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The Pennsylvania Council of Children, Youth and Family Services (PCCYFS) is a statewide 

membership association of private agencies. Our members are the agencies that contract with 

counties across the state to deliver the direct services needed to support achievement of 

desired permanency, safety and well-being outcomes for children, youth and their families. 

Our member agencies serve non-adjudicated, dependent and delinquent children and youth, 

as well as their families, through a broad array of therapeutic interventions and supportive in

home and placement services. On behalf of the more than 100 members of the Pennsylvania 

Council, I want to thank you for this opportunity to discuss the daily challenges confronted 

within our agencies related to the recruitment and retention of staff. 

The recruitment and retention of qualified staff are problems shared by both the public and 

private child welfare sectors and the magnitude of staffing issues continues to increase. We 

recognize and support the value and need for well trained and appropriately compensated first 

responders in our field - the county caseworkers charged with intake, investigations and 

assessments screening and referrals. Decisions made at the entry point of referral to and 

investigation by the child welfare system directly influence the services offered,~ the living 

arrangements for the child and the safety and permanency goals identified. Some county 

children and youth agencies provide a broad array of necessary supports and services to 

respond to these priorities within their organizational structure. More often, however, this is the 

point in working with the child and family when private agencies become involved. 

A family identified as needing intensive in-home services may be referred by the county to a 

private provider. A child in need of placement in a relative or non-relative home may be 

supported by a private agency licensed to offer this service. An older youth in need of a 
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congregate care setting to address their needs may be referred to a private agency for 

placement in a group home. Children with mental health needs, which are often related to the 

trauma they experienced, are referred for outpatient, in-home or residential treatment services 

delivered through private agencies. Private agencies have a long history of creatively 

responding to the child and family needs identified during the county agency investigation and 

assessment process. 

Similar to our colleagues in the public sector, we share in the goal of ensuring the delivery of 

the highest caliber services to those involved in the child welfare system. And this all takes 

experienced, trained staff. Those of us invested in this field do not need national studies or 

detailed research to know that both county and private child welfare agencies are experiencing 

similar challenges recruiting and retaining qualified caseworkers. We know this all too well 

from up close and personal experience. 

The role played by private child welfare agencies in Pennsylvania varies from county to county 

although it is estimated that approximately 75% of direct child welfare service interventions are 

delivered through the private sector. While many of the specifics related to recruitment and 

retention challenges are mirrored in county Children and Youth offices, there are a number of 

issues which remain unique to private agencies. 

Public and private child welfare agencies face different financial constraints and use different 

personnel criteria to staff their agencies. Many counties operate under civil service 

requirements and private agencies clearly do not. However, this does not relieve private 

agencies from compliance with defined position expectations. While some private agency 

programming operates under ratios and educational requirements prescribed in regulations, 

there are also accreditation standards, contractual requirements, managed care dictated 

criteria and employment pre-requisites adopted by individual agencies. 

Realities faced by private agencies include: 

• Increased, prescriptive and unfunded and underfunded performance expectations 

• Dictated rather than negotiated contract requirements 

• Fixed and/or uniform rates for services which have not been adjusted for years 
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• An inability to secure reasonable rate adjustments reflecting the actual increased costs 

related to provision of mandated services 

Private agencies are operating within an environment that has not supported increases in rates 

for purchased services for years. This current year, 2015-16, was especially challenging due to 

the budget impasse and delays in contracts being finalized which had direct impact on agency 

operating budgets. Increases in basic operating costs - occupancy, transportation, insurances 

- have further restricted the ability of private agencies to adjust their wage scales and 

appropriately compensate staff. 

As a result, many private agency staff have gone without a salary increase for a number of 

years. While some were fortunate enough to receive a 1 or 2% raise, they were often then 

asked to increase their contribution to their health insurance coverage. At the same time, 

many county children and youth agencies have honored union negotiated wage increases 

resulting in annual percentage increases for employees in public agencies. This inability of 

private agencies to increase wage scales to remain competitive and comparable with public 

agencies has exacerbated the widening disparity between salary scales in the two sectors. 

This has created additional recruitment and retention challenges for private agencies. 

