive work pressure and inade-
quate compensation relative to the responsibilities and stresses of 
the job. Challenges associated with management practices also 
emerged as significant contributors to turnover. Specifically, the 
lack of adequate routines for debriefing and supervision, cou-
pled with insufficient support and recognition from managers, 
was highlighted as critical areas of concern. Furthermore, a no-
table discrepancy between professional ideals and the realities 
of case processing and implementation of measures was identi-
fied as one of the most significant factors driving turnover over 
the past year (Norwegian Directorate for Children, Youth and 
Family Affairs 2022).

International studies investigating the factors that motivate CWP 
workers to remain in the field have identified a combination of or-
ganizational, personal and case-related factors. Leadership and so-
cial support from both managers and peers are crucial in enabling 
social workers to persist in their roles (Brazil et al. 2023; Tham and 
Strömberg 2020). Gotvassli (2007) suggests that organizational be-
longing is particularly strong among knowledge workers, whose 
work is closely tied to their identity. This is especially true for child 
welfare employees who integrate their personal selves into their 
professional roles. Despite often experiencing fatigue and burnout, 
this profound commitment can also drive CWP workers to con-
tinue their efforts, finding motivation and job satisfaction in the 
face of challenging work conditions (Pösö and Forsman 2013).

Organizational structures and policies are frequently cited as 
sources of stress and anxiety for CWP workers (Antonopoulou, 
Killian, and Forrester 2017; Wilberforce et al. 2014). Worker stress 
is a well-documented predictor of an increased intention to leave 
a position, whereas elevated levels of motivation and engagement 
are associated with stronger organizational commitment and a 
reduced likelihood of turnover. Within the field of organizational 
psychology, motivation and engagement are considered crucial 
elements for analysing how organizations function and for under-
standing the dynamics of employee retention.

To this end, organizational psychology has been applied to as-
sess the state of CWP services through interviews with CWP 
workers. The research seeks to understand the factors influenc-
ing their job performance and to identify what can be done to 
enhance motivation and retention. Herzberg's two-factor theory 
of motivation and the Theory of Self-Determination are utilized 
as interpretive frameworks for the study's findings.

Although some research has been conducted on turnover within 
Norwegian CWP services, with a focus on the extent, prevalence 
and experiences of newly employed workers (Skjeggestad, Slettebø, 
and Sørensen 2022), there is a gap in our understanding of what 
motivates seasoned CWP workers in Norway to remain in their 
roles or what factors contribute to their contemplation of depar-
ture. This current study was therefore set up to explore turnover 
and retention within the Norwegian CWP services.

2   |   The Norwegian Child Welfare and Protection 
System

Norway's child welfare system is family-oriented and child-
focused, with the ‘best interests of the child’ as an overarch-
ing principle that should form the basis for the child welfare 
service's decisions. However, it is an unclear decision premise 
requiring employees to specify what is in the best interests of 
the child in each individual case, making sure to also adhere to 
the three fundamental, sometimes contradictory, principles of 
Norwegian child welfare: the biological principle, the principle 
of least intrusive intervention and the child's right to participa-
tion (Misund 2023).

The system operates across three levels: municipal, regional 
and national. Municipalities serve as the initial point of contact 
for children and families seeking assistance from child welfare 
services. The municipal child welfare service is responsible for 
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receiving reports, conducting investigations of reports of concern 
and implementing measures to support children and families, 
aiming to help families address challenges at home and ensure 
the well-being of the child. At the regional level, the Office for 
Children, Youth, and Family Affairs (Bufetat) intervenes when 
specialized or comprehensive measures are required that mu-
nicipalities cannot provide. At the national level, the Norwegian 
Directorate for Children, Youth, and Family Affairs (Bufdir) 
develops guidelines and regulations, supervises child welfare 
services at the municipal and state levels and promotes research 
and development in the field. Bufdir also plays a crucial role in 
implementing national policies and strategies to enhance child 
welfare services throughout the country.

The primary principle guiding national governance of munic-
ipalities is framework management, which mandates that na-
tional governance should allow municipalities the autonomy to 
select and design service provisions that best meet the needs of 
their residents. Consequently, municipalities are tasked with ex-
ecuting all responsibilities under the child welfare act that are 
not legally designated to a state agency.

Therefore, the responsibility for providing direct CWP services 
rests with the municipalities, where the majority of CWP workers 
are employed. The term ‘child welfare and protection services’ 
serves as an English equivalent to the Norwegian ‘barnevernet’, 
encompassing both compensatory welfare services to assist chil-
dren and families and protective measures such as out-of-home 
care placements. The Norwegian CWP system functions as both 
a welfare and protection service, a characteristic commonly 
found in Nordic welfare models. The system offers a spectrum 
of services, including investigating abuse and neglect, providing 
compensatory measures such as parental relief, financial assis-
tance and delivering family, parental or child counselling, and 
managing out-of-home care placements and support.

In 2022, Norway initiated the ‘Child Protection Reform’, aimed 
at strengthening child welfare services by increasing munici-
pal efforts for prevention and early intervention for children and 
families in need. The reform also places a greater emphasis on 
competence enhancement and quality development in municipal 
child welfare services, including requirements for further educa-
tion and ongoing training for child welfare workers, as well as a 
stronger focus on research-based practice. The reform underscores 
the importance of early, tailored assistance and knowledge as key 
to service quality. Additionally, amendments to the child welfare 
act were made to clarify municipal preventive roles, strengthen 
governance, implement competence requirements for both mu-
nicipal and institutional CWP services and mandate professional 
mentoring for CWP employees. This reform represents the latest 
in a series of child welfare policy changes in recent years, assign-
ing greater responsibility to municipal CWP authorities.

