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A. Introduction 
 

SPR Associates was engaged by the Ontario Association of Children’s Aid Societies (OACAS) to 
conduct a study of worker safety in Ontario Children’s Aid Societies (CASs).  This report summarizes 
one component of the project:  “Research best practices in worker safety and risk reduction.”  
 
 

B. Scope and Methodology 
 

In its proposal to OACAS, SPR outlined how it intended to identify and research best practices in 
worker safety. At the initial project meeting, it was agreed that the project would focus on safety 
issues related to violence and client contact.  The major issue identified was client violence, which 
has been the primary focus of the research.  Thus the scope of the study excluded a number of 
concerns in OHS more broadly, such as harassment by co-workers, managers or supervisors, 
hazards in offices, WHMIS, and safety when driving. 
 
The following methodologies were applied in order to identify best practices: 

1. A web-based search of research, standards and practices related to worker safety and client 
violence, with a focus on child service work but also encompassing social work in general and 
health services.  A secondary emphasis was on other types of work where workers may 
experience risks due to isolation, for example, in policing and occupations such as repairing 
telephone or electrical lines.  This review was international in scope, focusing on jurisdictions with 
social conditions and service models similar to those in Ontario. International sources were sought 
and the search revealed that the most readily available and relevant information originated in 
Canada, the United States, the United Kingdom, the European Union and Australia.  

2. A search of academic literature using the Web of Knowledge database (a metadata base 
encompassing numerous other databases).Probing of promising sources revealed through the 
web and literature searches for additional sources of information. Interviews with leaders in the 
field of client violence and worker safety, and telephone and in-person focus groups with 
members of the Ontario Child protection sector (Human Resource managers, Executive 
Directors, workers, unions and some JHSCs). 

3. Requests for program information from agencies responsible for child protection in other 
Canadian provinces/territories and Ontario's Children's Aid Societies.  A letter prepared by SPR 
and OACAS was sent by the Ontario Ministry of Children and Youth Services (MCYS) to its 
counterpart in other provinces, and as a result, information was received from government 
agencies responsible for child welfare in Saskatchewan, Northwest Territories, 
Newfoundland/Labrador and Nova Scotia.  (In these provinces, unlike Ontario, child protection 
services are directly operated by the government.)  
 

4. Development of a proposed Best Practice Framework (described on the next two pages), and 
compilation of best (or better) practices within the organizing structure of the Framework. 
Compilation of information in an annotated document and literature inventory in table format, 
available as an addendum to this report.  

 

While focused on best practices, this report also provides pointers 
towards standards and possible future directions. 
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C. Definition of Best Practices 
 
In a search for best practices, it is useful to first define the term.  While there is no consistent use of 
this terminology, the designation “best” implies that there has been some evaluation indicating 
effectiveness of the practice.  Our review has revealed that there is a dearth of program evaluation 
research on practices intended to mitigate safety risks to child service and other social workers. 
Lipscomb and ElGhaziri1and Wassell2 have reviewed the literature on workplace violence 
interventions and concur that there is a lack of good evaluation research.  The evaluation research 
that does exist is concentrated in the health care sector, most commonly in fixed workplaces that are 
not comparable to the field settings that characterize most child protection work.  
 
We therefore advise caution in designating the identified practices as “best.”  We found the following 
to be a useful definition: “a continuum of practices, programs and policies that range from emerging 
to promising to those that have been evaluated and proven effective, i.e., best practice.”3 
 
As few of the practices identified qualified as a “best” practice based on the strict criterion of rigorous 
evaluation, we will adopt a looser use of the term for the purposes of this report.  Our judgment of 
the value of identified practices is largely based on how well they appear to meet standards, policies 
and programs recommended by authorities and experts, and/or address safety concerns raised by 
workers or documented in research.   
 
 

D. The Best Practices Framework 
 
The initial review focused on the jurisdictional and organizational context of worker protection, along 
with key standards, guidelines and recommendations put forward by credible authorities to protect 
workers from violence.  The major elements of this initial review were synthesized into a Best 
Practices Framework (Figure 1), which provides a useful organizing structure through which to 
present detailed elements of worker protection programs. 
 
This report provides a description of findings for each element of the Framework, presented in seven 
sections corresponding to the 7 hexagons in Figure 1 (next page).  Within the description of each 
element, standards or guidelines are cited that describe good practice and provide examples of 
programs or interventions that may be worth consideration as best practice models. Interventions 
are cited based mainly on their value in exemplifying the framework elements.  Due to the absence 
of evaluation research as described above, there are few interventions for which there is very clear 
evidence of effectiveness. Nonetheless, we have provided some suggestions about desirable 
measures in text boxes throughout, and in E. Conclusion.  Many more references and examples 
can be found in the searchable bibliographic inventory provided as an addendum to this report. 
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Figure 1 
Worker Safety Best Practices Framework 
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1. Jurisdictional & Organizational Context for Worker Safety 
 

Child welfare services operate within organizations whose characteristics affect how those 
services are provided.  The organizations in turn are affected by the policies, legislation, 
infrastructure and resources of the parent organization and/or jurisdiction in which they operate. 
While major organization and jurisdiction-level changes are beyond the scope of this project, it is 
noteworthy that some jurisdictions have introduced policies or legislation with intentions of major 
impact on the safety of child welfare and/or other social service workers.  
 

1.1 Legislation 
 
Occupational health legislation in Ontario, British Columbia, Nova Scotia and other Canadian 
provinces, requires most employers to establish and implement anti-violence policies and 
programs.  Ontario also requires employers to assess workplace risks of violence and 
harassment, and to train workers on the violence program. 
 
In ten Canadian jurisdictions (but not Ontario), there are specific legal obligations with respect to 
working alone, which often apply to child protection workers. For example, British Columbia 
requires an employer to identify hazards to workers working alone. It also requires written 
procedures that must include provisions for checking on workers who work alone.  
 
Several states in the U.S. have introduced legislation specific to social worker safety, usually 
prompted by a murder of a social worker.  For example, Kentucky passed the “Boni Bill” which 
provided funding for additional child protection staff, training and security measures.4The Social 
Work Safety in the Workforce law in Massachusetts requires violence prevention and crisis 
response plans for social and human services workers.  Kansas legislation requires social 
workers to have safety awareness training. Michigan’s Bill 4099 (“Lisa’s Law,” named for a 
murdered child protection worker), passed in 2001, requires that training be provided to all 
workers required to make home visits and that workers be accompanied by a co-worker or police 
where a risk is identified.  
 
Some US jurisdictions have made assaults on social workers generally designated felony 
offences with more serious penalties.  New York State, for example, classifies an assault as a 
Class D felony, punishable by up to 7 years in prison, when it is “with intent to prevent an 
employee of a local social services district directly involved in investigation of or response to 
alleged abuse or neglect of a child… from performing such investigation or response.5Similar 
laws, with different penalties, have been passed in Kentucky and West Virginia.  As well, in the 
U.S., there have been calls for related legislation to better protect social workers in every state.6 

 
 

A broad legislative framework –making violence unacceptable – is 
a first step in creating a climate for violence prevention.  An example  

is the Saskatchewan Ministry of Social Service's strong policy on 
workplace violence.  Other research shows that when such strong  

policies are echoed in the practices of specific agencies and sectors,  
the incidence of client violence is reduced.7 
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1.2 Parent Agency Policies and Standards 

 
At the parent organization level, policies, standards and codes of practice that indicate 
commitment to worker safety can set the tone for all organizations in the system.  An example is 
the Codes of Practice for Employers of Social Workers8 adopted by UK Councils that include 
provisions for worker safety.  For example, the Codes of Practice for employers include the 
following provisions:  

“As a social care employer, you must put into place and implement policies and 
procedures to deal with dangerous, discriminatory or exploitative behaviour and 
practice.  This includes: 
 
1. Making it clear to social care workers that bullying, harassment or any form of 

unjustifiable discrimination is not acceptable and taking action to deal with 
such behaviour; 

2. Establishing and promoting procedures for social care workers to report 
dangerous, discriminatory, abusive or exploitative behaviour and practice 
and dealing with these reports promptly, effectively and openly; 

3. Making it clear to social care workers, service users and care providers that 
violence, threats or abuse to staff are not acceptable and having clear policies 
and procedures for minimizing the risk of violence and managing violent 
incidents; 

4. Supporting social care workers who experience trauma or violence in their 
work; 

5. Putting in place and implementing written policies and procedures that 
promote staff welfare and equal opportunities for workers; and 

6. While ensuring that the care and safety of service users is a priority, providing 
appropriate assistance to social care workers whose work is affected by ill 
health or dependency on drugs and alcohol, and giving clear guidance about 
any limits on their work while they are receiving treatment.” 

