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This study involves a metanalysis of 25 articles concerning the relationship between dem-
ographic variables, personal perceptions, and organizational conditions and either turn-
over or intention to leave. It finds that burnout, job dissatisfaction, availability of em-
ployment alternatives, low organizational and professional commitment, stress, and lack
of social support are the strongest predictors of turnover or intention to leave. Since the
major predictors of leaving are not personal or related to the balance between work and
family but are organizational or job-based, there might be a great deal that both managers
and policy makers can do to prevent turnover.
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626 Social Service Review

Retention of employees in child welfare, social service, and other human
service agencies is a serious concern. The high turnover rate of pro-
fessional workers poses a major challenge to child welfare agencies
(Drake and Yadama 1996) and to the social work field in general
(Knapp, Harissis, and Missiakoulis 1981; Jayaratne and Chess 1983, 1984;
Drolen and Atherton 1993; Koeske and Kirk 1995). Reports of turnover
rates range from 30 to 60 percent in a typical year. According to Srinika
Jayaratne and Wayne Chess (1984), 39 percent of social workers in family
services and 43 percent in community mental health are likely to leave
their jobs within the next year. Raphael Ben-Dror (1994) finds yearly
voluntary turnover rates to be 50 percent among community mental
health workers, and Sabine Geurts, Wilmar Schaufeli, and Jan De Jonge
(1998) report turnover rates exceeding 60 percent each year for human
service workers.

High employee turnover has grave implications for the quality, con-
sistency, and stability of services provided to the people who use child
welfare and social work services. Turnover can have detrimental effects
on clients and remaining staff members who struggle to give and receive
quality services when positions are vacated and then filled by inexpe-
rienced personnel (Powell and York 1992). High turnover rates can
reinforce clients’ mistrust of the system and can discourage workers
from remaining in or even entering the field (Todd and Deery-Schmitt
1996; Geurts et al. 1998). Yet, there are few empirical studies examining
causes and antecedents of turnover. Moreover, no attempt has been
made to pull these empirical studies together in order to identify major
trends that emerge. An understanding of the causes and antecedents
of turnover is a first step for taking action to reduce turnover rates. To
effectively retain workers, employers must know what factors motivate
their employees to stay in the field and what factors cause them to leave.
Employers need to understand whether these factors are associated with
worker characteristics or with the nature of the work process, over which
they may have some control (Blankertz and Robinson 1997; Jinnett and
Alexander 1999).

In this article, we review the literature related to intention to quit
and turnover among child welfare, social work, and other human service
employees. Using metanalysis statistical methods, we analyze and syn-
thesize the empirical evidence on causes and antecedents to turnover
in order to identify reasons for employee turnover, major groupings of
such reasons, and their relative importance in determining employee
actions.
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Turnover in Social Services 627

Theory and Literature Review
The Significance of Employee Turnover

High turnover has been recognized as a major problem in public welfare
agencies for several decades because it impedes effective and efficient
delivery of services (Powell and York 1992). In a 1960 study of “Staff
Losses in Child Welfare and Family Service Agencies,” agency directors
report that staff turnover handicaps their efforts to provide effective
social services for clients for two reasons: it is costly and unproductively
time-consuming, and it is responsible for the weary cycle of recruitment-
employment-orientation-production-resignation that is detrimental to
the reputation of social work as a profession (Tollen 1960). Employee
turnover in human service organizations may also disrupt the continuity
and quality of care to those needing services (Braddock and Mitchell
1992).

The direct costs of employee turnover are typically grouped into three
main categories: separation costs (exit interviews, administration, func-
tions related to terminations, separation pay, and unemployment tax),
replacement costs (communicating job vacancies, preemployment ad-
ministrative functions, interviews, and exams), and training costs (for-
mal classroom training and on-the-job instruction) (Braddock and
Mitchell 1992; Blankertz and Robinson 1997). The indirect costs asso-
ciated with employee turnover are more complicated to assess and in-
clude the loss of efficiency of employees before they actually leave the
organization, the impact on their coworkers’ productivity, and the loss
of productivity while a new employee achieves full mastery of the job.

The impact of turnover on client care can be devastating because
direct care staff play an important role in determining the quality of
care. This is particularly true in child welfare agencies where children
really come to count on the workers with whom they regularly interact.
Turnover can cause a deterioration of rapport and trust, leading to
increased client dissatisfaction with agency services (Powell and York
1992). Turnover related problems can be especially difficult in agencies
where the productive capacity is concentrated in human capital—in the
skills, abilities, and knowledge of employees (Balfour and Neff 1993).
Human capital lies within a person. Hence, it is not easily transferable;
it can be gained only by investing in a person over a long period of
time. Turnover thus can reduce organizational effectiveness and em-
ployee productivity. This can have a negative impact on the well-being
of the children, families, and communities under agency care (Balfour
and Neff 1993).
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628 Social Service Review

Theoretical Underpinnings

The body of theory on which the turnover literature is based is primarily
rooted in the disciplines of psychology, sociology, and economics. Psy-
chological explanations for turnover posit that individual perceptions
and attitudes about work conditions lead to behavioral outcomes. Con-
tributing psychological theories include stress theories (Deery-Schmitt
and Todd 1995; Wright and Cropanzano 1998), personality and dis-
positional theories such as Locus of Control (Spector and Michaels
1986), learning theory (Miller 1996), and organizational turnover the-
ory (Hom et al. 1992). Sociological theories posit that work-related fac-
tors are more predictive of turnover than are individual factors (Miller
1996). Key sociological theories that are used to explain turnover in-
clude social comparison theory (Geurts et al. 1998), social exchange
theory (Miller 1996), and social ecological theory (Moos 1979).