3   |   Theoretical Framework

3.1   |   Herzberg's Two-Factor Theory of Motivation

Herzberg's two-factor theory, established in 1959 (Herzberg, 
Mausner, and Snyderman 1959), remains influential in under-
standing employee motivation and job satisfaction (Hur 2018). 

It differentiates between motivators (satisfiers) and hygiene fac-
tors (dissatisfiers). Motivators, such as achievement, recognition 
and the work itself, lead to job satisfaction and are linked to in-
trinsic motivation, driving employees to perform better and feel 
accomplished (Hur 2018). Hygiene factors include salary, com-
pany policies and working conditions, which, when inadequate, 
cause job dissatisfaction but do not necessarily enhance satisfac-
tion when improved (Hur 2018; Zhang, Yao, and Cheong 2011).

The theory posits that motivators and hygiene factors operate on 
two separate continua, with motivators fulfilling employees' de-
sires for psychological growth, whereas hygiene factors pertain 
to the work environment and prevent dissatisfaction (Herzberg, 
Mausner, and Snyderman 1959). Despite its enduring relevance, 
the theory has been critiqued for its binary categorization of 
workplace factors (Judge, Heller, and Mount 2002) and the gen-
eralizability of Herzberg's original research findings (Bassett-
Jones and Lloyd  2005). Critics suggest it oversimplifies the 
complex interplay between motivation and satisfaction (Judge, 
Heller, and Mount 2002).

To address these critiques, modern studies often integrate 
Herzberg's theory with other motivational theories, such as 
self-determination theory (SDT), to offer a more comprehensive 
analysis of employee motivation. This approach allows for a nu-
anced understanding of the factors that influence workers' deci-
sions to stay or leave, particularly in fields like CWP, where job 
satisfaction and retention are critical.

3.2   |   Self-Determination Theory

SDT posits that individuals have three innate needs—compe-
tence, autonomy and relatedness—that drive motivation when 
satisfied. Competence involves feeling capable, autonomy refers 
to having control over one's actions and relatedness involves 
feeling connected to others (Deci and Ryan 1980). Although in-
trinsic motivation is central to SDT, extrinsic factors can also 
influence motivation (Ryan and Deci 2000).

Critiques of SDT include its focus on psychological over physio-
logical needs, its lack of attention to the hierarchy of motivations 
and the potential underestimation of relatedness, especially in 
relational professions like social work (Perera 2020).

In analysing why CWP workers stay or leave their jobs, 
Herzberg's two-factor theory and SDT are applied. Herzberg's 
theory distinguishes between hygiene factors (dissatisfiers) and 
motivators (satisfiers), whereas SDT emphasizes the fulfilment 
of psychological needs. Together, these theories help to system-
atize CWP workers' experiences and identify key factors influ-
encing their job satisfaction and retention.

4   |   Aim

The aim of this study was to investigate and analyse how sea-
soned CWP workers' experiences of their job influence their 
intention to stay or leave. What aspects contribute to their con-
tinued motivation and retention, and which aspects add weight 
to the scales in challenging times?
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5   |   Methods

The method adopted in this research was inspired by theory on 
focus group interviews. For the current study, the interviewer 
aimed to encourage CWP workers, in response to a few open-
ing questions asked by the researcher, to take the lead in a con-
versation about how they perceive their work and what affects 
their thoughts and feelings about staying or leaving the CWP 
occupation.

Group interview interpretations range from content-centric to 
interaction-centric. Belzile and Öberg (2012) note that this range 
reflects the researcher's philosophical approach rather than a 
disagreement over methods. Participants bring personal beliefs 
into the group, which can be expanded or constrained by the 
group dynamic, acknowledging that individuals cocreate mean-
ings socially.

Data in this study are interpreted from a balanced perspective, 
considering both individual truths and the influence of group 
dynamics.

5.1   |   Participants and Recruitment

Participants for the study were recruited through a post on an 
online forum targeting seasoned CWP workers enrolled in post-
graduate education. Interested individuals were invited to reach 
out to the lead researcher via email or telephone.

As part of the ‘Child Protection Reform’, there is an effort in 
Norway to get CWP workers to undertake postgraduate studies 
and the national CWP authorities' subsidies a number of postgrad-
uate educational programmes directed at the CWP workforce to 
increase competence in the workforce. We therefore believe that at 
present, in Norway, CWP workers attending postgraduate studies 
do not differ substantially from the rest of the workforce.

The inclusion criteria specified that participants must be em-
ployed in municipal CWP services and have a minimum of 
3 years of experience. The final sample comprised 11 partic-
ipants, organized into four groups. Two groups had two par-
ticipants each, two groups had three and one participant was 
interviewed solo due to a group dropout.

The participants represented seven different municipalities 
across Norway, including both urban and rural municipalities 
of varying size. Experience levels varied: Six participants had 
7–9 years of experience, four had 10–13 years, and one had 
5 years, with an overall range of 5–13 years and an average of 
8 years of experience. Among the participants, five were team 
leaders, and six were case workers. The group consisted of nine 
females and two males, with ages ranging from 30–50 years.

Seasoned workers were chosen because of their possibility to 
have experiences of both staying and possibly considerations of 
leaving at some point. We chose seasoned workers to be able to 
get both sides of the story from the same source. Doubtless, it 
would be highly interesting to get the experiences of workers 
who have quit, but we wanted the experiences of those who had 
considered leaving but persevered.

