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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY PREFACE

There are strong linkages between the social work profession and child welfare leading to numerous collaborative 
endeavors between social work education programs and public child welfare agencies. For almost 20 years the fo-
cus was primarily on promoting agency/university education and training partnerships. The federal Child and Fam-
ily Service Reviews (CFSRs) and increased focus on use of data and research to guide child welfare practice and 
policy provide a ripe environment to build child welfare research capacity and to focus on promoting sustainable 
social work education /public child welfare research partnerships. Although a number of universities have child 
welfare research centers, and research and evaluation projects are often implemented using social work faculty, it 
is important to understand what mechanisms and strategies might best enhance these research endeavors.

The Institute for the Advancement of Social Work Research (IASWR), whose mission is to help build research 
infrastructures and to connect research with practice and policy, undertook this endeavor with funding support 
and technical assistance from Casey Family Programs. The task was to reach out to the public child welfare, child 
welfare research and social work education communities to better understand the current state of research part-
nerships and to identify ways to initiate, stimulate, and sustain these efforts. The goal was not the partnerships 
themselves, but rather how these efforts can build the knowledge base to help meet the Casey Family Programs 
2020 Vision to reduce the number of children in foster care by half and to enhance the outcomes for those who must 
remain in care. 

IASWR wants to acknowledge the involvement and leadership of David Sanders, Joan Smith, Susan Smith and 
Peter Pecora of Casey Family Programs and their recognition of the value of academic/agency research partner-
ships in improving outcomes for foster children and those at risk of coming into care. To accomplish this project’s 
goals, IASWR engaged numerous stakeholders including an expert advisory group, and leaders of the National As-
sociation of Public Child Welfare Administrators and the National Association of Deans and Directors. We hosted 
focus groups; interviewed child welfare administrators, researchers, agencies’ data and quality improvement staff, 
child welfare center directors and child welfare leaders; and solicited responses from child welfare researchers 
and social work doctoral program directors to two questionnaires.  This invaluable input became the full report and 
toolkit.   

This report and toolkit are available through the IASWR and Casey Family Programs websites. We hope that 
it can be useful to child welfare researchers beginning their careers, to those who are looking to launch a child 
welfare research center or to those seeking to build a university/agency child welfare research partnership. The 
examples provided for dealing with some of the challenging issues that can get sticky regarding data sharing, IRB 
review and/or publications, we hope can help foresee and avoid problems before they occur. This can also be a 
resource for new deans and directors, for research deans and for child welfare directors and directors of state or 
county of�ces of data, planning, research, and evaluation. We also hope that this is useful to funders that can invest 
to enhance funding streams for knowledge development and knowledge transfer as well as support for �eld-initi-
ated child welfare research studies that can help to guide and enhance practice and for research career develop-
ment. If we are to meet the goals of the Casey 2020 Vision, it will demand all of us working together.

Joan Levy Zlotnik
Executive Director
IASWR
December 2008
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Enhancing child welfare service delivery and the outcomes for children and families served by the child 
welfare system could bene�t from better access to and use of research to inform practice and policy. Build-
ing sustainable research partnerships between child welfare agencies and universities, especially schools 
of social work, can provide expanded research capacity and the setting to build and transfer knowledge. 

In keeping with the Casey Family Programs 2020 Vision to reduce the number of children in care by 
50% and improve self-suf�ciency for those who remain in the system, support was provided to the Insti-
tute for the Advancement of Social Work Research (IASWR) to examine the supports and conditions that 
will facilitate university/child welfare research collaborations and promote the rebuilding of child welfare 
research capacity. Through this effort, IASWR engaged academic social work leaders, child welfare ad-
ministrators and researchers, and research center directors and staff as well as child welfare–focused 
social work faculty and agency staff to:

 • Identify existing strategies that result in strong child welfare research partnerships between uni-
versities and state or county public agencies.

 • Identify new practical strategies to strengthen child welfare research partnerships between uni-
versities and state or county public agencies. 

 • Identify processes and strategies that can be addressed in the future, including providing techni-
cal assistance to jurisdictions that have conditions in place where such research partnerships are 
likely to succeed if initiated and are identi�ed as high priority because of their strategic value to 
Casey Family Programs.

Of particular concern, in addition to the capacity-building infrastructure, are the funding streams and 
supports to train and fund the next generation of child welfare researchers. 

The Context
Child welfare is a �eld of social work practice with a long history of social work’s leadership in foster 

care service delivery, training, research, and policy. Although recent investments mostly through federal 
Title IV-E and Title IV-B training funds have increased the percentage of professionally educated social 
workers working in public child welfare (Barth, Lloyd, Christ, Chapman, & Dickinson, 2008; Lieberman, 
Hornby, & Russell, 1988) there has not been a parallel commitment to build child welfare research capac-
ity and research partnerships. 

Universities can provide a research infrastructure and outside perspective that can be a resource to 
the agency and to policy-makers because of the availability of students and faculty to carry out projects, 
provide access to libraries, and offer methodological expertise and technological resources. Universities 
are well positioned to function as external and neutral perspective when reporting �ndings.