 
 

Research by the New York Emergency Nurses Association  
demonstrates that a strong and well publicized anti-violence policy 
significantly reduces client violence.  Comprehensive supporting  

policies, procedures, training and oversight are emphasized. 
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In some jurisdictions, child protection services are directly provided by a government ministry, in 
contrast to Ontario, where they are provided by autonomous agencies.  The centralization-
decentralization continuum is an important aspect of the organizational context. In decentralized 
jurisdictions such as Ontario, the parent agency sets standards for programs rather than 
developing a single program that applies to all child protection workers.  
 
For example, the Ontario Ministry of Children and Youth Services has established Child 
Protection Standards9 that require worker safety as well as child safety plans, policies and 
procedures. Worker protection measures in these standards include the following:  

 Every Children’s Aid Society will have written Policies and Procedures related to worker 
safety when providing child protection service. 

 The investigative plan includes a plan that addresses any worker safety issues identified 
in the case information. 

 The first step in ensuring a child protection worker’s safety is to assess the risk level of 
the situation before the initial face-to-face contact, which occurs on the basis of 
information gathered by the referral screener. The second step involves developing a 
plan that addresses the worker safety issues identified in the case information. 

 
 

1.3 Relationships with Other Agencies 
 
Another important aspect of the jurisdictional context is the relationship of the CAS with other 
agencies.  In particular, relationships with the public health and health care system, and with 
police are important both to child protection and worker safety.  The MCYS Ontario Child 
Protection Standards requires that:  

“Every Children’s Aid Society will have protocols with the society’s local Police Departments 
related to investigation of allegations that a criminal act has been perpetrated against a child, 
and covering situations in which the investigation of an allegation may endanger a child 
protection worker.” 

 
While CAS-police protocols mainly address protection of children, they may also address worker 
safety; for example, the Kingston-Frontenac10 protocol states, In the spirit of collaboration, it is 
important to recognize that there is a role for police in providing assistance to child protection 
workers for those investigations where the child protection worker has a concern about safety.” 
 
A different approach to policing for social services is taken by the U.S. State of New Jersey, 
which since the 1890’s has had a special police department within the Department of Human 
Services to protect workers and clients.11 

 
There is a considerable literature on inter-agency collaboration in child protection services. While  
this has been geared to child and family protection rather than worker safety, recommended good 
practice is relevant to this project.  For example, in its web page on Interagency Collaboration12, the 
Child Welfare Information Gateway recommends the following features of collaboration.  These are 
applicable, not only to collaboration with other services, but among CASs as well: 
 

 “Governance structures that focus on visioning, strategic planning, policy and 
practice changes, monitoring, and financing… 

 Management structures that promote interagency collaboration at administrative and 
frontline levels both within and between organizations… 

 Communication that creates an open and credible process and identifies and 
addresses challenges to implementing collaborative processes...” 
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1.4 Organizational culture and open communication 
 
As stated in the National Association of Social Workers (NASW)Guidelines for Social Worker 
Safety,13 “agencies that employ social workers should establish and maintain an organizational 
culture that promotes safety and security for their staff.” Organizational culture is widely 
recognized as the keystone of workplace health and safety, in relation to violence and all other 
health and safety issues.  A vast body of literature provides evidence14 that safety culture (and 
the related concept of safety climate) is strongly linked to successful safety outcomes. While 
creation of an overall safety culture is beyond the scope of this project, implementation of 
specific programs can help to build such a culture by engaging workers and demonstrating 
management commitment to their health and safety. A study by Zohar and Stuewe15 argues that 
safety culture can be changed if supervisors, backed by strong leadership, are actively engaged 
in promoting safety.  A study by Hale16 reported that safety culture can be improved through 
interventions characterized by:  

 Energy, creativity and support; 

 Engagement and empowerment of the workforce in a learning/change process; 

 Training and motivating managers; 

 A planned and systematic approach. 
 
 

2. Worker/Management Commitment & Worker Safety  
 
A written worker safety/violence prevention program is required by Ontario law and is the 
foundation of violence prevention efforts.  A number of key reference works set out standards 
and guidelines for essential elements and features of the program. These emphasize the 
importance of management commitment to safety and of worker empowerment and involvement.   

 

 

A good safety culture begins with demonstrated commitment from senior 
management. It is a foundational factor for better worker safety, requiring 
open communication and support for workers. This requires management 

and supervisor readiness to listen to worker concerns and worker 
confidence that raising issues will not harm their job standing. 
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2.1 Standards, Policies and Programs 

 
Resources that set forth the elements of a comprehensive worker safety/anti-violence program 
include the NASW Guidelines for Social Worker Safety, U.S. Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration (OSHA)Guidelines for Preventing Workplace Violence for Health Care and Social 
Service Workers17and the Occupational Health and Safety Council of Ontario (OHSCO)Toolbox: 
Developing Workplace Violence and Harassment Programs.18Books by Weinger19 and Newhill20 
are acknowledged as leading references in overall violence prevention programs, and provide 
good details on key elements of safety program.  
 
These resources set forth key principles of worker protection, providing standards, resources 
and examples.  The NASW guidelines, for example, outline11 standards specific to social work 
that cover the major elements of a worker safety program. 
 
Examples of worker safety programs that address most of these elements can be found among 
Ontario CASs and child protection services in other provinces and jurisdictions.  For example, 
the Children’s Aid Society of Toronto’s Worker Safety Handbook sets out a comprehensive 
health and safety policy encompassing roles and responsibilities, Joint Health and Safety 
Committees, health precautions, incident reporting, risk assessment, field visit protocols and 
emergency planning. 
 
The first of the NASW safety standards, cited above in relation to organizational culture, calls for, 
among other things, “safety policies that provide an oral and written commitment by agency 
leadership to promote the safety of all staff, including support, paraprofessional, and professional 
staff.”  Saskatchewan’s Ministry of Social Services Violence Policy provides a particularly good 
example in its unequivocal statements in support of worker safety, including the following:   
 

1. “All incidents of workplace threats or acts of violence shall be taken seriously.  
Allegations of violent acts (direct, indirect or unintentional) shall be responded to 
promptly, fairly and effectively. 

2. All employees have the right to be treated fairly, and work in a respectful 
workplace. As an employer, the Ministry expects that all employees shall interact 
respectfully with all clients, fellow employees, stakeholders and the public. 
Employees shall not cause or participate in a violent or potentially violent act 
against another person(s) or property. 

3. When an incident occurs, the safety, security, and psychological well-being of the 
employee and others in the area shall be the prime concern. 

4. Employees who are the subject of, or a witness to, a violent incident are required to 
immediately report the incident to their supervisor/manager.” 
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2.2 Management Commitment and Supervision 
 
The OSHA guidelines list management commitment, together with employee involvement, as 
one of the five components of an anti-violence program.  As stated in these guidelines: 
 

“Management commitment, including the endorsement and visible involvement of top 
management, provides the motivation and resources to deal effectively with workplace 
violence.”  The guidelines go on to list seven ways in which this commitment should be 
demonstrated, three of which address ensuring accountability and managerial/supervisory 
responsibility: 

 Assigning responsibility for the various aspects of the workplace violence prevention 
program to ensure that all managers, supervisors and employees understand their 
obligations; 

 Allocating appropriate authority and resources to all responsible parties; 

 Maintaining a system of accountability for involved managers, supervisors and 
employees. 

 
As suggested by these guidelines, supportive supervision is a major indicator of management 
commitment and a determinant of a good safety culture. In a general health and safety context, 
Zohar and Luria (2003)21 have demonstrated that supervisors’ interactions with their staff on 
safety matters can significantly improve safety climate (a measure of safety culture).  
 
Good examples of worker safety programs place clear expectations on supervisors for program 
elements.  Given the important role of the supervisor in the child protection context, many of the 
safety resources reviewed were explicit in setting out requirements for workers to consult with 
their supervisors on key work activities.   
 
The Saskatchewan Ministry of Social Services Violence Policy is particularly detailed in its 
expectations of supervisors to take specific actions related to elements of the safety program. 
Examples include the following:  
 

“The supervisor/manager shall: 

 Ensure all staff are informed of the Ministry’s Violence policy and local workplace 
violence protocols. 

 Orientate new staff to the policy and other safety protocols in accordance with the On-
Boarding Orientation checklist. 

 Review the local workplace Violence Protocols at least annually with staff. 

 Ensure that offices and interview rooms are inspected quarterly for safe exits and 
operating buzzers, ensuring they are easily accessible to staff. 

 Ensure that reception employees have a copy the local violence protocols and that roles 
for unit staff and administrative/support staff are identified. 

 Conduct a post-incident review to ensure that the incident is appropriately analyzed and 
a continuous learning and preventive approach is determined and to re-assure 
employees that support is available to them should they require it. 

 Develop a plan for corrective actions to mitigate future incidents. 

 Assessing the need and nature of post-incident follow-up support for the employee to 
determine if there are immediate psychological or physical needs, such as shock or injury.” 
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A program produced by the National Resource Center for Family Centered Practice at the 
University of Iowa (University of Iowa 2009)22 sets out supervisor competencies and useful 
training materials on child protection supervisors’ responsibilities, including those for health and 
safety.  The module on “promoting safety and resilience” includes the following supervisor 
competencies:  

 Understands the origins and consequences of work-related stress and models coping 
skills to manage such stresses. 