In addition to these considerations, identifying CWP workers 
who have left the profession presents logistical and ethical chal-
lenges. Individuals who have departed may be grappling with 
burnout or emotional difficulties, which we, as researchers, are 
not equipped to address adequately. Furthermore, those who 
have left and are willing to participate in research about job de-
parture may possess biases that could result in a skewed sample.

5.2   |   Data Collection

Data for this study were collected through semistructured group 
interviews conducted by the first author between March and 
May 2022. The semistructured interview consisted of open-
ended questions such as ‘what are your thoughts/feelings re-
garding your work?’ and ‘what affects your thoughts/feelings 
regarding staying in or quitting this profession?. When the group 
entered discussions relating to mentoring, they were asked to 
elaborate on the following question: ‘What are your experiences 
with mentoring at your office?’. Interviews were recorded and 
transcribed verbatim in word format afterwards. The interviews 
ranged between 70 and 85 min long.

The first authors' familiarity with the CWP field could poten-
tially bias the identification with informants (Kvale, Brinkmann, 
and Torhell 2014). Nevertheless, the interviewer's background in 
child welfare facilitated a more hands-off approach during the 
interviews, allowing participant dialogue to progress naturally, 
aided by an understanding of sector-specific terminology. This 
insight also enabled probing into the context of participants' nar-
ratives to discern subtleties in their accounts. Conversely, this 
preexisting knowledge may have inadvertently obscured certain 
viewpoints, resulting in uneven coverage of topics.

5.3   |   Data Analyses

We conducted a reflexive thematic analysis in six steps, adhering 
to the approach outlined by Braun and Clarke aiming to generate 
themes that encapsulate shared meanings across multiple domains 
of the interviews. The six steps are as follows: (1) data familiariza-
tion and writing familiarization notes; (2) systematic data coding; 
(3) generating initial themes from coded and collated data; (4) de-
veloping and reviewing themes; (5) refining, defining and naming 
themes; and (6) writing the report (Braun and Clarke 2021).

The analysis began with a thorough relistening of the interviews, 
followed by a careful reading of the transcripts. Revisiting the 
audio confirmed early insights from the interview phase, and 
after the first coding of the transcript using NVIVO, codes were 
reviewed and refined. Going through the codes and notes led 
to the initial theme development. The first author revisited the 
audio throughout the process to make sure nuances were picked 
up, and all authors discussed the codes and themes before agree-
ing on the final themes. Examples for some of the codes in each 
theme can be seen in Figure 1 and an example of the process 
from data source to codes and themes in Figure 2.

This research is part of a larger project examining turnover 
among CWP workers in Norway, with the two previous studies 
being quantitative. Thus, the analytical process was informed 
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by an existing understanding of the subject matter, and an ab-
ductive method was employed. We iteratively cycled through 
data, coding, theme identification, and interpretation to ensure 
that our conclusions faithfully represented the participants' 
experiences.

5.4   |   GDPR and Ethical Approvals

All participants provided their written consent before data collec-
tion and could withdraw from the study at any time. Every pre-
caution has been taken to protect the privacy of the participants 

and the confidentiality of their personal information, as according 
to the Helsinki declaration. The Norwegian Agency for Shared 
Services in Education and Research, SIKT, approved the study 
(No. 200410) in terms of the use, process and storage of personal 
data to ensure the participants privacy. According to Norwegian 
law, the project did not require ethical approval due to the nature 
of data collected. Through their GDPR approval, SIKT also en-
sured the data were not of a nature requiring elevated approvals 
from the Regional Ethical Committees.

6   |   Results

Results show that reasons for staying or leaving are multifac-
eted. We identified three important themes in our analysis of the 
data material: ‘The work itself’, ‘the system’ and ‘interpersonal 
factors’.

6.1   |   ‘The work itself’

When asked about their thoughts and feelings about their job, 
all participants said they like the work, find it interesting and 
important and that their colleagues contributed to an enjoyable 
social environment. They also mentioned the importance of 
maintaining a balance between their work and personal life and 
the need for continuous learning and development.FIGURE 1    |    Themes and codes.

FIGURE 2    |    Example of the process from data source to codes and main theme.
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The participants were unanimous when it came to ‘the work itself’, 
being the major contributing factor and the strongest motivation 
for staying in the profession. Encompassed in this term were an 
interesting professional field, their desire to make a difference 
and contribute to making a change, and a strong motivation for 
helping children and families in need. Despite aspects of the day-
to-day work and political and economic constraints the partici-
pants pointed out as negative, they all remained employed due to 
a strong urge to help and make a difference for the children and 
families in need of CWP-services, describing a strong professional 
commitment to children and their families. Several of the partici-
pants talked about their work being a big part of their personality 
and identity as ‘helpers’.

I am very happy in my job. I have a lot of identity 
linked to my job. I'm a ‘helper’, always have been.

Several participants highlighted the professional field being in-
teresting and that this was a strong motivator. There were re-
curring statements about making a difference and influencing 
change from almost all participants and the importance and ne-
cessity of CWP work. As one participant put it:

… the motivation … that is, the importance of the 
work we do, and knowing that what we do makes a 
difference for the child. In many cases also for the 
parents, but mainly for the child.