Economic theoretical explanations of turnover are based on the prem-
ise that employees respond with rational actions to various economic
and organizational conditions. The turnover literature draws on human
capital, utility maximization, and dual labor market models of economic
processes (Miller 1996). Although each of the three domains—
psychology, sociology, and economics—has strong proponents in the
turnover literature, it is widely recognized that theoretical aspects from
all three are necessary to explain the process of turnover fully. However,
no single unifying model has been developed to explain turnover among
human service workers. Moreover, the research related to burnout and
intention to turnover in the mental health field is generally atheoretical
and pays little attention to the underlying psychological or sociological
processes (Geurts et al. 1998). The few authors who offer conceptual
models to explain portions of the process of turnover or turnover in-
tention among mental health and human service workers focus on social
psychological models to suggest that turnover behavior is a multistage
process that includes behavioral, attitudinal, and decisional components
(Price and Muller 1981; Parasuraman 1989; Lum et al. 1998).

Deanna Deery-Schmitt and Christine Todd (1995) use concepts from
stress and organizational turnover theories to explain turnover among
family child care providers. They suggest that four broad stress-related
components affect turnover: (1) potential sources of stress (including
working conditions, client factors, and life events), (2) moderators of
stress (coping resources and coping strategies), (3) outcomes of a cog-
nitive appraisal process, and (4) thoughts and actions taken based on
those outcomes. Brett Drake and Gautam Yadama (1996) focus on burn-
out as a major cause for turnover among child protective services work-
ers. They use literature on three components of burnout (Maslach and
Jackson 1986) to posit that workers who have higher emotional ex-
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Turnover in Social Services 629

haustion and depersonalization are more likely to leave their jobs and
that personal accomplishment acts as a buffer that decreases turnover.

A social psychological-based model offered by Asumen Kiyak, Kevan
Namazi, and Eva Kahana (1997) asserts that personal background,
worker attitudes, and job characteristics are related to job satisfaction,
job commitment, and turnover. The first three variables are hypothe-
sized to affect job satisfaction directly, which in turn affects turnover
through its effect on intention to leave. Similarly, Erin Munn, Clifton
Barber, and Janet Fritz (1996) suggest that a combination of individual
factors, work environment attributes, and social support predicts pro-
fessional well-being and turnover among child life specialists. Using job
satisfaction, burnout, and turnover intentions as outcome measures,
they posit that social support has both direct and moderating effects,
while individual and work-related factors have direct effects.

Finally, Geurts and colleagues (Geurts et al. 1998; Geurts, Schaufeli,
and Rutte 1999) provide a conceptual understanding of turnover based
on the theories of social comparison, social exchange, and equity as
well as on their research with mental health professionals. They hy-
pothesize that perceived inequity in the employment relationship gen-
erates feelings of resentment. These feelings result in poor organiza-
tional commitment, higher rates of absenteeism, and increased turnover
intentions. These outcome variables are interconnected such that the
reduction in organizational commitment contributes further to absen-
teeism and turnover intentions.

Antecedents to Turnover—Empirical Findings

Three major categories of turnover antecedents emerge from empirical
studies of human service workers: (1) demographic factors, both per-
sonal and work-related; (2) professional perceptions, including organ-
izational commitment and job satisfaction; and (3) organizational con-
ditions, such as fairness with respect to compensation and organizational
culture vis-à-vis diversity. The study results are often inconsistent with
each other, perhaps reflecting the complexity of defining and measuring
the multifaceted predictor and outcome constructs as well as differences
among the varying work contexts. Until very recently, studies almost
exclusively examined turnover from a fixed point in time and used a
dichotomous (turnover or no turnover) dependent variable. This has
begun to change over the past few years, reflecting the sometimes
lengthy process involved in the decision to leave one’s job (Schaefer
and Moos 1996; Somers 1996).

Many studies use intention to leave instead of, or in addition to, actual
turnover as the outcome variable. The reason is twofold. First, there is
evidence that before actually leaving the job, workers typically make a
conscious decision to do so. These two events are usually separated in
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630 Social Service Review

time (Dunkin et al. 1994; Coward et al. 1995). Intention to quit is the
single strongest predictor of turnover (Alexander et al. 1998; Hendrix
et al. 1999), and it is therefore legitimate to use it as an outcome variable
in turnover studies. Second, it is more practical to ask employees of
their intention to quit in a cross-sectional study than actually to track
them down via a longitudinal study to see if they have left or to conduct
a retrospective study and risk hindsight biases. The current analysis
includes studies that use intention to leave, actual turnover, or both.