A salary survey completed by PCCYFS in 2015 revealed a statewide turnover rate of 

approximately 25% with the top reasons for leaving a position including wages, dissatisfaction 

with the job, caseloads too high, taking a better position and other personal reasons. Another 

interesting data point is a 10 year median salary comparison (FY2004-05 to FY2015-16) for 

specific positions. While some changes in salaries are easily explained given newly hired 

employees at lower salaries and the inability of the survey data to ensure comparison of the 

same cohort groups, it remains interesting to note the following changes over this time period: 

Social Services Supervisor - Masters and Above 
Social Services Supervisor - Bachelors 
Social Services Staff - Masters and Above 
Social Services Supervisor - Bachelors and Below 
Direct Child Care Staff-from $21,500- $24,960 

-4.06% (Decrease) 
-7.47% (Decrease) 
-1.55% (Decrease) 

4.32% (Increase) 
4.65% (Increase) 
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While salaries are a factor in evaluating job satisfaction, other issues have been reported as 

significantly influencing the decision to remain in both caseworker and supervisory roles within 

private agencies - many of which are shared by county agencies. Excessive paper 

work/documentation, increasing caseload size, limited opportunities for advancement, minimal 

financial support for advanced education, on call, evening and weekend work schedules, 

worker safety, and negative public perceptions have all been as factors related to employees 

leaving positions and even leaving the field. Supervisory staff turnover rates are especially 

concerning as the quality and availability of supervision is also often cited as a determining 

factor in direct services worker retention. 

Opportunities for supervisory skill development building employment satisfaction are also 

critical in improving retention outcomes. The absence of support for graduate level education is 

often cited as a reason for ending employment in private agencies. Unfortunately, such 

opportunities for educational advancement are limited within private agencies as the benefit of 

graduate level studies and or student loan forgiveness available to county C& Y agency staff 

are not options for private agencies. 

Inadequate preparation and/or understanding of the job responsibilities are frequently noted as 

a reason for leaving the field. Faced with worker shortages, there is often limited time to 

adequately orient, prepare and support a new employee before assigning them a full caseload. 

Time and fiscal constraints, coupled with challenges in recruiting staff with relevant education 

and experience, add additional challenges. 

More importantly, however, are the effects of staff turnover in the lives of individuals served by 

agencies - these are the children, youth and families who depend upon appropriate consistent 

supports and interventions to enable them to achieve and maintain stability. A change in 

workers disrupts relationships. It often causes a step backwards in treatment plan progress. It 

creates another loss situation for a child and another trust challenge for adults and directly 

works against all efforts to attain quality outcomes. 

There are also hard costs associated with replacing employees. These are readily identifiable 

- advertising, training time, overtime for others covering cases and the indirect costs of 
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additional strain on the "retained" workers and supervisors. One agency projected that each 

turnover experience costs approximately $3,000. Perhaps the most telling impacts of staffing 

challenges are reflected in the words of the statewide representation of leadership of private 

agencies as they shared their thoughts and reactions in recent weeks in anticipation of today's 

discussion . 

..... The work here (in a group care setting) with troubled teens is difficult, and Walmart!McDonalds are now 
paying more than our PT starting wage of $9.60/hour. They can raise their prices to cover costs but we 
cannot ..... no COLA since 2008 is not acceptable .... not paying the full cost of care is not either. 

People were making careers here and now are bailing out. Of 70 full time staff in 2008, 7 FT and 5 PT were Jost 
due to a unit closing, and 9 exempt leaders with at least 6 years experience each have left; 2 had over 20 years 
experience. We had 4 couples who actually met here, got married, and both stayed. Three of those couples felt 
they had to have at least one of them go elsewhere since the environment is financially shaky and they did not 
want all their income coming from one source. 

Staff with 9-10 years average service are being replaced by those with 2-4 years. Again we lose quality, 
experienced, dedicated staff who truly believe in our mission. Children Jose the most in this scenario. 

Our direct care staff for the residential programs are the most difficult positions to not only fill but to retain staff. 
We pay a starting hourly salary of $10.20 an hour, however, there are other similar type of agencies starting off at 
$11 to $12.50 an hour. Even with the amount of training we provide for staff, the youth served are a difficult 
population to understand and support. 

Our turnover rate is steadily increasing from 4% per quarter to as high as 10% per quarter in 2015. This higher 
turnover rate is not just with the direct care staff and has touched this past year our professional Supports 
Coordinator staff and therapists. Another local agency is paying Supports Coordinators $8000 to $10,000 more 
per year and we lost five Supports Coordinators in 2015 to that agency. 

The exff interviews completed with staff leaving all stated the same reason, salaries are too low and that is why 
they left. our organization. Several stated in their exit interviews that they really didn't want to leave our agency 
as they had worked here a long time and had positive managers and co-workers but they needed higher incomes 
for their families. 

We have had a Master's level in-home therapy position open since September 2015 and have offered the position 
to seven qualified and interested applicants. All seven turned it down stating the starting salary was too low. 
When we are down even one therapist, it creates additional work and stress for the current staff and there have 
been a few staff who have resigned due to constant increased workloads and no relief in sight 

If we do not have enough direct care staff to staff the residential facilities at the numbers required by regulations, 
we are unable to admit youth in our programs. Naturally that has a financial affect as well. 