This ‘helper gene’, as some of the participants put it, could be 
satisfied in diverse ways, both by helping children and families 
in need but also by helping foster parents or coworkers. The es-
sence of assistance was defined as helping individuals to ‘flour-
ish a bit’ and to recognize their achievements. It was also linked 
to people and making connections and functional relationships 
with others. Like one participant put it:

it's the helper gene … it comes out a lot in contact 
with children and families. Also, the feeling that 
you achieve contact with children, in particular, but 
also the parents of course. There is something about 
… being a bit of a geek when it comes to making 
connections with other people.

The participants described this dedication and motivation for 
the work as something more than just a job. One participant said:

… working with child protection is in many ways 
perhaps more of a lifestyle than a job. Precisely 
because it is not just to put the work away when you 
leave at 16:30, and then pick it up at 08:00 the next 
day.

At the same time, when they are not able to fulfil the role of the 
helper bringing about change, it affects their motivation negatively:

… working on a case for a long time without any 
particular result, not seeing any change. Feeling 
powerless in relation to bringing about change, that 

what you are doing is pointless, because it leads to 
nothing. Feeling a lack of mastery, not measuring up, 
makes me consider quitting.

Nevertheless, there is a clear distinction that the work itself is 
not what is draining; everything around it affects how well they 
can do their work.

a child talking about abuse, or … well, it's tough, but I 
can process it and deal with it … but if I don't get to put 
in some supportive measures or help that child, for me 
that is harder than getting the story. Unfortunately, 
we know it happens.

6.2   |   ‘The System’

All participants acknowledged moments when they contem-
plated resigning, recounting specific instances that prompted 
them to weigh the decision to stay or depart. They reported that 
constraints such as limited time and financial resources often 
led to feelings of exhaustion and demotivation. The term ‘the 
system’ was commonly cited as a factor in their considerations 
to leave. This term encompassed a broad range of organizational 
elements, from agency management to governmental policies, 
representing the various levels that establish the boundaries and 
restrictions impacting their work performance. Although all 
participants acknowledged the complexity and high demands of 
their job, they concurred that the actual nature of the work was 
not the most taxing aspect. One participant stated:

Yes, it's hard to listen to all the stories, and it affects 
me, but it's not … that is not what I take home with me, 
what weighs me down. It's that I don't get the time to 
help them.

A feeling of not doing enough, not being enough, because time 
and constraints do not allow them to do the job properly reso-
nated throughout the interviews:

I think a lot of people quit because they know they 
can't cope. And maybe it's not about that they don't 
really master it, but if they had slightly different 
prerequisites in the system, they might have managed 
and endured the challenging situations.

The one thing all participants highlighted as the most valuable 
resource in their work was time. Their quest for quality in their 
work was often hindered by a lack of time.

You put in so much effort for these kids and their 
families, and you can say with your hand on your 
heart, ‘Yes, I've done a good job here’, but it doesn't 
show well enough in the child's journal, because there 
was never enough time to document what was done. 
And then you stress yourself sick a couple of times a 
year trying to correct it.
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The participants experienced a sense of ambivalence regard-
ing the time allocated to documentation. They acknowledged 
the importance of recording their work but simultaneously 
noted the substantial amount of time consumed by this task—
time they believed could be more beneficially spent engaging 
with children and parents:

No, I'm ambivalent. We have to document, and it's 
vitally important, and we need to get even better at 
it, at least get the assessments in … but … in a world 
of priorities it's often … I rather prioritize meeting the 
parents and the kids and doing what I must, and then I 
think: ‘Yes, but writing it down, I'll do that tomorrow’. 
And then tomorrow, something else comes up and then 
… well, that emergency meeting, and then …

Several participants questioned the system regarding the com-
petence with those allocating resources and funds:

And now we have the whole Child Welfare and 
Protection Reform which gives the municipality 
greater responsibility for CWP … and at least here, 
we have experienced that the municipal council and 
the politicians, they know almost nothing about 
CWP, but they have strong opinions about us and 
will decide a lot about us based on their incomplete 
understanding.

The participants in the study voiced concerns that an incom-
plete understanding among those overseeing CWP contrib-
utes to systemic shortcomings, which in turn impact their 
work and motivation. One participant encapsulated this senti-
ment by stating that there is no equality for the law in the child 
protection field and exemplified this by pointing out the lack 
of equal access to supportive services across the country or 
even between neighbouring municipalities. This observation 
underscores a perceived lack of uniformity and fairness in the 
provision of CWP services, with disparities in support even 
between adjacent localities. Additionally, the participants 
pointed to the absence of a holistic approach in efforts to im-
prove preventive services for children as a notable deficiency. 
This shortfall not only hinders the effectiveness of the services 
but also dampens the motivation of those dedicated to the wel-
fare of children:

It's a bit demotivating, that we are supposed to get so 
much better at prevention now after the reform (Child 
Welfare and Protection Reform), and then health 
nurse positions are being cut, mental health is being 
cut … so, yeah …

The importance of competence with the CWP-manager due to this 
incomplete understanding further up the system was pointed out:

What the CWP manager says is more or less what 
goes. They don't have their own opinions further 

up the system, but at the same time they control the 
funds.

Another common description was the importance of guidance as 
a tool to offer professional support to CWP workers. There was 
shared frustration that the increased focus on offering mentoring 
to alleviate psychological strains associated with CWP work, pro-
moting personal and professional development and assuring qual-
ity in the work has increased the last couple of years, seemed to be 
only skin deep:

The mentoring scheme is supposed to be, mentoring 
and follow-up of newly employed, but there is no 
requirement that the mentor must have any kind of 
formal mentoring competence, and that annoys me 
a bit, because … How can the municipality use the 
word mentoring, when the person performing it don't 
need to know anything about what mentoring is? I'm 
a bit annoyed by the wording because it shows that 
those above the child welfare managers, who work 
in our local authority, don't know enough about what 
is involved in mentoring. And it doesn't seem like 
they're willing to get into what it is either.