Demographic Factors

Demographic factors are among the most common and most conclusive
predictors in the turnover literature. A number of studies find age,
education, job level, gender, and tenure with the organization to be
significant predictors of turnover (Blankertz and Robinson 1997; Jinnett
and Alexander 1999). It is generally accepted that younger and better
educated (as well as less trained) employees are more likely to leave
than are their counterparts (Kiyak et al. 1997; Manlove and Guzell 1997).
Workers who are different from others in their work units—whether
they are of different race or ethnicity, sex, or age—also are more likely
to leave their jobs than are their colleagues (Koeske and Kirk 1995;
Milliken and Martins 1996). There is some evidence that turnover is
less likely among ethnic minorities, those with higher incomes, and
those with better social support at home (Tai, Bame, and Robinson
1998).

Gender and marital status generally do not appear to be related to
turnover (Ben-Dror 1994; Koeske and Kirk 1995; Jinnett and Alexander
1999), though having children at home is a fairly strong correlate of
turnover, especially for women (McKee, Markham, and Scott 1992; Ben-
Dror 1994). Gail McKee, Steven Markham, and K. Dow Scott (1992)
find marital status to be indirectly related to intention to leave in that
employees who are married are more satisfied with their jobs and feel
more support and less stress than their unmarried colleagues.

There is considerable evidence of an inverse relationship between
tenure and turnover. Turnover rates are significantly higher among em-
ployees with a shorter length of service than among those who are
employed longer (Bloom, Alexander, and Nuchols 1992; Gray and Phil-
lips 1994; Somers 1996). This may be because longer tenured employees
have more investment in the company and are less likely to leave. How-
ever, findings of such a relationship may also result from selection bias
in cross-sectional studies or from incomplete modeling of turnover.

The higher the job level one has within the organization, the lower
is one’s likelihood of quitting (Tai et al. 1998). Level of education is
related to turnover only for employees holding midlevel jobs (Todd and
Deery-Schmitt 1996). This means that those who have highly specialized
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skills, as well as those with limited education, tend to remain on the
job for longer periods of time than those who have a moderate degree
of educational attainment.

Professional Perceptions

Burnout, a chronic, pervasive problem in the mental health and social
service fields (Geurts et al. 1998), is a major contributor to poor morale
and subsequent turnover. At the same time, there is evidence that psy-
chological and emotional support from family and friends outside of
the work environment can serve as buffers against the harmful effects
of job stress and can generally reduce turnover (Abelson 1987; Tai 1996).

Professional commitment to the consumers who are served by the
organization has a negative relationship to turnover (Blankertz and Rob-
inson 1997). Individuals who experience a conflict between their pro-
fessional values and those of the organization are more likely to quit,
while those who find a good fit between their needs and values and the
organizational culture tend to stay longer (Vandenberghe 1999).

Job satisfaction is a rather consistent predictor of turnover behavior.
Employees who are satisfied with their jobs are less likely to quit (Siefert,
Jayaratne, and Chess 1991; Oktay 1992; Tett and Meyer 1993; Hellman
1997; Manlove and Guzell 1997; Lum et al. 1998). There is some debate,
however, about whether job satisfaction is a valid predictor of turnover
(Koeske and Kirk 1995), and about whether the relationship is direct
or indirect via job satisfaction’s impact on organizational commitment.
Several authors find that job satisfaction leads to turnover through its
effects on organizational commitment and intention to leave (Price and
Muller 1986; Rhodes and Steers 1990; Taunton et al. 1997; Krausz, Kos-
lowsky, and Eiser 1998; Arnold and Davey 1999).

Organizational commitment is also examined in several studies as a
predictor of intention to quit and turnover. According to Richard Mow-
day, Richard Steers, and Lyman Porter (1979), an employee who is
committed to the organization has values and beliefs that match those
of the organization, a willingness to exert effort for the organization,
and a desire to stay with the organization. Employees with lower levels
of commitment are less satisfied with their jobs and more likely to plan
to leave the organization (Irvine and Evans 1992; Manlove and Guzell
1997; Hendrix et al. 1999).

Organizational Conditions

Child welfare, social work, and other human service employees tend to
experience conditions associated with higher levels of job stress than
do workers in many other settings (Jayaratne and Chess 1984; Geurts
et al. 1998). Several studies find that workers experiencing high levels
of job stress are more likely to leave their positions (McKee et al. 1992;
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Todd and Deery-Schmitt 1996). Stress-related characteristics that have
been associated with job turnover include role overload and lack of
clarity in job descriptions (Jayaratne and Chess 1984; Jolma 1990; Siefert
et al. 1991; Schaefer and Moos 1996; Blankertz and Robinson 1997).

Accumulating evidence suggests that support from coworkers and
supervisors is instrumental in worker retention (Jayaratne and Chess
1984; Siefert et al. 1991; Koeske and Kirk 1995; Schaefer and Moos
1996; Blankertz and Robinson 1997; Alexander et al. 1998; Jinnett and
Alexander 1999). Studies find that workers who remain in public child
welfare report significantly higher levels of support from work peers in
terms of listening to work-related problems and helping workers to get
their jobs done. Workers who remain also believe that their supervisors
are willing to listen to work-related problems and can be relied on when
things get tough at work. Satisfaction with other employees also is im-
portant, perhaps because much of the effectiveness of child welfare,
social work, and other human service employees depends on cooper-
ative, team-based interaction (Vinokur-Kaplan 1995; Tai et al. 1998).

