
 

 

                                                                                        

PRACTICE & POLICY BRIEF 

Workforce 
Connectedness 

 
Overview 
The Center for the Helping Professions (CHP) is a 

nonprofit, 501(c)(3) organization based in 

Nashville, Tennessee, which specializes in the 

application of safety science and the 

accompanying sciences of improvement and 

implementation. CHP adapts and applies safety 

science and evidence-based approaches to 

enhance safety and address systems 

improvement across safety-critical sectors such 

as child welfare. CHP works in support of The 

National Partnership for Child Safety (NPCS), a 

quality improvement collaborative of more than 

35 state, county and tribal child-serving 

jurisdictions. Since 2018, the NPCS has been 

working across jurisdictions to focus on applying 

safety science and sharing data to develop 

strategies in child welfare to improve safety and 

prevent child maltreatment fatalities. Members 

of the NPCS have a shared goal of strengthening 

families, promoting innovations and a public 

health response to reducing and preventing child 

maltreatment and fatalities. This concept 

integrates a broad spectrum of partners and 

systems to identify, test, and evaluate strategies 

to provide upstream, preventative, and earlier 

intervention supports and services that can 

“Safety science in the context of child 
protection means using an evidence-based 
approach to inform preventive and 
responsive actions, rather than basing policy 
and practice decisions on emotion or 
assumption. When we employ safety science, 
we identify and apply lessons learned based 
on the best available research and evidence.”  

– Casey Family Programs 

https://centerforthehelpingprofessions.org/
https://nationalpartnershipchildsafety.org/
https://nationalpartnershipchildsafety.org/
https://www.casey.org/safety-science-child-welfare/
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strengthen the building blocks of healthy families. 

NPCS is working to build a child protection 

system that both helps families before a crisis 

occurs as well as acts decisively when children 

are not safe.  

Innovation and Implementation Learning 

Community (I2LC) 

The Innovation and Implementation Learning 
Community (I2LC) is a cohort learning community 
within the NPCS that meets regularly to focus on 
various aspects of Workplace Connectedness. 
The vision for the I2LC is to share knowledge in 
ways that increase understanding and change  

practice in ways that improve outcomes and 
transform systems. The goal is to create, teach, 
and share content in ways that participants can 
then teach and share that content within their 
agencies. The I2LC strives to help jurisdictions 
operationalize practices, strategies, and tools 
that bring safety culture to life. 

The I2LC Cohort 2 featured eight jurisdictions 
who met over the course of 2022 to focus on 
workplace connectedness, team cohesion, and 
psychological safety. Specifically, topics included 
an understanding of what workplace 
connectedness looks like in child welfare, how it 
is experienced differently by individuals of 
different identities, and how workplace 
connectedness is related to accountability, racial 
justice, bias, psychological safety, and decision-
making. 

The Research Case for Workforce Connectedness 

There is a research case to be made for the 
importance of workforce connectedness to 
support the well-being, resilience, leadership and 
capacity of the child welfare workforce. The 
Quality Improvement Center for Workforce 
Development interviewed state leaders who 
reported that an extremely high turnover in the 
child welfare workforce was due to “the stress of 
the job, low pay, and intensity of the cases,” 
adding that not only was it very difficult to keep 
workers, but that the situation has been made 
worse because supervisors too are leaving the 
job.   

The 2023 Child Welfare Trends report notes that 
child welfare staff expect their leaders to 
understand work life balance, seek and honor 
staff input, express genuine appreciation for staff 
contributions, and teach skills for managing 
stress. Due to these complex workforce needs, an 
effective workforce connectedness program must 
be in place that is both trauma-informed and 
safety culture-focused. 

Child welfare and juvenile justice staff face 
substantial pressures from multiple stakeholders 

within and outside their cases and are often 
plagued with the fear of making a mistake that 
might harm the children and families they serve. 

https://www.qic-wd.org/blog/child-welfare-workforce-crisis-%E2%80%93-what-we%E2%80%99re-hearing-field
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1b0XVedCwyFNKvYc7smPdYS79PYsJje5y/view?usp=sharing
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They also experience the physical and emotional 
responses of working with a highly traumatized 
population.  It is critical that child welfare 
agencies work to create an environment that 
prioritizes psychological safety and 
connectedness. Psychological safety promotes 
problem solving, innovation, connection, and 
growth, and supports the advancement of equity, 
diversity, and inclusion (EDI) initiatives. This 
practice requires leaders to respond to staff 
challenges by modeling authenticity, 
accountability, and compassion, and creating 
space for sharing and listening.     