It is tragic that the very people charged to take care of our most vulnerable population are themselves the lowest 
paid and struggling to provide for themselves and their families. We know of staff receiving food or financial 
subsidies while wanting to make a difference in someone's life yet they are under extreme pressure as well. How 
effective can someone be to one of our client's when they themselves are stressed about their bills? We have a 
significant number of staff with huge college loans to pay off yet with the low salaries they will never be free to 
save for retirement. 

The residential private sector has always lost employees to the public sector and the 24fl world of the private 
sector is a prime reason. The pay differential was not that great 30 years ago. However, the public sector pay 
has increased at a greater rate than what the private sector can compete with and match. Rarely does a public 
sector person come to the private sector. The most common time is when they retire from the public sector and 
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supplement their retirement with a private sector job. That way they can get their public sector retirement and 
continue their earnings. 

Reasons for our recruitment challenges - compensation. A county employed residential youth worker at the 
shelter makes $19/hr. There is also a holiday and shift differential. There are health care benefits, 13 or maybe 
more paid holidays, sick pay, bereavement leave, and vacation time. There is a county pension retirement plan. 
A small private sector agency like ou1S cannot afford to match that pay and those benefits. 

When county employee contract negotiations take place, salary increases inevitably occur. However, the private 
sector cannot cover similar increases within the current confines of county contracted negotiation protocols. 
Unless the State mandates a pass through of increase to offset these mandates, the private sector will only fall 
further behind. 

Some glaring differences between our private agency and counties are the salary ranges for the same duties. 
Many of our staff have left our agency for employment at county agencies. 

The county starts the scale for probation office/S or C& Y warkelS' salaries from $12 to 16, 000 more annually 
compared to our starting salaries at approximately $30-32k a year both bachelor/master level. As yea1S of 
experience increase so does the salary gap. 

The county is able to offer a medical insurance package that is much better covering families with minimal 
employee contribution payments. Our agency health care increases have been between 12-32% each year. It has 
been difficult to continue good insurance coverage for a small to medium size non-profit We continue to lower the 
insurance coverage to maintain the affordability. 

Most of our programs are operating at below 'cost of care' levels. The budget impasse was a perfect opportunity 
to highlight that the State views us as vendors, not as agents of the county or state government. We were not_ 
deemed essential. 

Retirement allocations have been at the minimal standard of 3% of salary. Many organizations have given this up, 
but we are trying to continue the allocation . . . even if it is minimal. 

As a very small agency, it can be difficult far us ta compete with larger private agencies as well as public ones. 
Our salaries may be slightly higher than other local agencies, public or private, but we cannot compete with them 
when it comes to benefits. Too often county administrato1S see our salaries and complain that we are paying 
people too much. Sadly, they do not look at the benefits issue where we fall decidedly short. We have been 
fortunate to have very little turnover, but this is due to careful recruitment and our unique organizational culture. 

If you want to recruit and retain quality people, you have to make an investment in them. This means competitive 
salaries and sufficient staffing to meet demand. Otherwise we will lose people to other industries. 

Providers cannot afford to pay a living wage. A recent study in the intellectual disability field found that the 
average starting salary for direct support professionals was $10. 15/hour. The average overall direct support 
professional salary was $11. 26/hour. This is only a living wage for a person with no children. Providers would 
raise the salaries, but they are not paid enough to afford increased staff pay. 

In reviewing our turnover experiences last year, we had 47 direct care staff persons leave. The sad reality ~s that 
we lost the majority of these individuals - 40of them - before that had even completed two years of service. The 
costs of advertising, orientation, and training are draining our agency resources. 

The increases in the rates we receive from counties are too low or non-existent, and as compared to our other 
escalating, annual costs of operation, we have little money left for salary increases. We do usually give annual 
increases, but they are small and we have not been able to implement a career ladder system_ 

We have lost many case managers who have opted to go to the county system. Better retirement benefits are 
another attraction to move to a public position. 
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The Pennsylvania Council of Children, Youth, and Family Services is actively engaged in 

supporting the provision of high quality practice within the child welfare system. We have 

addressed the challenges of worker and supervisor recruitment and retention in a wide variety 

of forums and acknowledge that there are no quick or easy resolutions. There is a need for 

improved public perceptions, affirmation of the value of their roles and funds to address, not 

only wages, but the other related issues as identified. We ask that as financial resources and 

opportunities for staff training are addressed for county workforce, the connection to and 

reliance upon private sector workforce is recognized as a critical component of Pennsylvania's 

efforts to keep children safe, support family stability and achieve the positive outcomes that 

children and families in the Commonwealth deserve. 

We are willing and ready to assist in any way as you consider this issue and welcome any 

questions you may have. 

Bernadette M. Bianchi, LSW 
Executive Director 
Phone: 717-651-1725 Fax: 717-651-1729 
E-mail: bernadettemb@pccyfs.org 
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