Finally, perceptions of positive procedural and distributive justice pol-
icies in an organization are negatively related to turnover intentions
(Lum et al. 1998; Hendrix et al. 1999). For example, employees who
perceive an organization’s pay procedures as just and fair are less likely
to leave (Jones 1998).

Methodology
Selection of Studies for Review

Building on this body of literature, we use metanalytic techniques to
examine the overall picture that emerges from empirical research on
antecedents of intention to leave and turnover among child welfare,
social work, and other human service employees. To do so, we used
PsycInfo, a comprehensive computer data base that includes scholarly
publications in psychology and related fields, to attempt to identify all
studies published in academic journals between 1980 and 2000 that
relate to turnover and retention among child welfare, social work, and
other human service employees. The category “child welfare employees”
includes social workers and others who work in child welfare, “social
work employees” includes all social workers except those in child wel-
fare, and “other human service employees” includes all other workers.
Key words used in the search include “employee turnover,” “worker
turnover,” “employee retention,” and “worker retention.” Studies that
are not printed in English were excluded, as were dissertations, because
of the length of time necessary for retrieval. We also made a deliberate
effort to solicit unpublished manuscripts. There were two reasons for
this. First, we wanted to find out if there is a significant research effort

This content downloaded from 205.251.185.122 on Tue, 25 Jul 2017 20:21:31 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



Turnover in Social Services 633

underway that will add to the already published articles, and, second,
we wanted to find out if there are any manuscripts that were not pub-
lished (so-called drawer articles) because the findings were not signif-
icant but that could shed some light on the turnover phenomenon. In
order to locate appropriate unpublished papers, 38 of the 44 authors
of the articles that were included after our initial search ( ) weren p 24
contacted via e-mail. They were asked to provide us with information
about additional unpublished manuscripts that they or their colleagues
produced during the period under study. Eighteen authors replied. Only
two sent us additional manuscripts, but we were unable to use them
because the study populations were not within our scope. We also re-
viewed all the references cited in the articles that were selected for the
metanalysis. One new article that met our inclusion criteria was
identified.

In total, 55 articles were reviewed for this study, but only 25 are in-
cluded in the metanalysis. The writings that we included are (1) em-
pirical articles that examine antecedents to turnover or intention to
leave; (2) works with study populations that include child welfare work-
ers, social workers, or other employees in human services agencies (men-
tal health, children’s service, and similar agencies); and (3) studies that
report either correlations or multiple regression results. The authors of
included studies, a summary of the results, and information about the
samples are found in table 1. In order to be as comprehensive as pos-
sible, we include all the predictor variables examined in each of the 25
studies. None of the studies addresses economic, organizational, or
other broad scope predictors of intention to leave or turnover.

Measures

Outcome variables: Intention to leave and turnover.—The two outcomes
that are examined in this study are usually measured in a dichotomous
fashion (yes or no). The definitions vary across studies. Intention to
leave is generally defined as seriously considering leaving one’s current
job; some studies ask whether participants are currently thinking of
quitting, and others ask whether they had thought of quitting during
a designated time period in the past (e.g., during the past 3 months)
or if they are planning to quit within a specified time period. Actual
turnover is generally operationalized as leaving one’s job, though a few
studies define turnover as leaving the profession altogether.

Antecedents.—No single system for classifying the predictors of turn-
over has been adopted in human service turnover research. As a result,
we developed a system suggesting three main categories: demographics,
professional perceptions, and organizational conditions. Several sub-
categories are included under each. For purposes of conducting the
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Table 1

Articles Included in Metanalysis—Key Information

Article Information Main Findings N Independent Variables

Correlation with
Dependent
Variables

Intention to
Leave Turnover

Child welfare workers:
Jayaratne and Chess (1984); child welfare

workers (standardized regression analysis:
R2 p .54; regression coefficients given)

Similarities were found in levels of job satisfac-
tion, burnout, and intent to change jobs
among child welfare workers, community
mental health workers, and family service
workers, although the determinants varied
by field of practice.

60 Age
Year MSW received
Role ambiguity
Workload
Value conflict
Physical comfort
Challenge
Financial reward
Promotion
Role conflict

.32

.10

.16
!.29

.21
!.13

.21
!.38*
!.25

.20
Jayaratne, Himle, and Chess (1991); protec-

tive services personnel (regression analy-
sis: R2 p .49; regression coefficients
given)

Analyses showed that age, promotion, and
role ambiguity were all significant predic-
tors of turnover.

168 Commitment
Competence
Values
Personal control
Self-esteem
Challenge
Workload
Financial rewards
Promotion
Role conflict
Role ambiguity
Agency change
Coworker support
Supervisor support
Case factors
Fear factors
Task factors

.44
N.S.
N.S.
N.S.
N.S.
N.S.
N.S.
N.S.
!.23*
N.S.