In response to what this incongruence in theory and practice re-
garding important resources for CWP workers did to them, partic-
ipants described both feeling demoralized, and at the same time, it 
ignited a feeling of having to fight:

I thought about giving up, but this is too important 
to me! So almost every day I work consciously to 
influence my own organization.

The participants' work experience seemed to help them cope 
with everyday life at the job, for example, when it came to 
making progress in the casework that was somewhat depen-
dent on management approving the next step. As one partic-
ipant put it:

I'm asking for forgiveness rather than permission in 
a way, because I've been here so long that I feel safe 
in proceeding without waiting for my team manager 
to approve ….

Also, their experience had a balancing effect on the perceived in-
stability and shortcomings within the agency. One of the groups 
concluded that

After all, we've been through it twice before, so we 
sit calmly to not rock the boat and wait for what 
happens, what they decide.

But in the end, the demands and constraints poised on their be-
loved profession made them consider leaving it, as illustrated by 
the following quote:
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I feel so good where I am, but those periods of extreme 
pressure … How long can you remain in a job that 
demands so much from you?

6.3   |   Interpersonal Factors

Another prominent theme among the participants was the im-
portance of interpersonal factors, with a particular emphasis 
on peer support and leadership. The participants talked about 
the value of professional friendships and leadership and how 
these factors acted as weight on the scales, solidifying their 
desire to stay or contributing to frustration and inciting a de-
sire to leave when absent or inadequate. One participant ex-
plained how the support from a colleague, who later became 
her department manager, helped her through a challenging 
period:

She recognized the stress that I was under and the 
feelings that I had, so … I felt very seen. And at the 
time, she wasn't even my team manager. But she 
somehow managed to see it and put it into words so 
… when you get that recognition and that professional 
support, you get through it.

Other participants highlighted how it affected them when man-
agement was not able to fulfil that role, especially in times of 
high work pressure and stress:

I had a team manager who wasn't particularly good 
at listening, so that going to her to discuss a case, or 
bring up a matter, drained more energy than it gave.

Another participant explained how a change in leadership was 
necessary for an alteration in how things were done and prior-
itized, which contributed to her being pulled of the ledge of an 
unhealthy work situation:

… that (working nonstop) was how I did it for the first 
three years as well. I almost lost my memory. I think 
that if it had continued like the first six months, I don't 
think I would have been here. But fortunately, there 
was a change in management and mentoring scheme, 
at that time. So, my improvement was mainly due to a 
change in management.

Also, when the participants talked about instability and strug-
gles with the system, for example, budget cuts, how leadership 
acted and communicated made a considerable difference to how 
destabilizing it felt:

… fighting spirit is a good term, because when the 
leader says: ‘well, I may not be able to achieve all we 
want, but I'm fighting on, I'll keep trying’, then at 
least we stand together.

The participant emphasized the importance of the coworker's 
recognition and support and the expectation and importance 

of a manager doing this. Lack of competence and instability in 
management was highlighted by several of the participants as a 
contributing factor to turnover:

But I also believe that stable and good management 
is important to prevent that turnover, so … if I think 
about the periods of turnover we've had, it was always 
simmering in the management at the same time.

Despite encountering stress, systemic constraints and frustra-
tion with an imperfect system, the participants portrayed their 
roles as both interesting and challenging. Strong peer support 
and professional friendships, a fulfilling sense of making a 
difference and being essential, contributed to their decision 
of staying.

The findings of this study indicate that ‘the work itself’ and ‘the 
system’ are consistent themes that affect the motivation and job 
satisfaction of CWP workers. Whereas interpersonal factors 
serve as a dynamic influence, when positive, they can be a key 
factor in employee retention; conversely, when lacking, they 
may drive employees to consider leaving.

6.3.1   |   Visualized Presentation of Findings

Overall, the results showed which aspects the participating 
CWP workers considered to be important contributors to mo-
tivation to continue their work and what contributes to their 
consideration of leaving the CWP services. Below is a visualized 
representation of the results that will be further discussed.

7   |   Discussion

The aim of this study was to investigate and analyse how CWP 
workers' experiences of their job influence their intention to stay 
or leave. What aspects contribute to their continued motivation 
and retention and which aspects add weight to the scales in chal-
lenging times?

Several themes were identified; most prominent was ‘the work 
itself’, ‘the system’ and interpersonal aspects. Based on the 
participants statements, it seems that ‘the work itself’ is what 
influences their decision to stay whereas ‘the system’ is what 
makes them consider leaving the profession. Interpersonal as-
pects seem to be what tips the scales when deliberating staying 
or leaving (Figure 3).