 Recognizes indicators of potential danger and employs strategies to enhance staff safety 
on-the-job. 

 Coaches and models how to maintain professional boundaries when working with clients. 

 Promotes peer support and team building with peers. 

 Understands the importance of professional collaboration, as needed; and requests 
assistance appropriately. 

 Promotes staff resilience and healing in managing the difficult work. 

 Deals effectively with emotional needs around the many issues of crisis and utilizes the -
`Crisis Response Protocol. 

 
 

 
2.3 Worker Participation 
 

Worker participation is widely recognized as key to successful health and safety programs and is 
a foundation of Ontario’s Internal Responsibility System (IRS). In addition to employee 
involvement in program elements such as training and joint health and safety committees, 
participation of workers in program development creates a greater sense of ownership and buy-
in, and has been demonstrably linked to better safety performance.23 
 
Making use of the experiential knowledge of front line workers has been identified in research 
literature as an important element in approaches to worker safety.  Baines24 has termed this 
“praxis” and “tacit skills” and describes how it may be lost in the transition to new management 
practices. In a different context, Green25 describes how the local knowledge of rural workers in 
Australia helped them to deal with potential conflict.  In their review of risk factors and 
interventions for violence to workers in the health care sector, Lipscomb and El Ghaziri also 
emphasize the importance of harnessing the knowledge of front-line workers, observing that:  

“Several studies strongly suggest that a comprehensive and participatory 
approach to violence prevention in health care is necessary to reduce 
workplace violence. The importance of including front-line workers in violence-
prevention programming and research cannot be underestimated…Front-line 
workers…are often in the best position to assess and evaluate behaviors and 
individual patient triggers. Their expertise is needed and therefore they should 
be actively recruited to serve on violence-prevention and health and safety 
committees.” 
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A resilience program developed by the New York City Administration for Children’s Services in 
partnership with New York University (ACS-NYU)26(whose content is addressed in Section 6), 
provides a good example of staff engagement at all levels in development and implementation. 
In their manual, the program  developers describe how they prepared for their program by 
eliciting staff and management buy-in before program launch:  

“Before the most recent Resilience Alliance cycle, we met separately with the Zone’s 
supervisors and managers to brief them on the intervention and how our efforts 
would support their ongoing work. This framing is critical: given the workload-related 
demands on child welfare staff, anything that is perceived as a luxury, or as 
competing with other system demands, will not be successful…  discussing the 
intervention with the supervisors and managers before the formal roll-out allowed us 
to address any questions or concerns they had and make adjustments as necessary. 
 
…we held two pre-intervention meetings with all [staff] members…to introduce them 
to the concepts of secondary traumatic stress and resilience, describe the 
intervention, and give a high-level review of some of the main themes of the 
intervention. We also used this opportunity to talk about the data that we would be 
collecting before, during and after the intervention, and to answer any questions 
people had about the intervention or the research. We found these meetings to be 
very useful in preparing people for the intervention and helping them understand its 
relevance to their day-to-day work. By getting their support beforehand, we 
demonstrated respect for their time, questions and concerns, and began the process 
of providing support back to them.” 
 

 
 

The Internal Responsibility System (IRS) is a founding principle of Ontario 
occupational health legislation. It emphasizes resolution of OHS issues 
within the workplace, with key rights and responsibilities provided for 

workers and their unions, and management.  A central mechanism for IRS 
is the Joint Health and Safety Committee, (JHSC) which has legislated 

rights and responsibilities for both worker and manager members. 
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2.4 Program Audits and Evaluation 
 
Establishment of a worker safety program will accomplish little in the absence of systems to 
ensure the program is implemented, evaluated and modified in a cycle of continuous 
improvement.  Program evaluation is important to a successful worker safety program, especially 
in the absence of good research evidence for best practices.  As stated in the U.S. OSHA 
Guideline, “Recordkeeping and evaluation of the violence prevention program are necessary to 
determine its overall effectiveness and identify any deficiencies or changes that should be 
made.” 
 
Successful programs will emerge through a process of evaluation and continuous improvement. 
Benchmarking processes among similar organizations, such as that used by the Ontario Hospital 
Association,27 have proven to be effective in continuous improvement programs and may prove 
useful in the child protection system. Some CAS’s have participated in the Ontario Leading 
Indicators Project (Institute for Work and Health)28 which provides organizations with benchmarking 
reports on a number of health and safety program elements such as health and safety practices, 
health and safety leadership, and health and safety management system.  
 
There is a danger, however, that audits can become a paper exercise that obscure what is actually 
happening in practice.  This was described well by Blewett and O’Keefe29 in a paper with the 
intriguing title "Weighing the pig never made it heavier: Auditing OHS, social auditing as verification 
of process in Australia."  Social audits, like financial and social audits, they warn, “are subject to 
failure: unintentional errors, deliberate fraud, financial interests causing undue influence, and undue 
influence from personal relationships between the auditor and client.” 

 
To these, they add five other factors: 

 
“lack of worker participation; paperwork for the sake of the audit; goal displacement 
of audit scoring; confusion of audit criteria; and lack of auditor independence and 
skill. There has been a shift in focus [where]: the current demand and preparation for 
auditing distracts organizations from the primary goal of making the workplace 
healthy and safe.” 

 
While it is wise to heed Blewitt’s caution, it is also very inadvisable to avoid all assessment of 
how well a program is working.  It is especially important to evaluate innovative new programs so 
that best practices can emerge.  The ACS-NYU resilience program provides a good example, 
not just of resilience programs and staff engagement, but of program evaluation efforts. 
 
 

While written policies and procedures are important to a good  
safety program, they will be of little use if they are not rigorously 

implemented.  Programs should be regularly audited and evaluated  
to ensure that policies and procedures are put into practice and 

working regularly as intended. 
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3. Risk Assessment for Worker Safety 
 

Good worker safety programs entail rigorous analysis of hazards and assessment of risks at a 
system level.  This is different from the situational analysis discussed in Section #5.  Hazard is a 
condition or agent that may cause harm, while risk assessment is an evaluation of the degree of 
harm the hazard may cause and the likelihood that it will do so. Risk assessment requires 
calculations of two components of risk: the magnitude of the potential injury and the probability 
that the injury will occur. Risk assessment should be an ongoing process of learning from 
experience, to feed into a continuous improvement loop. 
 
The Ontario Occupational Health and Safety Act requires employers to “assess the risk of 
workplace violence that may arise from the nature of the workplace, type of work or conditions of 
work.”  With respect to the scope of this project, this requirement implies the need to assess the 
physical and social working conditions and potential for worker injury or client violence 
associated with work activities. Regular workplace inspections should be conducted and where 
applicable, identified deficiencies should be considered as part of the risk assessment.   
 
Procedures for conducting a systematic hazard assessment are addressed in a number of 
resources, including the OHSCO violence prevention toolbox, and the OSHA guidelines. Both 
have several checklists that can be used to help with this assessment. Useful checklists are also 
appended to the Saskatchewan MSS Violence Policy.  
 
The US OSHA guidelines recommend conducting periodic employee surveys, such as the one 
conducted for this current Ontario Worker Safety project, to aid in risk assessment.  
 

Advice on risk assessment provided by these guides includes the need to:  

1. Analyze incidents, including the characteristics of perpetrators and circumstances where 
violence may occur.  

2. Identify jobs, procedures and locations with the greatest risk of violence. An example is 
provided by the Saskatchewan Ministry of Social Services (SMSS) Violence Policy30 which 
classifies jobs into the following risk categories:  

 

Low-Risk Jobs 
(Minimal client contact) 

Medium-Risk Jobs 
(Mainly verbal client contact) 

High-Risk Jobs 
(Close physical client interactions) 

 Senior Management 
 Administrative/clerical 

office  
 Policy consultants 
 Office cleaning staff 
 

 Client Contact Centre 
 Dietary, Laundry and 

Housekeeping staff in 
residential facilities 

 Direct care workers  
 Child Protection workers and those 

conducting home visits/assessments 
 Income Assistance workers 
 Employees working directly with cash 
 Working in close proximity with 

children/adults with intellectual 
disabilities 

 
3. Identify high risk client factors; these can be used to flag high risk situations, as discussed in 

Section5 of this report. 

4. Evaluate existing security measures and the physical environment:  

A study by McPhaul31 describes a process for assessing the physical environment which can 
be a useful model for risk assessments.  It included meetings and information gathering with 
staff and a list of environmental factors to assess.  

5. Evaluate existing preventive measures including policies, procedures and training.  Assess 
the extent to which employees are prepared to deal with threats and violence.  

 



 

Study of Worker Safety in Ontario Children’s Aid Societies:   
Appendix A:  Best Practices Report – July 31, 2014  14 

Data that should regularly be reviewed by health and safety staff and the Joint Health and Safety 
Committee include injury and incident reports, reports on near misses, and results of workplace 
inspections.  
 