.19*
N.S.
N.S.
N.S.
N.S.
N.S.
N.S.
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Balfour and Neff (1993); child protective
services caseworkers (logistic regression
analysis; correlation coefficients given)

Identified employee and organizational attrib-
utes contributing to the probability of vol-
untary turnover among child protective ser-
vice caseworkers. Variables indicating the
employees’ stake in the organization, com-
mitment to the profession, and level of edu-
cation were determinants of those who
chose to remain or leave during times of
high turnover.

171 Age
Working overtime
Tenure
Education
Experience
Internship
Training

!.07
!.20**
!.10

.11
!.07
!.22**
!.10

Drake and Yadama (1996); child protective
service workers (structural equation mod-
eling analysis: SMC p .08; explained 8%
variance in turnover; standardized effects
given)

Examined the three components of burnout
in relation to job exit among child protec-
tive services workers over a 15-month pe-
riod. Emotional exhaustion was found to be
directly related to job exit.

177 PA
EE
DP
PA through EE
EE through DP
Total effect of EE
Total effect of PA

.15

.24*

.13
!.14*

.05

.29

.00
Other social workers:

Jayaratne and Chess (1983); social work ad-
ministrators (multiple regression analysis:
R 2 p .26; regression coefficients given)

Found that negative elements of the job such
as promotional opportunities and financial
rewards emerge as significant predictors of
turnover.

164 Challenge
Physical comfort
Financial rewards
Promotions
Role ambiguity
Role conflict
Workload

.11

.05

.26**

.24**

.04

.06

.07
Jayaratne and Chess (1984); community

mental health workers (standardized re-
gression analysis: R2 p .25; regression co-
efficients given)

Please see above (first entry) for this essay’s
main findings.

144 Age
Year MSW received
Role ambiguity
Workload
Value conflict
Physical comfort
Challenge
Financial reward
Promotion
Role conflict

.04
!.11

.08
!.14

.16
!.07
!.04
!.22*
!.18

.17
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Table 1 (Continued)

Article Information Main Findings N Independent Variables

Correlation with
Dependent
Variables

Intention to
Leave Turnover

Jayaratne and Chess (1984); family service
workers (standardized regression analysis:
R2 p .36; regression coefficients given)

(please see above) 84 Age
Year MSW received
Role ambiguity
Workload
Value conflict
Physical comfort
Challenge
Financial reward
Promotion
Role conflict

.10
!.26
!.37*

.06

.11

.16

.10
!.06
!.22

.02
Other human service workers:

Weiner (1980); public service organization
employees (regression analysis; correla-
tion coefficients given)

Found that dissatisfaction with pay affects
turnover rate.

186 Pay satisfaction
Satisfaction with pay amount
Satisfaction with pay practice
Satisfaction with pay comparison
Perceived salary received
Perceived salary one should receive
Equitable pay
Relative equitable salary
Satisfaction with job classification
Satisfaction with increase administration
Satisfaction with amount of increase
Satisfaction with performance appraisal
Accuracy of performance assessment
Absenteeism
Attitude toward unionization

.19

.18

.14

.16

.18
!.01
!.05
!.12

.07

.05

.05

.06
!.11

.00
!.23
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Michaels and Spector (1982); community
mental health center employees (path
analysis; correlation coefficients given)

Found that age, perceived task characteristics,
and perceived consideration by the supervi-
sor all affected job satisfaction and organiza-
tional commitment, which in turn predicted
intentions of quitting and subsequent
turnover.

112 Intent to turnover
Employment alternatives
Organizational commitment
Job satisfaction
Leadership consideration
Motivation potential
Expectancy
Age
Salary
Tenure
Level

…
.04
.60*
.68*
.35*
.29*
.32*
.27*

!.04
.10

!.03

.41*

.12

.16*

.20*

.08

.20*

.05

.00

.00

.07
!.04

Wright and Thomas (1982); school psychol-
ogists (correlation coefficients given)

Found that the propensity to leave the job was
more highly correlated for those psycholo-
gists high in need for clarity than for those
lower in need.

171 Job-related tension
Need for clarity

.32**
!.13

Spector and Michaels (1986); mental health
facility employees (correlation coefficients
given)

Employees with an external locus of control
and those with external scores were more
likely to intend to quit their jobs.

174 Locus of control
Job satisfaction
Intention to quit

.20*

.60*
…

!.06
!.15

.16*
Phillips, Howes, and Whitebook (1991);

child care workers (regression analysis; re-
gression coefficients given)

Staff wages were the most important predictor
of turnover. Respondents were relatively dis-
satisfied with their salaries, benefits, and so-
cial status.

1,307 Wages
Benefits
Working conditions
Job satisfaction

.21***
N.S.
N.S.

.42***
Stremmel (1991); child care workers (re-

gression analysis: R 2 p .53; correlation
coefficients given)

Commitment, satisfaction with pay and pro-
motion, and perceived availability of job al-
ternatives contributed significantly to ex-
plained variance in intention to leave.

223 Organizational commitment
Pay/promotions
Working conditions
Supervisor relations
Coworker relations
Work itself
Perceived job alternatives

!.70***
!.44***
!.38***
!.40***
!.34***
!.45***

.34***
Lee and Ashforth (1993b); public welfare

agency supervisors/managers (structural
equations analysis; correlation coefficients
given)

Found that emotional exhaustion directly af-
fected turnover intention.