Research from O.C. Tanner Institute notes that 
45 percent of employees say the number of 
individuals they regularly interact with at work 
has decreased significantly over the past 
year,and one in three employees feel 
disconnected from their supervisor. Humans are 
hard wired for connection, and an organization is 
12 times more likely to thrive when employees 
feel connected. Practices such as frequent check-
ins, peer mentors, normalizing discussions 
around mental health and EDI, and finding shared 
purpose all build meaningful connections in both 
our virtual and hybrid settings.    

The Workplace Connectedness Scale in the 
Safety Culture Assessment  

The Workplace Connectedness scale in the Safety 
Culture Assessment is a measure of how 
connected a staff person in a child welfare 
jurisdiction feels to coworkers and other 
members of their agency. It includes four items 
that respondents are asked to rate. 

The National Partnership’s University of Kentucky 
team has established strong relationships 
between the constructs measured in the Safety 
Culture Assessment in child welfare teams. 
Forexample, professionals with higher levels of 
workplace connectedness also report higher 
levels of psychological safety. Psychologically safe 
professionals have higher retention rates, lower 
levels of emotional exhaustion, and better 
teamwork and mindful organizing skills, all of 
which are elements thought to improve case 
practice among child welfare professionals. 

Behaviors and Practices That Create and 
Promote Connectedness 

The following strategies include behaviors and 
practice that can create and promote 
connectedness in the child welfare workplace: 

• Knowing Team Members’ Strengths: Build 
on the personal strengths and interests of 
each team member. 

• Sharing Personal Interests: Establish a 
bulletin board for team members to share 
personal things about themselves such as 
a “Pet Wall.”  

• Hosting Activities Out of the Office: Invite 
staff to optional activities outside of the 
office. These might include: a group walk 
in the park during lunch, or after hours. 

• Hosting Open Forums Solely for 
Connection: Host monthly “Colleague 
Connect” or “Coffee Conversation” events 
with rotating topics related to 
relationships, connection, vulnerability, 
wellness, etc. Invite others to “host” and 
lead topics of interest to them. 

https://www.octanner.com/global-culture-report.html
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• Leading Health and Wellness Workshops: 
Host periodic workshops to share and 
model various practices, strategies, 
resources, and tools. Rotate across the 
jurisdiction to make them small.  

• Using Icebreakers to Start Meetings: Begin 
certain (not all) meetings with various 
types of icebreakers. These can be related 
to the work or more personal in nature, 
depending on the group and meeting 
purpose. If it is a standing meeting, the 
group can take turns with who comes up 
with the icebreaker from meeting to 
meeting. 

• Leading Intentional Relationship-Focused 
Staff Meetings: Schedule and lead 
periodic staff meetings that are more 
informal (e.g., over breakfast) and 
encourage staff to be open, honest, and 
vulnerable. Use this time to talk 
authentically about how people are 
feeling. In doing this, it is essential for 
leaders to model vulnerability about their 
own emotions and experiences. 

• Focusing on the Positive: Encourage staff 
to practice positive psychology through 
the practice of Three Good Things as 
outlined in the TeamFirst Field Guide. This 
can be encouraged on an individual basis, 
e.g., recommendation that staff do this on 
their own in the evening, or as part of 
workplace rituals, e.g., Friday afternoon 
team huddles. 
 
 
 
 
 

• Visibly Sharing Appreciation: Create and 
host a “Kudos Chat” on Microsoft Teams 
that includes all staff. Use it to share 
praise and encourage others to join in. 
(Leaders can model this by doing it 
regularly and authentically, making sure 
that praise is concrete and specific.) 
Remember to celebrate people before 
they leave (rather than only celebrating at 
retirement or goodbye parties). 

 

 

 

https://nationalpartnershipchildsafety.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/TeamFirst-Field-Guide-2020.pdf