Risk assessments should be reviewed at least annually and whenever circumstances change, 
and updated as needed. These should incorporate information on an annual Health and Safety 
Review, such as the annual reviews conducted by Windsor-Essex CAS (WECAS).32 
 
The anti-violence program must provide for incident reporting, tracking and analysis. The 
Northwest Territories Health and Social Services (NWTHSS) Child Protection Worker Safety 
Guidelines (Standard 2.5C), for example, require all incidents to be reported, stating that: 

“Any incident that occurs while performing Child Protection Worker duties which 
results in a worker sustaining an actual or potential injury must be reported to WCB 
and recorded with Form 2.5C. Child Protection Worker Safety Incident Report (SIR). 
All Safety Incident Report Forms will be tracked and communicated to the Director of 
Child and Family Services on a monthly basis.”(In addition to the incident reporting 
form, NWTHSS also has a form for the monthly incident summary.) 

 
An important aid to risk assessment is a systematic and periodic review of data and incidents, 
including threats and “near misses.” This requires a good system of reporting, data retention and 
follow-up.  A good example of a data collection system is an incident reporting system developed 
by the Toronto Board of Education.33  Users can input the data online, resulting in a searchable 
and sortable data base that can be used to analyze hazards and flag potential dangers. 
 
 

4. Physical Environment and Technology 
 

There is a large body of literature on crime prevention through physical design, expressed 
through its own discipline, abbreviated as CPTED (Crime Prevention Through Environmental 
Design.34  CPTED Guidelines cover issues such as natural surveillance, access, layout, and 
maintenance that may be relevant to agency offices. Much of the reference materials previous 
cited (e.g. Weinger, OSHA, Ontario toolbox, NASW, McPhaul) reference good material on other 
aspects of the physical environment important in preventing violence.  These include avoidance 
of items that can be used as weapons, sight lines, visibility of worker-client interactions, and 
room placement of client and worker.  
 
Communications and alarm technology are critical elements of worker protection. The NASW 
standards devote 2 of its 11standards to technology: 

 Standard 4. Use of Safety Technology: Organizations that employ social workers 
should use technology appropriately and effectively to minimize risk, and 

 Standard 5. Use of Mobile Phones: Social workers should be provided with 
mobile phones to promote their safety in the field. 

 
With regard to mobile phones, the NASW standards advise that wherever possible, social workers 
should use agency phones, rather than personal phones, to reduce exposure of their personal 
information. The NASW standards also list a number of practices to enhance safety when using 
mobile phones, such as keeping them fully charged (with a charger in the car),  having emergency 
contacts on speed dial and keeping GPS enabled when in the field.  
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Child service workers are not alone in needing good communications while working alone, and 
often in remote areas out of cell phone range.  Working alone legislation in some jurisdictions has 
helped stimulate demand for such technology.  The health and safety literature reports new 
technologies coming on stream to enable alarms and checks on workers in remote locations, which 
has been of particular interest to Alberta’s oil and gas industry.35 The website of the Suzy Lamplugh 
Trust in Britain, formed in response to the murder of a real estate agent, lists a variety of 
smartphone apps to help workers who work alone, including several to enable check-ins and 
alarms.36  Also, in an era of constantly evolving technology, a number of companies market panic 
button fobs and similar devices through which field workers can send emergency alarms.37 

 
Windsor-Essex CAS (WECAS) has implemented a package of technology solutions to safety 
problems.  These include the REACH mobility system which enables closer contact between 
field workers and their supervisors in the office.38Other technology solutions implemented by 
WECAS include:  

1. Video surveillance equipment on the exterior and interior of the buildings. 

2. An LED lighting system around the exterior of the main office building. 

3. Panic Stations located at strategic locations around the outside of the main building.  If one 
of these stations is initiated, a Code Orange alarm will sound that can be heard in the 
building and the parking lot.  Lobby doors are automatically locked to prevent entry to the 
building.  

4. Workers are provided with an IPhone equipped with an emergency call button compatible 
with the Reach Mobility system.   

5. Panic pendants for staff who are interviewing high risk clients/supervising high risk visits 
within the building. 

6. Two-way radios are available for staff to use during access visits to call for back up when 
needed. 

7. Emergency pull stations available around the designated areas of the building to initiate a 
Code White, which sounds an alarm that can be heard in the building and the parking lot.  

8. All staff areas have restrictive access and require a swipe card to gain entry. 
 
 
 

Our research has suggested that technology solutions can be  
highly effective, for example, in aiding workers in the field (where 

cell coverage is satisfactory). However, strong management buy-in  
and full  participation from all workers and stakeholders is key to  
ensure that such technology is used effectively.  Field testing and 

evaluation by users is essential to make sure that technology  
works as intended. 
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5. Work Practices 
 
This element is the most extensive and complex, encompassing procedures, practices and 
protocols governing all aspects of client interactions.  These have been grouped into four areas:  
Situational risk assessment; Client contact protocols; Incident response; and Field work 
precautions. 

 
 
5.1 Situational Risk Assessment to aid the Safety of Child Protection Workers 

 
This component of our framework relates to how the CAS and individual workers evaluate 
whether a given interaction presents a risk of violence.  There is a vast amount of research and 
guidance available on this topic.  Newhill is particularly valuable and has made useful 
distinctions between risk factors (predictive of violence), risk markers (associative indicators) and 
triggers (circumstances that may increase the likelihood that violence will flare up).   
 
Systematic risk assessment, as discussed in Section 3 above, is an important precursor to 
identifying risk factors, markers and triggers that will alert staff to potentially violent situations.  
Organizations address this in a variety of ways, such as flags in client files and checklists to help 
assess violence potential for a particular visit or interaction.  
 
Weinger urges that the risk assessment consider client signals, environmental signals and 
internal signals (from within the worker him/herself, i.e., 'gut feelings').  Client signals may 
include factors associated with client history and characteristics, and client behaviour.  Weinger 
presents a literature review of client behaviour that may signal aggression.  With respect to client 
signals, she and Newhill recommend a client interview process designed, in part, to elicit signs of 
violent potential.  Both note that the single greatest predictor of violence is a history of violence.  
Other factors they cite as associated with increased risk are mental illness, substance abuse and 
having been a victim of child abuse.   
 
Luck, Jackson and Usher39 present a suite of signals with the acronym "STAMP" that they report 
are predictors of violent potential among hospital patients.  These include prolonged staring, 
mumbling, and pacing.  
 
Most of the safety protocols and manuals reviewed provided for client risk assessment before 
the worker enters a potentially risk situation.  The MCYS Child Protection standards require an 
initial investigation based on referral screening to determine the risk level of a situation before 
face-to-face contact.  Newfoundland/Labrador Child, Youth and Family Services (NLCYFS) 
requires a risk assessment for to be completed for each client prior to making a home visit.40 
 
Numerous organizations have aids and checklists to help assess environmental risk factors and 
signals, especially with regard to client home visits and transportation of clients.  For example, 
Northwest Territories Health and Social Services (NWTHSS) requires child protection workers to 
complete a Community Visit Safety Assessment Tool for every community visit they are required 
to perform.  Some CASs have developed detailed risk assessments to aid in pre-home visit 
assessment, including factors such as fire, safety and chemical hazards and hazards impeding 
emergency response.41 
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Martin Smith42 discusses how what Weinger calls “internal signals” should be heeded: “The need 
for managers and supervisors to be mindful of inner processes which can have a far more 
profound impact than any outer visible event when attempting to support and help workers who 
have been threatened and/or traumatized is apparent.” He provides examples of highly 
experienced social workers who have “gut feelings” about the danger of situations they 
encounter, echoing a point made in Malcolm Gladwell’s Blink43 that the “split second” decisions 
made by experts are often based on the unconscious processing of years of accumulated 
experience.  
 
Lipscomb and El Ghaziri present evidence that electronic flagging of patients with a history of 
violence, combined with increased security measures for those patients, led to a 90% reduction 
in assaults in a health care institution. These results point to the importance of documenting and 
debriefing client history for case workers. The Child Protection Information Network (CPIN)44 
currently being instituted in Ontario will enable sharing client information that can be of 
assistance in flagging high risks. 
 
 

5.2 Client Contact Protocols 
 

Risk assessment is of little value unless practices and procedures are adopted to address the 
risks identified.  A primary emphasis of safety and procedural manuals is the preparation of 
workers to deal with high risk situations.  
 
Components of these procedures include:  pre-planning and consultation with supervisor; 
precautions for high risk situations; safety precautions for client interactions; and client 
transportation procedures. 
 
a. Pre-planning and supervisor consultation 

 
Most manuals require that a safety plan be developed before proceeding with a high risk 
interaction. Workers are usually required to consult with their supervisor prior to a client visit 
or interaction if the risk assessment reveals any high risk factors.  The NWTHSS risk 
assessment form,45 for example, states that if any risk factors are checked off, the worker is 
required to consult with the supervisor.  The form includes a section in which the supervisor 
indicates the results of this consultation.  The CAST safety manual states:  “When you have 
determined that there is a risk to your safety, immediately consult with your supervisor to 
devise a safety plan for you before proceeding.” 
 