‘The work itself’ emerged as the primary motivator for remaining 
in CWP services. The participants highlighted the professional 
interest and the significance of aiding children as key aspects 
of ‘the work itself’, suggesting that intrinsic aspects of the job 
motivate CWP workers to stay. This finding echoes Pösö and 
Forsman (2013), who observed that the intrinsic nature of CWP 
work—encompassing human care, service provision and making 
a difference in children's lives—motivates social workers to perse-
vere and cope with job demands. They also found that such moti-
vation and commitment can even help social workers surmount 
work-related stress and conflicts (Pösö and Forsman 2013).
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The motivation of the CWP workers seemed to be deeply rooted 
in an idealistic vision of their role as agents of the public wel-
fare system, dedicated to improving the lives of children in need. 
When discussing ‘the work itself’, negative aspects are notably 
absent, with none of the participants citing job stress as an inher-
ent part of their work. This could suggest a disconnect between 
their idealistic drive and the practical realities they face. Pösö 
and Forsman  (2013) highlight that although social work with 
vulnerable children is a paid profession, it transcends the notion 
of being ‘just a job’; it is, as one participant described, akin to 
a lifestyle. For seasoned professionals, this commitment often 
evolves into a moral obligation to care for children, resembling 
a ‘calling’ or ‘mission’. Although this idealistic perspective can 
be a source of strength, enabling workers to manage the intrin-
sic stress of their roles, it can also lead to frustration, a sense of 
being overwhelmed and a feeling of incompetence if not tem-
pered with realism.

Interpersonal factors in the workplace encompass both formal 
structures, such as leadership and informal structures, like the 
relationships and support among coworkers. Leadership was a 
central theme that emerged during the interviews. It appears to 
fulfil a dual role: representing and embodying the system, while 
also providing crucial interpersonal support and maintaining 
professional standards. This dual nature underscores the signif-
icance of leadership in efforts to enhance retention rates within 
CWP services. Moreover, it underscores the multifaceted na-
ture of leadership in this field, corroborating the complexities 
identified in previous research (Brazil et  al.  2023; Tham and 
Strömberg 2020).

Effective leadership is characterized by the ability to grant 
autonomy, offer professional support, facilitate personal and 
professional growth and provide constructive feedback, all 
of which contribute to an employee's sense of competence 
(Gotvassli  2020). Participants in the study shared how their 
functioning and well-being were positively affected when their 
leaders recognized their efforts and challenges. Feedback and 
support from both leaders and colleagues foster a sense of 

relatedness, which enhances feelings of emotional closeness, 
understanding, respect and value (Ryan and Deci 2000).

The participants underscored the importance of competent and 
consistent leadership by linking periods of high turnover with 
instability within the leadership team. Effective management 
can create a functional work environment where employees 
feel competent and efficient and have a sense of control and 
self-direction.

Peer support is also deemed essential for managing the emo-
tionally challenging and complex nature of CWP work. All 
participants highlighted the importance of having confi-
dants—whether friends, spouses, neighbours or colleagues—
to discuss their experiences with. Some of the participants 
even said it was crucial to their performance and job retention. 
The ability to ‘unload’ emotional burdens is a form of self-care 
that can mitigate the risk of burnout (Baugerud, Vangbæk, 
and Melinder  2018). This is particularly crucial in scenarios 
where formal support systems for employee well-being are 
lacking. Organizations that prioritize the well-being, growth 
and engagement of their employees are more likely to cultivate 
an environment that promotes job satisfaction and reduces 
staff turnover.

The effectiveness and well-being of CWP workers are signifi-
cantly shaped by the overarching system in which they func-
tion. Various systemic factors can influence CWP services 
and their personnel, such as budgetary limitations that may 
restrict their capacity to deliver essential support and services, 
leading to resource scarcity and fostering sentiments of frus-
tration and powerlessness within the workforce. Furthermore, 
policies at the local and state levels can dictate the calibre of 
services provided to children and families. For example, a 
policy emphasis on family reunification over child safety can 
place workers in difficult situations and lead to detrimental 
outcomes for the children involved. Statements concerning 
these areas, as well as statements regarding leadership, were 
made within the theme of systemic shortcomings when the 
group discussions centred in on what frustrated them and 
made them want to leave.

An element that may influence CWP workers' perceptions of 
systemic shortcomings is the scarcity of and unequal access to 
effective, evidence-based intervention strategies, as was pointed 
out by one of the participants. Vis, Lauritzen, and Fossum (2016) 
discovered that organizational characteristics, such as the 
availability of supportive services and resources, significantly 
impacted the decision-making process regarding whether a 
concern referral was dismissed or warranted further investiga-
tion. Specifically, a dearth of available intervention strategies 
influenced the outcomes of referral assessments and led to a 
disconnect between the investigative efforts and the interven-
tions implemented. When resources are ample and a wide array 
of support services is accessible, CWP workers exhibit a higher 
threshold for initiating care orders. They also emphasized that 
resources, organizational culture, structural constraints and 
staff significantly affect the management and investigative pro-
cesses of referrals. Thus, to enhance these procedural elements, 
a focus on organizational development is crucial (Lauritzen, Vis, 
and Fossum 2018).

FIGURE 3    |    Visualized presentation of findings.
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The decentralization of responsibilities from regional to local 
levels could potentially result in a more varied provision of 
services across municipalities, potentially fostering percep-
tions of increased inequality. The manner in which munici-
palities execute these responsibilities is influenced by several 
factors. These include the political priorities of the municipal-
ity, the resources available to the child welfare service and the 
manner in which employees apply their professional judge-
ment within the legal framework (Misund  2023). Following 
up on how the decentralization of responsibilities following 
the reform affects decision making and service provision 
should therefore be prioritized.

Herzberg's two-factor theory of motivation delineates between 
motivators and hygiene factors. Motivators, such as challenging 
work and recognition, inherently encourage job satisfaction and 
motivate employees to work harder. In contrast, hygiene factors, 
which include aspects like company policies, supervision qual-
ity, salary and working conditions, do not in themselves provide 
satisfaction. Instead, their adequacy prevents dissatisfaction, 
and their inadequacy causes dissatisfaction. The role of ‘the 
work itself’ as a motivator and ‘the system’ as a source of dis-
satisfaction aligns with this. The informants in this study were 
clear in their depiction of ‘the system’ as a dissatisfier due to it 
not functioning in a satisfactory manner.