Agencies have an increased amount of administrative data that is available for analysis and interpreta-
tion, have a growing recognition of the value of research, and seek reviews of research to inform prac-
tice. They also seek collaborations with universities to assess and evaluate new and existing programs. 
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Developing Research Partnerships

To strengthen university/agency research collaborations, agencies and researchers need to develop 
a common agenda and understand each other’s language and priorities and develop relationships and 
guidelines to facilitate working together. Catalysts for research partnerships come about through class 
action lawsuits, to address data capacity and analytic needs, to address Child and Family Service Re-
views and Program Improvement Plans, to implement evidence-informed practices, to address service 
delivery improvements, as a result of legislation, and through the vision of leaders.

Child Welfare Research Centers

Although more than 30 child welfare research centers can be identi�ed in schools of social work, 
they have different structures and different funding streams and may undertake a range of research ef-
forts. Research centers do provide an infrastructure to help support research activities including:

 • Staf�ng—including administrative support and technological and research expertise such as 
non-tenured PhD-level researchers

 • Mentorship and research support for faculty and for the research study

 • Administrative support for project development and implementation

 • An infrastructure supported through funding, including private sources of funding that may match 
government grants and support communication and dissemination activities

Attributes of Successful Partnerships

 • Develop and sustain on-going working relationships

 • Learn from and understand each other’s cultures and contexts

 • Plan for leadership transitions by garnering support and involvement of leaders while establishing 
peer-to-peer relationships.

 • Establish clear parameters for project time frames and timelines

 • Understand the processes for data access, data sharing, data retention, and con�dentiality

 • Develop procedures for review of publications and presentations from the research

 • Achieve IRB approvals in a timely manner

Federal Funding for Child Welfare Research

 • Title IV-E Waiver Demonstrations

 • Title IV-E training, resulting in curriculum materials (75% federal matching funds are available)

 • Title IV-E administration (50% federal matching funds are available)
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 • Title IV-B Child Welfare Services

 • Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act grants

 • Children’s Bureau discretionary grants

 • Centers for Disease Control and Prevention grants

 • Department of Justice grants

 • Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration grants

 • National Institutes of Health, especially the National Institute on Drug Abuse, Eunice Kennedy 
Shrive National Institute on Child Health and Human Development, and the National Institute of 
Mental Health

 • Medicaid

Despite these funding sources there is no targeted, speci�c source of funds that consistently sup-
ports �eld-initiated research and the development and training of child welfare researchers. The ab-
sence of such a funding stream affects both the research interests of agencies and the research en-
deavors of faculty.

Child Welfare Research Career Development

The lack of a sustained source of child welfare research funding effects the career development 
of doctoral and early career child welfare researchers. In addition, the lack of organized mentorship 
opportunities, the absence of an organized national network,  and the lack of a highly visible setting  to 
speci�cally convene senior and junior child welfare scholars fragment the �eld and isolates some child 
welfare researchers that are not in settings with well-established relationships. Lessons can be learned 
from the investments that have been made by the John A. Hartford Foundation to support social work 
doctoral students, dissertation research and early career scholars.

Recommendations for Action
Action steps need to occur at the national, state, and university levels (see Figure 1). This Toolkit 

provides guidance and examples to address these next steps. At the state and university levels relation-
ships need to be developed between the agency and the university both for those in leadership positions 
as well as for those in program management and research positions. Provision of technical assistance 
and guidance by those who are experienced in accessing funding and addressing policy and procedural 
issues to optimize research collaborations will be helpful to other partnerships that are forming. 

At the national level, re-establishing active collaboration between the National Association of Public 
Child Welfare Administrators and the National Association of Deans and Directors of Schools of Social 
Work will be one useful step to address strategies, technical assistance, research agenda setting, and 
networking. In addition there is a need for advocacy to address funding of child welfare research and 
career development for researchers. Potential sources can be in both the public and private sector. The 
�eld would also bene�t from a national strategy to develop multi-site primary research studies as well as 
a clearinghouse for research synthesis.
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Figure 1. National, State, and University Strategies to Foster Child Welfare Research 
Partnerships

Figure 1 provides an overview of actions steps that can be taken at the national, state and university 
level. The full report provides useful examples that can help guide research activities, research partner-
ship development, and the development of research centers and research capacities.
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The mission of the Institute for the Advancement of Social Work Research (IASWR) is to advance 
the scienti�c knowledge base of social work practice by enhancing the research capacity of the 
profession; to promote the use of research to improve practice, program development and policy; 
to strengthen the voice of the profession in public education and public policy determinations by 
ensuring that social work is represented within the national scienti�c community. IASWR ful�lls 
this mission through expanding opportunities for social work research, preparing social work re-
searchers, disseminating �ndings to inform policy, representing the profession in scienti�c and 
policy communities, and establishing linkages with other related disciplines.
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