169 Work autonomy
Social support
Role stress
EE
DP
PA

!.27***
!.45***

.48***

.49***

.25**
!.13
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Table 1 (Continued)

Article Information Main Findings N Independent Variables

Correlation with
Dependent
Variables

Intention to
Leave Turnover

Lee and Ashforth (1993a); human services
supervisors/managers (structural equa-
tions analysis; correlation coefficients
given)

Found that exhaustion was related to deper-
sonalization, professional commitment, and
turnover intentions.

148 Age
Time spent with others
Social support
Direct control
Indirect control
Role stress
Job satisfaction
Life satisfaction
Helplessness
Emotional exhaustion
Depersonalization
Personal accomplishment
Professional commitment

!.19*
.03

!.15
!.16*
!.20*

.31***
!.38***
!.16*

.19*

.31***

.18*
!.06
!.44***

Ben-Dror (1994); residential mental health
workers (correlation analysis; correlation
coefficients given)

Workers’ stages of development were found to
have significant relationships with the
choices workers would make in their selec-
tion of turnover factors. The most signifi-
cant factor in a decision to leave was low
pay.

104 Income
Education
Marital status
Having children
Team cohesiveness

!.20*
!.25*
N.S.

.40**

.22*
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Koeske and Kirk (1995); intensive case man-
agers (regression analysis; correlation co-
efficients given)

Found that adjustment, stress due to life
events, or most other measured attributes
did not successfully predict either the work-
ers’ intentions to quit the job or actual
turnover.

42 Gender
Age
Degree
Discipline
Ethnic group
Family of origin SES
Salary
Years as human services worker
Years working with the seriously mentally ill
Years as mental health provider
Years of case management
Intensive case management training
Intention to quit job
Amount of social support
Negative life events
Psychological well-being

.11
!.22

.18
!.02
!.03

.13
!.10
!.12

.13

.21

.11
!.06

.49**

.10
!.21
!.18

.01
!.05

.14

.01

.00

.31**
!.24*
!.16
!.04

.01
!.02

.17

.18

.13

.14
!.05

Blankertz and Robinson (1996); direct care
psychosocial rehab workers (correlation
analysis; correlation coefficients given)

Those individuals with a better chance of find-
ing another job were the most likely to re-
port an interest in leaving. Reasons that
would encourage workers to leave include
stress, low salaries, and low chances for job
advancement. There was a high correlation
between job satisfaction, burnout scores,
and intention to leave.

848 Rehabilitation job satisfaction subscales:
My present job
Work activities
Work role
Coworkers
Work environment
Supervisor
Administrative practices
Policies and rules

Maslach Burnout Inventory subscales:
EE
DP
PA

!.45***
!.45***
!.27***
!.26***
!.12***
!.15***
!.17***
!.24***

.39***
!.15***
!.21***

Bloom (1996); child care center staff (cor-
relation coefficients given)

Significant differences were found between ac-
credited and nonaccredited child care cen-
ters with regard to levels of staff turnover.

5,008 Organizational commitment
Organizational climate

!.25***
!.16*
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Table 1 (Continued)

Article Information Main Findings N Independent Variables

Correlation with
Dependent
Variables

Intention to
Leave Turnover

Munn, Barber, and Fritz (1996); child life
professionals (regression analysis; correla-
tion coefficients given)

Tested a conceptual model depicting predic-
tors of professional well-being, looking spe-
cifically at intentions to leave a job. Lack of
supervisor support was the best predictor of
intention to leave a job.

156 Emotional exhaustion
Job satisfaction
Supervisor support
Total support
Role ambiguity
Role conflict
Number of patients served
Paid hours per week
Unpaid hours per week
Number of months in child life work
Number of internship hours
Helpfulness of past work experience
Age

.55***
!.48***
!.32***
!.23**

.32***

.31***
!.14
!.02
!.01

.05
!.10
!.12
!.11

Todd and Deery-Schmitt (1996); child care
workers (logistic regression analysis; cor-
relation coefficients given)

Job stress, education, and training directly af-
fected turnover. Providers most likely to
leave the profession were more educated
and less trained, and they reported higher
levels of stress.

57 Maslach Burnout Inventory
subscales:

EE
DP
PA

Role overload
Job problems
Job opinion questionnaire
Stress factor
Job likes (job enjoyment)
Satisfaction factor
Presence of own child in

day-care setting
Education
Training
Thinking of quitting

.66***

.50***
!.09

.43**

.52***
!.63***

.69***
!.04
!.08

.08

.27*

.04
…

.30*

.12

.05

.34*

.17
!.22

.27*

.09

.09

.19

.23
!.23

.34**
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Blankertz and Robinson (1997); community
mental health administrators (logistic re-
gression analysis; correlation coefficients
given)

This study found that seven variables pre-
dicted intended turnover: younger age,
higher emotional exhaustion, a feeling of
lower job fulfillment, the lack of a percep-
tion of a career path, having a master’s de-
gree, having held a previous job in PSR,
and working with clients who have both a
mental illness and AIDS.