 
 

A key element for effective collaboration between workers, supervisors  
and the CAS generally is open and 'fear free' communications – so 

workers do not need to fear retaliation for raising issues.  This may point 
to a need for non-management mechanisms, such as peer support 

programs operated by the bargaining units or a third party. 
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b. Precautions for high risks 
 
The safety precautions to be observed in a given situation are often at the supervisor’s 
discretion although some of the manuals reviewed require specific procedures for high or 
unknown risks. Options for these precautions include avoiding the need for a home visit (e.g. 
requiring the client to come to the office), scheduling high risk visits only during regular 
business hours, co-teaming (two or more workers make the visit) or police accompaniment. 
NLCYFS guidelines require that unknown or new clients, or those known to be aggressive, 
not be seen alone outside of routine hours.  
 
With regard to co-teaming or police accompaniment the CAST handbook is more explicit 
than many guidelines, stating:  
 

“When considerable personal risk has been established, the supervisor will 
identify and direct another person to co-team with you… You must be 
accompanied when the following factors are in place: recent random violence in 
the area, recent evidence of drug dealing, evidence of active mental health 
concerns with the client, client with a criminal record (in the past 5 years) for 
violent offences, threats made by a client. “ 

 
Lone worker policies for UK National Health Service agencies, in following the NHS Lone 
Worker guidelines,46 generally require accompaniment where there is a history of violence or 
a high risk is otherwise identified.  
 
In contrast to most jurisdictions, the U.S. state of Michigan has a law requiring co-teaming or 
police escort in high risk situations.  Its Bill 4099 states:  
 

“If a department employee who is required to perform a field investigation or 
home visit has documented a risk that leads to a reasonable apprehension 
regarding the safety of performing a field investigation or home visit, that 
employee shall complete the field investigation or home visit with another 
department employee who has been trained as required in subsection (1) or with 
a law enforcement officer.” 

 
 
 

Policy and research documents examined strongly recommended co-
teaming in child protection, especially in high-risk situations. 

Co-teaming was recommended in the recent Ontario government inquest 
on the Jeffrey Baldwin death. The key challenge for agencies is obtaining 
better information on clients, and designing good criteria for co-teaming.1 

  

                                                            
1 Co-teaming is defined here to include accompaniment by other CAS workers, or police where appropriate.  SPR 

recommends that a starting point is to defining criteria for co-teaming, for example, that it be applied where risk is known 
to be high (e.g. a client history of violence), where the level of risk is unknown and in child apprehensions generally. 



 

Study of Worker Safety in Ontario Children’s Aid Societies:   
Appendix A:  Best Practices Report – July 31, 2014  19 

 
c. Safety precautions for client interactions 

i. Managing client expectations 
 
One element of client interactions is to manage client expectations and inform them in 
advance what they may expect – a “no surprises” approach. Some child service agencies 
provide information brochures and materials for clients to aid in doing this.  An example can 
be seen in CAST’s Fact Sheet on CAST’s Responsibilities and Client Rights.   
 

ii. Safety precautions for home visits 
 
Guidance on home visit procedures is a major element in worker protection and there are 
many guides advising safety precautions, such as the Pittsburgh “Safety tips for home 
visitors” and other resources listed on the web site of the Milwaukee Child Welfare 
partnership,47 which cover topics such as clothing, vehicle preparation, physical safety tips 
within a client’s home, and dealing with pets. The CAST safety manual advises workers to 
leave the home under the following circumstances:  

 Someone threatens you verbally or physically 
 Someone is exhibiting irrational behaviour or questionable mental health  
 Someone is under the influence of drugs or alcohol 
 An animal, such as a dog, threatens your safety and the client refuses to contain the 

animal in another room while you are there 
 Someone is inappropriately dressed 
 Whenever you feel threatened 

 
iii. Security for agency offices 

 
A number of manuals, e.g. CAST, NLCYFS, mention contacting building security when 
problems are encountered during office contact with clients.  However, no mention has been 
found in the materials about when security personnel are hired to provide protection in 
agency offices.  Practices regarding office security personnel vary, and except for the New 
Jersey dedicated Human Services Police, there does not seem to be a systematic approach 
to hiring security personnel. 

 
 

The study team found little information on how clients are informed  
about the role and powers of the child protection worker, suggesting  

this as an area for research and program development, to avoid  
client violence as a result of misunderstandings.  
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iv. De-escalating and avoiding conflict 

 
Guidance for workers on defusing and de-escalating conflict is another important element in 
protecting worker safety.  The Saskatchewan Violence Protocols and the resources listed on 
the Milwaukee web site mentioned above have suggestions on de-escalation, and Weinger’s 
and Newhill’s books offer extended discussion on de-escalating violence.  A useful article on 
working with aggressive adolescents is presented in Children’s Services Practice Notes,48 
published by the North Carolina Division of Social Services.  The NASW has useful 
suggestions for de-escalation on its web site,49 including advice on physical stance and 
gestures, and how to hold a “de-escalation discussion.”  “Janet Nelson, who offers courses 
in self-defense, sells a manual on Everyday Self Defense for Social Workers, which includes 
de-escalation and violence avoidance advice.50 
 

v. Controlling biological hazards 
 
A non-violence-related aspect of client interaction is prevention of infection, infestation 
contamination which may result from contacts with some clients. This is addressed in a 
number of health and safety manuals and policies.  The Best Practice Guidance for Social 
Worker Well-Being, by the North Carolina Division of Social Services,51 offers good advice 
on blood-borne pathogens. The NWT HSS has a Blood-borne Pathogens standard that 
states: “All Child and Family Services Authorities in the NWT must have protocols in place 
that provide direction and management guidelines for working with children living with 
HIV/Aids and other blood-borne pathogens.  These protocols are set up in accordance with 
the Department of Health and Social Services HIV/AIDS Manual established March 
2006.”This is supplemented by a guidance document on preventing exposure to bloodborne 
pathogens. 
 
 
 
 
 

It is important that children’s services workers develop self- 
protection skills.  Self-protection does not imply martial arts or  
fighting techniques.  It entails a spectrum of responses to avoid 
violence, including risk assessment, de-escalation, leaving or  
avoiding dangerous situations and, where necessary, physical 

maneuvers to prevent injury.   
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d. Transportation of clients 
 

Transporting clients is a child protection function that entails particular risks, as 
acknowledged in the NASW standards, whose Standard #7 states, “Social workers should 
acknowledge particular safety concerns when transporting clients.”The standard goes on to 
list precautions that should be observed during client transport.  
 

 Consistent with this standard, WECAS has a Transportation of Children policy52 that states:  
 

“The Windsor–Essex Children’s Aid Society will take all appropriate measures to 
ensure the personal safety of every employee during the course of transporting 
children. The Society shall provide appropriate orientation and training to all 
those employees that transport children. The Society shall ensure that safety 
plans are developed with the employee to mitigate all potential risks. Factors to 
be considered in the safety plan include:  

 All risk factors currently present; 

 All historical risk factors; 

 The use of more than one worker in the transportation; 

 The seating in the vehicle of workers; 

 The type of vehicle utilized in the transportation; 

 Requests for police assistance; 

 Consideration to alternative modalities of transportation; 

 Length of driving time; 

 Time of departure and arrival; 

 Overnight stays for the worker if the driving time exceeds an 8-hour day.” 
 
Similar provisions are required in an advice note on transporting children and families by the 
Victoria Australia Department of Human Services,53 which has established a Secure Welfare 
Transport Service for the safe transport of young people placed in secure welfare service or 
who are being transported to court.   
 
 

5.3 Incident Response 
 

This component comprises the following: Emergency response, Response to threats and 
harassment, including stalking, email, internet and telephone, and post-incident response. 

 
a. Emergency response 

 
An Emergency Response Plan for responding to violent incidents or threatening situations is an 
essential component of a violence program and is covered in many of the safety materials 
reviewed.  The CAST safety manual, for example, has a Crisis Safety Protocol and establishes 
procedures for reception areas.  All reception areas and interview spaces are equipped with 
“panic” buttons that alert the branch to a situation when a worker is threatened. Codes are also 
established to signal a variety of threats. Regular emergency drills are held. The Saskatchewan 
MSS and Newfoundland/Labrador CYFS protocols also provide details on response to incidents 
and threats. The NLCYFS protocols require that police be contacted if there are fights, assaults, 
bomb threats, use of weapons or fights.  Most organizations use alarm technology such as 
“panic buttons” to sound an alarm inside the office.   
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b. Response to threats and harassment 

 
Most guidelines and manuals include procedures for responding to bomb and other telephone 
threats.  Addressing email threats and internet harassment is less common, though the 
Saskatchewan Local Violence Protocols address threatening emails.  None of the manuals we 
have reviewed have addressed how to deal with stalking or harassing web sites and Facebook 
pages.  
 
c. Post-incident response 

 
Manuals and policies, such as WECAS’ Violence Policy and Saskatchewan’s Local Violence 
Protocols, set out provisions for post-incident reporting and investigation. Guidance material 
stresses the importance of reviewing and analyzing incidents, in order to correct any gaps in the 
safety program.  
 