In the realm of CWP, ‘the system’ encapsulates a myriad of 
hygiene factors. These range from bureaucratic procedures 
that may delay or complicate service delivery to insufficient 
resources that hinder the workers' ability to meet the needs of 
children and families effectively. For instance, when budget cuts 
lead to reduced staffing, the remaining workers face increased 
caseloads and work hours, potentially compromising the quality 
of care and service they can provide. This scenario does not mo-
tivate workers but rather pushes them towards dissatisfaction 
due to increased stress and decreased job efficacy.

Moreover, the systemic issue of misaligned policies can sig-
nificantly impact worker satisfaction. Policies that prioritize 
administrative outcomes over client welfare can create ethical 
dilemmas for workers, placing them in positions where they 
feel they must choose between policy adherence and what they 
believe is best for the child or family. Considering that the mo-
tivation of the CWP workers in this study, and in previous re-
search, seem to be deeply rooted in an idealistic vision of their 
role, this misalignment can lead to moral distress that can cause 
a profound form of dissatisfaction that can drive CWP workers 
to contemplate leaving the profession.

It is also important to consider the psychological impact of sys-
temic issues on CWP workers. Constant exposure to systemic 
inefficiencies can lead to workers feeling powerless to effect 
change and in turn may become passive and disengaged.

It would be tempting to suppose that an optimally functioning 
system would therefore increase motivation, but that is not nec-
essarily the case. Herzberg posits that dissatisfiers primarily 
prevent dissatisfaction rather than promote satisfaction. When 
adequate, they do not enhance motivation but merely prevent 
dissatisfaction. So, even though bettering system factors would 
be positive, they would not in themselves increase retention.

Interpersonal elements, such as relationships with colleagues 
and supervisors, are traditionally categorized as dissatisfiers 
as well. However, findings from this study suggest that inter-
personal factors may also play a significant role in motivation. 
Interpersonal dynamics appear to motivate when they are 
positive and functional yet contribute to dissatisfaction when 
they fall short within a disappointing system. This observation 
aligns more closely with SDT, which posits that individuals are 
driven by the intrinsic needs for autonomy, competence and 
relatedness. The participants' drive to help and ‘make a differ-
ence’ reflects their need for relatedness, whereas their aspira-
tion to effect change resonates with their need for competence. 
Nonetheless, insufficient resources and support may impede the 
fulfilment of these needs, leading to job dissatisfaction and the 
inclination to depart (Deci and Ryan 1980; Ryan and Deci 2000).

Time emerged as the most coveted resource for being able to do 
a good job, with participants reflecting on the allocation of their 
time. The ambivalence regarding the time spent on documen-
tation and other bureaucratic tasks is consistent with findings 
from a study on managers' perceptions of their roles, which un-
derscored the heightened administrative demands in child wel-
fare (Tham and Strömberg 2020). In a 2023 article titled ‘State 
Steering and Local Room for Action in the Norwegian Child 
Protection Services’, the author examines state documents re-
lated to the child welfare reform and explores how the shift of 
responsibility from the state to the local level might impact mu-
nicipal CWP services (Misund 2023). Misund concludes that the 
reform ‘will likely result in child welfare services spending more 
time on written case processing and reporting to the state, lead-
ing to a probable increase in the bureaucratization of municipal 
child welfare services’.

It is plausible that societal expectations extend into the education 
system, influencing what is taught and expected of students in 
child welfare. This might inadvertently produce graduates who are 
ill-prepared to navigate the intricate realities of CWP work. This 
would align with research suggesting that CWP students are often 
unprepared for the realities of the field upon completing their stud-
ies, leading to a clash between their ideals and the practicalities of 
the job (Befring 2009). It follows that when the job becomes more 
stressful, stable resources become more important. Organizational 
resources such as professional mentoring and healthy leadership 
may help employees regulate short-term fatigue, so they avoid en-
during burnout and remain in their profession.

Exploring motivators and dissatisfiers further could identify as-
pects of the job that are within control and can be optimized. 
A retention strategy might involve recognizing and reinforcing 
motivating factors by ensuring CWP workers have the neces-
sary time and resources to engage in the work that inspires 
them. This could involve reducing the administrative burdens 
that have been shown to negatively impact workload (Tham and 
Strömberg 2020).

The participants in the study expressed concerns about the 
decision-making processes of their superiors, particularly 
pointing out that the ‘higher ups’ may lack a comprehensive 
understanding of CWP operations. For example, they criti-
cized decisions to reduce mentoring programmes or the ap-
parent lack of clarity regarding the objectives and structure of 
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mentoring in child welfare. These critiques were often linked 
to discussions about the critical role of mentoring in managing 
the emotionally taxing elements of their work. Organizational 
literature, as noted by Herbert  (2007), consistently indicates 
that front-line service providers often harbour scepticism 
regarding the understanding and decision-making of those 
who orchestrate and manage CWP services. This scepticism 
is mirrored in participant remarks concerning the decision-
making authority and its disconnect from the front-line expe-
rience. The participants emphasized that without established 
routines to support staff well-being, the risk of burnout in-
creases. High-quality mentoring is seen as a potential solution 
to this issue.