845 Age
Years worked in psychosocial rehabilitation
Work with clients who:

Have substance abuse
Have mental retardation
Are homeless

Maslach Burnout Inventory
subscales:

EE
DP
PA

Personal beliefs:
Services provided in normal

environment
Deeply committed to

consumers
Use of services as long

as needed
Social, not medical, model

of care

!.11***
!.21***

N.S.
N.S.
N.S.

.39***
!.15**
!.21**

!.08*

!.11**

!.11**

!.07*
Manlove and Guzell (1997); child care cen-

ter staff (logistic regression analysis; cor-
relation coefficients given)

The perceived choice of other jobs and job
tenure both had an impact on intention to
leave as well as on actual turnover.

169 Age
Years in child care
Job satisfaction
Commitment to program
Pay
Maslach Burnout Inventory subscales:

EE
DP
PA

Choice of other jobs
Intention to leave

!.17*
!.28***
N.S.
!.24***
N.S.

.27***
N.S.
N.S.

.20**
…

!.27***
!.24**
N.S.
!.08
N.S.

.03
N.S.
N.S.

.25**

.46***
Geurts, Schaufeli, and De Jonge (1998);

mental health care professionals (struc-
tural equations analysis; correlation coeffi-
cients given)

A perception of inequality in the employee re-
lationship was found to result in intention
to leave. Thoughts about leaving the organi-
zation were also triggered by negative dis-
cussions concerning management.

208 Negative communication (re:
management)

Perceived inequity in employment relations
EE
DP

.43

.45

.44

.27
Wright and Cropanzano (1998); social wel-

fare workers (regression analysis; correla-
tion coefficients given)

Emotional exhaustion was associated with
turnover, even when controlling for the ef-
fects of positive and negative affectivity.

52 EE
Positive affectivity
Negative affectivity
Job satisfaction
Job performance

.34**

.00

.25*
!.05
!.37**
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Table 1 (Continued)

Article Information Main Findings N Independent Variables

Correlation with
Dependent
Variables

Intention to
Leave Turnover

Geurts, Schaufeli, and Rutte (1999); mental
health professionals (regression analysis;
correlation coefficients given)

The relationship between perceived inequity
and turnover intention was found to be
fully mediated by poor organizational
commitment.

90 Perceived inequity
Feelings of resentment
Poor organizational commitment
Absenteeism

.24*

.22*

.56***

.09
Jinnett and Alexander (1999); long-term

mental health care workers (hierarchical
linear modeling analysis; correlation coef-
ficients given)

This study tested the effects of two types of or-
ganizational features on quitting intention.
Group job satisfaction was found to affect
intention to quit, independent of individu-
als’ dispositions toward their jobs. Also, as
unit size increased, so did staff members’
intention to quit.

1,670 Job satisfaction
Physician
Psychologist
Social worker
Nurse/nurse practitioner
LPN/nursing assistant
Other occupation
Male
Professional tenure
Unit workload
Unit size
Group job satisfaction

!.64*
!.02

.03
!.08*

.03

.03

.00

.04
!.07*

.05
!.28*
!.22*

Note.—PA p personal accomplishment; EE p emotional exhaustion; DP p depersonalization; SES p socioeconomic status; PSR p psychosocial rehabilitation; N.S. p not
significant; SMC p squared multiple correlation (this is a test statistic, similar to “F” or “t”); LPN p licensed practical nurse (known as LVN in some states).

* p p .05.
** p p .01.
*** p p .001.
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metanalysis, it was important that the number of categories be expanded
so that each would contain homogeneous groups of variables.

Demographics.—This category includes two subcategories: personal
characteristics, including variables such as age, gender, locus of control
(measured with Rotter’s Introversion-Extroversion Scale; Rotter 1966),
and life satisfaction (measured on a three-item scale developed by Bach-
man et al. [1967] to assess one’s general affective state in life); and
work-related characteristics, including items such as education, income,
and job tenure.

Professional perceptions.—This second category includes variables that
capture the individual-organizational interface within one of five sub-
categories: burnout, value conflict, job satisfaction, organizational com-
mitment, and professional commitment. Burnout is consistently mea-
sured by the three scales of the Maslach Burnout Inventory (Maslach
and Jackson 1986): emotional exhaustion, represented by feeling over-
extended and exhausted by one’s work; depersonalization, indicated by
the presence of unfeeling, impersonal responses to one’s clients; and
personal accomplishment, shown to be lacking when one feels incom-
petent and fails to achieve. Value conflict refers to an employee’s sense
of incompatibility between his or her own professional values and the
organization’s value system. Job satisfaction is measured through in-
struments such as the Job Satisfaction Survey (Spector 1985) and a three-
item job satisfaction scale (Cammann et al. 1983). Organizational com-
mitment, a measure of workers’ attachment or dedication to the
workplace, is measured through the Organizational Commitment Ques-
tionnaire (Mowday et al. 1979) as well as by single-item indicators. Pro-
fessional commitment, examined in only one study, is measured by a
three-item scale (Bartol 1979) that assesses one’s satisfaction with the
profession and desire to remain a part of it.