Unlike some U.S. states such as New York, Canada does not have specific provisions regarding 
criminal charges for assaults on social service workers, and the Canadian manuals reviewed say 
little about criminal charges against perpetrators. In contrast, on-line training for health-care 
workers offered by the U.S. National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH)54 
states that:  “nurses are encouraged to consider filing criminal complaints with law enforcement 
against perpetrators when circumstances warrant. This will depend on the degree of injury and 
the perpetrator's cognitive status, as well as the injured person's willingness to testify, since a 
grueling court case might result in re-victimization.” 

 
Post-incident response includes psychosocial supports to the worker, which are addressed in 
Section 6. 

 
 
5.4 Field Work and Working Alone Precautions 
 

A system for tracking scheduled visits and the location of field workers is a component of most 
agencies’ safety plans.  NWTHSS, for example, uses sign in/sign out forms that child protection 
workers must complete to inform a Designated Contact Person of their planned visits.  WECAS 
uses the electronic REACH mobility system governed by its “sign-in, sign-out” policy to ensure 
that the whereabouts of workers are known.  Workers are required to inform the office of their 
status at all times using the REACH system, or by telephone if the REACH system is not 
available. Administrative staff and supervisors must check that all staff is accounted for.  
 
Road safety is another major concern, especially for agencies serving remote areas. Most 
manuals (e.g. NLCYFS) provide vehicle safety and travel guidelines.  A particular concern is staff 
who are out of cell phone reach.  A variety of companies provide technology solutions for GPS 
tracking and contact with lone workers.55 
 
The UK National Health Services guide, Not Alone, provides guidance on choosing an electronic 
communications/worker tracking or alarm system, as well as procedural measures to ensure that 
the location of workers can be traced.   
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“Buddy systems” have been proposed as one way of improving contact with (and thus potential 
supports for) lone workers. As described in U.K. NHS’ Not Alone: 

“To operate the buddy system, an organization must [first] ensure that a lone worker 
nominates a buddy.  This is a person who is their nominated contact for the period in 
which they will be working alone.  The nominated buddy will:  

 Be fully aware of the movements of the lone worker;  

 Have all necessary contact details for the lone worker, including next of kin;  

 Have details of the lone worker’s known breaks or rest periods;  

 Attempt to contact the lone worker if they do not contact the buddy as agreed; 

 Follow the agreed local escalation procedures for alerting their senior manager and/or the 
police if the lone worker cannot be contacted, or if they fail to contact their buddy within 
agreed and reasonable timescales. 

 
The following are essential to the effective operation of the buddy system:  

 The buddy must be made aware that they have been nominated and the procedures and 
requirement for this role; 

 Contingency arrangements should be in place for someone else to take over the role of 
the buddy in case the nominated person is unavailable. For example, if the lone working 
situation extends past the end of the nominated person’s normal working day or shift, if 
the shift varies, or if the nominated person is away on annual leave or off sick.” 
 

Placing responsibility on a “buddy” has its drawbacks, as the buddy may not be available or may 
encounter work conflicts between their own job duties and their obligations to the buddy. This 
system may be considered as a supplement to, rather than a replacement for, a worker tracking 
system monitored by the office and management.  

 
 
 
 

Research suggests that the client home is usually the front-line in 
guarding the safety of child protection workers.  Priority should be  
placed on finding ways – where co-teaming is not possible – to use 

technology to monitor the safety of workers when they visit client homes.  
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6. Psychosocial Support for Worker Safety 
 

This element of the framework addresses supports to mitigate psychosocial effects of child 
protection work.  Adverse psychosocial effects may arise as the aftermath of direct experience of 
a traumatic incident (post-traumatic stress disorder or PTSD), from witnessing or hearing about 
an incident (secondary or vicarious trauma, most severely from the death of a child), or from 
accumulated stressors such as overwork.  Smith56 points out that threats or perceptions of harm 
can be as hazardous to psychosocial health as an actual event.  
 
The practice brief of the ACS-NYU Resilience Alliance offers the following description of 
stressors faced by child protection workers:  
 

“Child welfare staff… must react to crisis situations with incomplete information about 
what may lie ahead. In addition to the very real personal physical risks associated 
with responding to a report of suspected child abuse or neglect, there are risks of 
psychological injury when responding to situations involving children and families that 
are experiencing abuse, neglect, family and/or community violence… Secondary 
traumatic stress (STS), also known as vicarious trauma or compassion fatigue, refers 
to the experience of people — usually professionals — who are exposed to others’ 
traumatic stories and as a result can develop their own traumatic symptoms and 
reactions. Child welfare staff have to deal with both direct and secondary exposure to 
dangerous situations.  Child welfare staff are susceptible to STS and occupational 
stress because of the vulnerable nature of their clients, the unpredictable nature of 
their jobs, the culture of their workplaces and their relative lack of physical and 
psychological protection.” 

 
Baines57 reports on other stressors in social service work, concluding from a case study that 
overwork, stress and workplace violence emanate from the way that the work is organized. High 
rates of overtime and absenteeism, a sense of fear among staff due to management disciplinary 
models, and high levels of staff burnout create conditions in which clients are less likely to get 
dependable quality care and are more likely to lash out at child protection workers. The cycle of 
stress escalates when workers’ stress is unintentionally communicated to clients who react 
negatively. Baines advocates guidelines limiting the number of hours worked, and policies that 
promote self-care and taking vacation days. 
 

 

Building workers' resilience  – increasing their ability to cope effectively 
with threat or violence– should be integral to safety programs.  
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There are a number of good resources on secondary or vicarious trauma.  Jon Conte58 has 
written articles and offers a PowerPoint presentation on Managing Vicarious Trauma, 
highlighting “the importance of taking preventative measures to properly prepare trauma workers 
through continued education and support in how-to process and manage their work with trauma 
victims, as well as the need to maintain low trauma caseloads and a supportive work 
environment and to encourage self-care to avoid burnout…”Conte’s advice for management of 
vicarious trauma includes worker self-awareness, discharge (an outlet for expressing) feelings, 
balance in work roles, limiting exposure to trauma, and the supervisor’s role as a “container for 
the supervisees’ reactions.  
 
Horwitz59 surveyed traumatic response among child protection workers, citing “proximity” to 
traumatic events as a major risk factor and reporting that supervisors may be at even greater risk 
than front line workers due to greater proximity: 
 

“The number of clients one learns about and the degree of responsibility one has for 
altering clients’ circumstances, each of which are greater for supervisors than for 
caseworkers, may be a more meaningful indicator of proximity to clients’ dilemmas 
than having a personal relationship with the clients.”   

 
Horwitz advises addressing such trauma through “trauma interventions [that]focus on minimizing 
on-going exposure to the events and helping workers both to process the experiences and to 
identify and manage any lingering trauma effects.”  In another survey on compassion fatigue 
among child protection workers by Hoeper,60 respondents also reported that emotional 
debriefing and support networks in and outside of work were helpful.  
 
The value of supervisor feedback was demonstrated in an evaluation study by Arnetz,61 who 
reports on a randomized control trial of 47 health-care workplaces where employees received 
“structured feedback” from supervisors following incidents.  In comparison facilities, incidents 
were reported without structured discussion.  They found that staff in the intervention workplaces 
reported better awareness of risk situations for violence, of how potentially violent situations 
could be avoided, and of how to deal with aggressive patients. 
 
Most of the safety and violence manuals and policies reviewed provide for worker support after a 
traumatic incident, but few address secondary trauma and other sources of stress. Post-incident 
support includes de-briefing and counselling by the worker’s supervisor, and offers of help 
through the Employee Assistance or peer support programs.  
 
Resources and programs on vicarious trauma and resilience include those offered by the 
Vicarious Trauma Institute,62 Headington Institute 63and Health Canada’s Guidebook on 
Vicarious Trauma.64 
 
A number of organizations offer programs on resilience, which the Headington institute defines 
as “the ability to bounce back or return to normal functioning after adversity.”  These include 
programs by the Headington Institute and the University of Iowa Supervisor Training Program.   
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Training to aid resilience will reduce the incidence of violence by allowing workers to better 
control client interactions.  By reducing violence, it will also reduce instances of secondary 
trauma.  
 
The Resilience Alliance project of ACS-NYU is one of the best documented programs reviewed.  
It appears to be a well-designed intervention, implemented through a collaborative staged 
process involving all levels of the organization.  It is one of the only programs reviewed that has 
been evaluated through a case-control study design. 
 