This perspective aligns with the findings from the national 
survey conducted by the Directorate of Children, Youth and 
Families (Barne-, Ungdoms- Og Familiedirektoratet, 2022) 
which indicated that insufficient mentoring, debriefing rou-
tines and a lack of support and acknowledgment from man-
agement significantly influence CWP workers' intentions to 
leave their positions. The categorization of themes from this 
report is also comparable to the themes derived in the cur-
rent study.

Herzberg's two-factor theory posits that job satisfaction and 
dissatisfaction stem from two distinct sets of factors—motiva-
tors and hygiene factors—each operating on its own continuum 
rather than as opposites on a single scale. This study's findings 
reinforce this theory, with participants distinctly identifying 
the factors that encourage them to remain in their roles versus 
those that trigger a desire to exit. The participants exhibit a pro-
found intrinsic motivation for CWP work, rooted in both their 
professional commitment and a deep-seated desire to effect pos-
itive change in children's lives. This motivation sustains their 
engagement in the field, despite significant frustration with 
systemic dysfunctions that impede their performance and the 
quality of their work.

In the demanding field of CWP, where the work's nature and the 
governing system are relatively fixed, interpersonal factors play 
a pivotal role, serving as either motivators or sources of dissatis-
faction depending on their quality. Despite the robust intrinsic 
motivation that drives CWP workers, they often face a system 
that hinders their ability to fulfil their roles as they see fit. The 
clash between their idealistic goals and the complex realities of 
the job can lead to cognitive dissonance, which must be justified 
for them to remain in the profession. Professional mentoring 
could be key in bridging the gap between the workers' motiva-
tors and dissatisfiers, offering a pathway to navigate the com-
plexities of the system and their roles more effectively.

7.1   |   Strengths and Limitations

One limitation is the relatively small groups. Ideally, larger 
groups would have been preferable, as they might have pro-
vided a broader range of perspectives and added depth to the 
discourse.

Furthermore, the composition of the sample presents a constraint 
in terms of the interpretability of the findings. All participants 

had a minimum of 5 years of experience, which could poten-
tially narrow the breadth of insights obtained. The perspectives 
shared are those of 11 veteran CWP workers in Norway, and it 
is plausible to surmise that individuals with less tenure or who 
are newly employed might assess their experiences differently. 
Also, CWP workers who have actually left might have diverse 
perspectives.

Although we believe the participants are representative of the 
seasoned child welfare workforce in terms of characteristics 
such as gender, age, geographical location and agency size, we 
cannot discount the possibility of some bias. This is because 
those who volunteer for studies like this may be individuals who 
are particularly committed, either positively or negatively.

Nonetheless, the consistency observed among participants' 
viewpoints across the various groups lends credibility to the 
research. Despite its limitations, the study makes a valuable 
contribution to the ongoing dialogue aimed at comprehending 
and addressing the persistently high turnover rates within CWP 
services. Additionally, our findings are in alignment with the 
large national survey conducted in Norway by the Norwegian 
Directorate for Children, Youth, and Family Affairs and those 
reported by Brazil et  al.  (2023), who investigated social work-
ers' perceptions of the social policies and agency procedures that 
shape their experiences within CWP services. This concurrence 
underscores the broader relevance of our study's insights and 
contributes to the growing body of evidence that systemic fac-
tors play a pivotal role in shaping the professional experiences of 
those in the CWP sector.

7.2   |   Practical Implications

The national child welfare authorities must recognize that the 
system managing this complex workplace can seem cumber-
some and out of sync with the field of practice. Additionally, 
the strong intrinsic motivation of child welfare employees to 
fulfil their roles should be met with appropriate framework 
conditions, rather than being taken for granted by assuming 
their recruitment and retention regardless of the conditions 
provided. Providing a solid foundational education and op-
portunities for further education that are compatible with 
full-time employment, alongside a salary that mirrors the sig-
nificance of their work, is crucial. Furthermore, prioritizing a 
competent, experienced and healthy child welfare workforce 
as the premier resource for supporting vulnerable children 
and youth is likely to improve service quality and reduce turn-
over rates.

Although a complete overhaul of the system may not be feasi-
ble or desirable, the perception among CWP workers that ‘the 
system’ serves as a major dissatisfier calls for immediate action. 
Competent leadership could significantly contribute to address-
ing and alleviating some of the negative aspects of a fragmented 
system. Enhancing transparency and promoting open commu-
nication throughout the organization could help in early identi-
fication and resolution of grievances related to the system.

The role of experience in mitigating some of the adverse effects 
of a constantly evolving system highlights the importance of 
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supporting newly employed workers. Providing sufficient sup-
port will enable them to stay in their roles long enough to gain 
the necessary experience to effectively navigate and endure 
within the system.

Implementing professional mentoring and ensuring that all em-
ployees can participate could be a cost-effective method to par-
tially address these challenges.

8   |   Conclusion

The analysis of the three principal themes reveals that ‘the system’ 
exerts a significant influence on the other two: the nature of the 
work and interpersonal dynamics. An underperforming system 
adversely affects both the work itself and the relationships among 
colleagues, which in turn impacts the motivation of CWP profes-
sionals to stay in their roles. Effective leadership and robust inter-
personal relationships have the potential to mitigate some of the 
detrimental effects that systemic issues can have on the motivation 
of CWP-workers. The departure of seasoned CWP workers from 
the field can result in the erosion of valuable institutional knowl-
edge and expertise, as well as an increased burden on the remain-
ing staff. Therefore, the well-being and retention of CWP workers 
are critical societal concerns, as they directly influence the quality 
of services provided to the most vulnerable populations, making it 
a vital indicator of societal welfare.
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