As described in the project’s practice brief: 
 

“The Resilience Alliance focuses on three core concepts — optimism, mastery and 
collaboration — and uses a combination of didactic and interactive components to 
first teach, and then help staff to apply, emotion regulation and other resilience-
related skills. The intervention’s structure allows participants to both have same-peer 
sessions and work unit-based sessions, which provide a safe space for staff to 
discuss challenges and concerns with their peers while maintaining a focus on the 
team. By using the work unit and larger work area as the context for learning and 
applying new skills and practices, the intervention fosters mutual social support and 
helps to improve the functioning and culture of the workplace.” 
 

 
The manual for the Resilience Alliance project, Promoting Resilience and Reducing Secondary 
Trauma among Child Welfare Staff, provides a detailed explanation of the program, including 
information on intervention delivery, facilitator preparation, stakeholder engagement and staff 
preparation, as well as program content.  The practice brief provides an overview of secondary 
trauma programs offered by other child welfare agencies, and offers the following 
recommendations for addressing secondary trauma among child protection workers:  

1. Prepare for the crises that will come; 

2. Target both the individual and the organization; 

3. Involve stakeholders at all levels of the organization; 

4. Integrate the intervention into existing structures and activities; 

5. Focus on concrete skills; 

6. Think beyond self-care; and 

7. Recognize success. 
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7. Training for Worker Safety 
 
Implementation of most other elements of our safety framework involves training in some form.  
Training is needed for everyone in the workplace, including top management, to ensure they 
understand their rights and responsibilities, safe work procedures, and how to operate 
technology and implement systems.  Training, however, is a necessary, but not sufficient 
element of worker safety.  It will be ineffective if used as a substitute for supportive systems and 
adequate resources.  This concern is voiced by Rosen65 who, writing from a labour perspective, 
believes that many staff training programs put the onus on individual worker skill to protect 
against violence, to the neglect of a comprehensive anti-violence program.  
 
The U.S. OSHA guidelines recommend that training include the following topics:  
 

1. The workplace violence prevention policy; 

2. Risk factors that cause or contribute to assaults; 

3. Early recognition of escalating behavior or recognition of warning signs or situations that 
may lead to assaults; 

4. Ways to prevent or diffuse volatile situations or aggressive behavior, manage anger, and 
appropriately use medications as chemical restraints; 

5. A standard response action plan for violent situations, including the availability of 
assistance, response to alarm systems, and communication procedures; 

6. Ways to deal with hostile people other than patients and clients, such as relatives and 
visitors; 

7. Progressive behavior control methods and safe methods to apply restraints; 

8. The location and operation of safety devices such as alarm systems, along with the 
required maintenance schedules and procedures; 

9. Ways to protect oneself and coworkers, including use of the "buddy system"; 

10. Policies and procedures for reporting and recordkeeping; 

11. Information on multicultural diversity to increase staff sensitivity to racial and ethnic 
issues and differences; 

12. Policies and procedures for obtaining medical care, counseling, workers' compensation 
or legal assistance after a violent episode or injury. 

 

A distinction can be made between training designed to impart information, such as policies and 
procedures, and skill building, such as violence de-escalation techniques. Skill development, as 
noted in the OSHA guidelines, requires practical experience through role playing and exercises.   
 
Lipscomb and El Ghaziri, writing on violence training for health care workers, point out that there 
is little empirical evidence of training effectiveness. They cite advice by the Irish National Health 
Service that  “in the absence of…guidance on evidence-based education, training at all levels of 
prevention should be participant-centered and include learning outcomes that are informed by a 
thorough risk assessment about the patient population, the staff/provider population and the 
physical and social environment in which the interaction between them takes place.” 
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The importance of worker participation in training and other prevention programs was reinforced 
in a teleconference on the ACS-NYC Resilience program, where the program lead noted that the 
program proved more effective than training-only programs, and attributed its success to a multi-
faceted intervention that fostered collaboration and involvement of everyone in the workforce.  
 
A project of the Kentucky Statewide Citizen’s Review Panel on Social Work conducted a best 
practices review of worker safety programs in 24 U.S. states.66  Most of the practices identified 
were training programs, though the review included many other practices covered in this paper.  
Training programs flagged as best practices were programs in New Jersey, Missouri, Minnesota, 
Indiana and Connecticut.   
 
As noted in Section 1 of this report, some U.S. states such as Kansas and Michigan have legal 
requirements for safety training for social workers.  “Lisa’s Law” in Michigan mandates that 
“training is to include tactics to defuse threatening behavior, perform a safe visit and recognize a 
dangerous situation.”67 Michigan’s Department of Human Services offers online interactive 
training through which social workers can fulfill this requirement.  As mentioned above, U.S. 
NIOSH also provides an online violence training course for health care workers, including case 
studies and video.  
 
Many organizations develop and offer their own training programs in-house. Numerous 
resources are available as aids to program development, including the books by Weinger and 
Newhill, which include participant exercises, case scenarios and discussion questions. Field68 
has compiled a broad range of useful resources on safety training for the prevention of violence 
to social workers.  
 
As Lipscomb and El Ghaziri note, there are many commercially available anti-violence programs, 
both classroom-based and online, though few have been evaluated.  CASs have used several of 
the commercial programs, including Crisis Prevention Intervention (CPI) training.69  Nova 
Scotia’s Department of Community Services has also used CPI’s Non-Violent Crisis Intervention 
Training Program. 
 
Saskatchewan’s Ministry of Social Services(MSS) uses the Professional Assault Response 
Training (PART)® program to teach personal safety, as well as in-house training on the local 
workplace violence protocols. The web site of the Saskatchewan Association for Safe 
Workplaces in Health70 describes the PART program as “designed to assist workers with a 
means of identification and appropriate response to potentially assaultive situations. PART 
principles support the emphasis on self-control, assessment skills and verbal crisis intervention.” 
The SASWH web site reports that the PART program has been evaluated, but results are not 
available at this time.  
 
MSS Saskatchewan identifies staff training needs based on the risk assessment and staff 
classification described in Section 3 of this report:71 
 

“Training needs are determined based on whether an occupational group at a specific 
workplace was deemed low, medium or high risk.  For example, if employees rate as: 

 Low Risk - only need training on the violence policy training and local 
protocols.  No PART training is required. 

 Medium Risk – need violence policy and protocol training, plus PART Basic 
(1 day).  PART Basic teaches de-escalation skills. 

 High Risk – need violence policy and protocol training, plus PART 
Intermediate (1.5 day).  PART Intermediate teaches de-escalation skills 
plus evasion techniques.” 

  



 

Study of Worker Safety in Ontario Children’s Aid Societies:   
Appendix A:  Best Practices Report – July 31, 2014  29 

CAST offers a variety of training programs, all of which are provided in-house so that they are 
customized to the child protection context.72  These include:  
 

1. Worker Safety Strategies for all administrative and support staff: crisis identification, 
defusing techniques and responding to physical aggression 

2. Wellness and Self-care: a 2-day program on wellness and stress management 

3. Secondary Traumatic Stress in Child Welfare: a half day course for child welfare staff on 
secondary traumatic stress, coping skills and social support strategies 

4. Secondary Traumatic Stress in Child Welfare for Management Staff: a half day workshop 
on the effects and management of secondary trauma. 

5. Understanding and Managing Aggressive Behaviour (UMAB): mandatory training for all 
child welfare staff on behaviour management, standards and physical restraints.  Annual 
refresher training is required. 

 
UMAB is also offered by a variety of institutions including Niagara and Humber Colleges and the 
Hincks Treatment Centre.  

 
Christina Newhill recommends the Everyday Self Defense course for social workers offered by 
Janet Nelson. As described on Nelson’s web site, this course is a participatory program covering 
personal safety awareness, conflict avoidance skills, stress reduction, pro-active personal safety 
measures, positive communication skills and the ABCs of self-protection.  Some managers have 
expressed resistance to offering self-defense programs to workers, apparently from a belief that 
these involve training in martial arts and fighting techniques.  Programs like Everyday Self-
Defense for Social Workers, PART and UMAB, are better characterized as self-protection 
programs, emphasizing violence prevention and avoidance, including physical skills to be used if 
violence progresses past the point of verbal de-escalation techniques. 
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Supervisor and Manager Training 
 
As described in Section 2 of this report, supervisors play a critical role in violence prevention 
programs. There is much research evidence for the importance of supervisor activities in 
reinforcing safe work procedures. Arnetz’ study demonstrates the importance of supervisors’ 
debriefing of employees following violent incidents.   Training to prepare supervisors for these 
roles must be a high priority.  Supervisors need the same training that all workers do, but in 
addition, must have special preparation for the following responsibilities:  
 

1. Decision making for high risk activities, such as home visits where risk factors 
are present; 

2. How to support and encourage safe practices on the part of their staff; 

3. Supervisor responsibilities for tracking workers in the field;  

4. De-briefing and supporting employees with post-incident, secondary trauma 
and resilience-building. 

 
Few resources were found that specifically concentrated on supervisor training for violence 
prevention.  One available program is the University of Iowa Supervisor Training, which has a 
module on safety and resilience.  
 
In order to fulfill their responsibilities, supervisors in turn must be supported by more senior 
levels of management.  It is important therefore, that all managers receive training on how to 
support violence prevention among their staff.- 

 
 
 

There is a need for more comprehensive supervisor  
training in workplace violence prevention.  
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E. Conclusion 
 
A range of measures and programs to address violence are available, many of which have been 
discussed in this report and listed in the bibliographic inventory.  As few programs have been 
evaluated, it is difficult to identify “best practices,” although there are many that conform to 
recommended standards and guidelines for violence prevention.  New technologies offer 
possible solutions for staying in contact with field workers, especially in remote areas.    
 
While there are many good programs and measures that have been discussed in this report, the 
following are suggested as being particularly worthy of further consideration by Ontario CASs for 
improvement of worker safety practices.  
 

1. ACS-NYU Resilience Alliance program, which addresses various sources of stress and 
secondary trauma:  one of the few programs that have been formally evaluated and is 
consistent with principles described in the framework. 

2. Saskatchewan Ministry of Social Services Violence Policy and Local Violence Protocols, 
which provide good examples of many elements of our worker safety framework. 

3. Incident reporting and data sharing systems, including CPIN and the Toronto Board of 
Education’s online incident reporting system and database. 

4. The Institute for Work and Health benchmarking program. 

5. WECAS – REACH mobility and other technology programs. 

6. University of Iowa School of Social Work supervisor training modules. 

7. Review of leading CAS safety manuals and training programs, in particular home visit 
risk assessment form, secondary trauma training and UMAB, U.S. State programs 
customized for child protection workers, identified by the Kentucky survey of best 
practices, should also be considered for further exploration.  

 
Pending more formal evaluation of the success of interventions, sharing anecdotal experiences 
among CASs will enable mutual support, learning and benchmarking. Further program 
development will benefit from an approach that incorporates worker and management 
participation in identifying good models, customizing programs to the specific needs of the 
Ontario child protection system, and then piloting and evaluating interventions to select the most 
successful as part of a continuous improvement process.  
 
 
 

Improved safety program development is emphasized including  
strong anti-violence policies, client education, top-to-bottom training 
and scrutiny of safety programs, program evaluation, self-protection 

techniques, resilience-building and key elements such as co-teaming. 
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 d
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e 
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al
en

ce
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n
d 
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f s
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en
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m

m
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le
nc
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ci
al

 w
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m
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 r
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 s
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 d
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f 
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 d
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. C
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 p
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 f
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 b
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, p

ro
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m
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 r
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, c
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 b

e
 r

is
k 

fa
ct

or
s 

fo
r 

vi
ol

en
ce

. T
he

 d
at

a 
su

gg
es

t 
th

at
 c
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p
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em
ot

io
na

l r
e

ac
tio

ns
, c

ha
ng

es
 in

 fe
el

in
gs

 a
bo

ut
 w

or
k,

 a
nd

 c
ha

ng
es

 in
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 p

ra
ct

ic
e 
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ct
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R
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en

t c
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m
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d 
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r 
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 m
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o 
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 d
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C
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n 
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 S
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o 
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m
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w
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r 
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or

 t
he
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m

in
ds
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y 
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 n
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h
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e 
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 C
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P
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P
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 o
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he
 r
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vi
ou

r 
an

d
 in

cl
ud

es
 a

 d
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w
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w
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 c
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d 
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 r
is
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fa

ct
or

s 
as
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 d
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 d
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t c
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ra
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re
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R
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fa
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k 
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ct
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 d
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ph
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s 
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e

nd
er

, r
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e 
an

d 
so

ci
o-

ec
on

om
ic

 s
ta

tu
s)
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C
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 fa
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o
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w
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th
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 m
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l i

lln
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s 
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ss
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d 

w
ith
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io

le
nt

 b
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ur
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H

ig
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 r
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yc
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ric
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p
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m
s 
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d 
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e
nc

e
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e 
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h
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n 
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e 
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 p
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so

ci
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n 

w
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nc
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 d
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 c
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so
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y 
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P
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y 
d

is
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de
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S

ub
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an
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;  

• 
B

io
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ca

l r
is

k 
fa

ct
or

s 
(lo

w
 in

te
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ge
nc

e 
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ot
ie

nt
, n

eu
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lo
gi
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l i

m
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e

nt
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k 
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s 
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 h
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ry
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f v
io

le
nc

e
, s

oc
ia

l a
nd

 fa
m

ily
 h

is
to

ry
, 

w
or

k 
hi

st
or

y)
;  

• 
E

nv
iro

n
m

en
ta

l/c
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xt
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l r
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k 

fa
ct

or
s 

(le
ve

l a
nd

 q
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lit
y 

of
 s

oc
ia

l s
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p
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t; 
pe

er
 p
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ur
e;
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flu

en
ce

 o
f 
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r 

cu
ltu

re
).

  

• 
T
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e 
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s 
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 w
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ee

n 
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 a
n 
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po
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an

t p
ar

t o
f v

io
le

nc
e 
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k 
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ss
m
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t. 
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 c
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e 
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d 
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 d
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l 
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ic
al

 r
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 r
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m
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 c
o

nt
ex

tu
a
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 c
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t b
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or

ke
rs

, t
hi

s 
ar

tic
le

 e
xa

m
in

es
 th

e 
pr

ev
al

en
ce

 a
nd

 n
at

ur
e 

of
 c

lie
nt

 t
hr

ea
ts

, 
an

d 
of

fe
rs

 r
ec

om
m

en
da

tio
ns

 fo
r 

in
te

rv
en

tio
n 

a
nd

 
m

an
ag

em
e

nt
. 

A
B

S
T

R
A

C
T

: 
 C

lie
nt

 t
h

re
a

ts
 t

o
w

a
rd

 s
o

c
ia

l 
w

o
rk

e
rs

 a
re

 a
 c

o
m

m
o

n
 o

c
cu

rr
en

ce
 in

 p
ra

ct
ic

e 

<
so

ci
al

 w
or

ke
rs

>
 

<
ex

p
er

ie
nc

e
>

 

U
S

 



 P
u

b
li

ca
ti

o
n

s-
D

o
cu

m
en

t 
In

ve
n

to
ry

 -
 J

u
ly

 3
1,

 2
01

4
 

A
n

n
ex

 t
o

 A
p

p
en

d
ix

 A
: 

 B
es

t 
P

ra
ct

ic
es

 R
ep

o
rt

, O
n

ta
ri

o
 C

A
S

 W
o

rk
er

 S
af

et
y 

S
tu

d
y 

24
 

1-
19

 (
2

00
2

).
 

an
d 

a 
d

if
fi
c
u

lt
 c

h
a

lle
n

g
e

 f
or

 c
lin

ic
a

l i
n

te
rv

e
n

tio
n

 a
n

d
 m

a
n

a
g

e
m

e
n

t.
 T

hi
s 

pa
pe

r 
re

p
o

rt
 s

on
 

re
s
u

lt
s

 f
ro

m
 a

 s
u

rv
e

y 
of

 1
,1

29
 r

a
n
d

o
m

ly
 s

e
le

ct
e

d
 m

e
m

b
e

rs
 o

f 
th

e 
N

a
tio

n
a

l A
ss

o
ci

a
tio

n
 o

f 
S

oc
ia

l W
o
rk

e
rs

 f
ro

m
 t

w
o 

st
at

es
. 

T
he

 p
re

va
le

n
ce

, 
n

a
tu

re
, 

m
o

ti
ve

s 
fo

r,
 a

n
d 

re
sp

on
se

s 
to

 c
lie

nt
 

th
re

at
s 

w
as

 e
xa

m
in

e
d.

  
M

or
e 

th
an

 h
al

f 
th

e 
s
a

m
p

le
 r

ep
or

te
d 
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e 

o
r 

m
or

e 
th
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a
ts
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w

ith
 c

e
rt

a
in

 
s
e

tt
in

g
s
 a

n
d 

p
ra

c
ti
ti
o

n
e

rs
 m

or
e 

at
 r

is
k 

th
an

 o
th

er
s.

 T
he

 m
aj

or
ity

 o
f t

h
re

a
ts

 w
e

re
 in
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a
te

d
 b

y 
a

du
lt 

m
al

e 
c
lie

n
ts

 a
nd

 in
vo

lv
ed

 a
 r

an
ge

 o
f m

ot
iv

es
 a

nd
 s

itu
a
tio

n
a
l 
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n
te
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 m
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n
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n
t 

a
re

 p
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d
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e 
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at
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s 
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e 
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s 

an
d 
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 c
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ic
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e 
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d 
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 d
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a 
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t 
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a
t 

ph
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ot
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nc
e 
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 c

lie
nt

s 
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w
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d 
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al

 w
or

ke
rs
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si
n

g 
in
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ll 

se
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ng
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 U
si

ng
 c
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e 

e
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m
p

le
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s 
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tic
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 e
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m
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e
s 
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le

nc
e 

an
d 
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tr
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w
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s 

in
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ol
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m

a
n
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d
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k 
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t b
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w
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 c
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 c
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 p
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