Organizational conditions.—Four subcategories comprise the organi-
zational conditions category: stress, social support, fairness-management
practices, and physical comfort. We use the term “organizational con-
ditions” to refer to both objective organizational conditions (e.g., in-
come or benefits) and, more commonly, individual or group perceptions
of organizational factors (e.g., social support, perceived inequity, or
promotion potential). Stress includes variables such as role ambiguity,
role conflict, and role stress, frequently measured using subscales of the
Role Questionnaire (Rizzo, House, and Lirtzman 1970). Both coworker
and manager support are included in the definition of social support.
This construct is measured with various instruments, such as the Caplan
Social Support Instrument (Caplan et al. 1975), or an original scale
assessing practical and emotional support from significant others
(Koeske and Kirk 1995). Items most frequently examined within the
fairness-management practices subcategory are income, workload, and
perceived inequity (Geurts et al. 1998). Physical comfort in the work-
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644 Social Service Review

place is measured through the use of original items, such as “the physical
surroundings are pleasant.”

The variable “perceived employment alternatives” appears repeatedly
as a predictor of both intention to leave and turnover. This variable is
considered independently because it did not fit into the three-category
structure. In addition to being an outcome variable, intention to leave
is frequently included as a predictor of actual turnover and thus is
considered independent from the three primary categories of predictor
variables.

Coding of Studies

Each included article was coded for (1) study sample (child welfare,
social work, or other human service employees), (2) the type of turnover
measure (intention to leave or actual turnover), (3) whether the study
reported correlation or regression coefficients (standardized or unstan-
dardized), (4) sample size, and (5) publication date. Eighty unique
predictor variables were assessed. This presented us with an analytic
challenge in light of the relatively large number of variables in pro-
portion to the relatively small number of articles (25). No one predictor
variable is common to all of the studies, and few studies contain exactly
the same measure of any given predictor. To permit the metanalytic
combination of these studies, each predictor variable thus was coded
into one of the three main categories and divided into the previously
mentioned subcategories.

Quality of Studies Coding and Analysis

Researchers working within the context of metanalysis explore the po-
tential relationship between study quality and the results of a metanalysis
(Rosenthal 1991), examining the possibility that less rigorously designed
studies might come to different conclusions than studies with more
rigorous designs. Robert Rosenthal (1991) discusses this issue with re-
spect to two strategies. In the first strategy, studies are coded based on
a concrete aspect, such as whether there is random assignment or not
(e.g., experimental vs. correlational studies). In the second strategy,
articles are coded based on experts’ subjective ratings.

Our data do not provide a single criterion, but as we did not want to
depend totally on subjective coding, we selected a combination of strat-
egies. We had the coders (three experts familiar with this area of study)
agree on multiple criteria for subjectively rating articles. The coders rated
each article on seven-point scales on four dimensions: (1) theory or con-
ceptual framework ( theory/conceptual framework, de-1 p no 7 p well
fined conceptual framework), (2) sampling procedures (1 p

or availability sample, with minimal or no external validity,convenience
selection from a well-defined population creating a truly7 p random
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representative sample with strong external validity), (3) quality of the
measures ( of the measures have known validity and reliability,1 p none

measures have strong demonstrated validity and reliability), and7 p all
(4) appropriate statistical methodology ( application,1 p inappropriate
i.e., the methods are too limited, and regression analysis does not include
all relevant predictors, methodology).7 p appropriate

The results produced an average quality score of 4.86, a variance score
of .72, and a standard deviation score of .85. This indicates limited
variability between the articles with respect to their quality. We con-
cluded that it would be counterproductive to create a hierarchy of qual-
ity for testing within the studies, when one does not seem to exist.
Furthermore, experts raise doubts about the utility of conducting such
analyses (Hunter and Schmidt 1990). Gene Glass, Barry McGaw, and
Mary Lee Smith (1981) draw on data from 11 metanalyses to conclude
that there is no evidence for a linear relationship between a study’s
quality and its reported effect sizes.

Calculation of Effect Sizes

The effect size estimate used in this metanalysis is r. When regression
beta weights were provided instead of correlation coefficients, effect size
estimates were calculated based on the t -test of the significance of the
beta, consistent with the procedures described by Rosenthal (1991).
The t -test was converted into r using the following formula. Once con-
verted to r, it was possible to combine these effect size estimates with
r’s from the other studies.

2t!r p (1)2t " df

In order to combine the results from the various studies, it was nec-
essary to calculate one effect size estimate per category of predictor
variables for each article. However, traditional techniques for combining
effect size estimates are based on the assumption that the various effect
sizes being combined are independent of one another. When one study
measures multiple variables from one category, the variables are not
independent of one another. Consequently, it was necessary to use tech-
niques described by Robert Rosenthal and Donald Rubin (1986), by
which nonindependent variables for each study are combined into one
composite effect size estimate per category. Once the nonindependent
effect size estimates were combined into one composite per study, tra-
ditional techniques could be used to combine the independent effect
size estimates between the various studies.

For example, three variables are coded into the category of burnout
(category 2A in tables). Averaging the effect sizes of these variables in
the five studies that measure their relationship to intention to quit
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results in too conservative an estimate of effect size. The procedures
described by Rosenthal and Rubin (1986) provide a more accurate es-
timate by taking into consideration the intercorrelations between the
nonindependent variables and by constructing a single composite effect
size estimate.

To calculate the composite scores of variables within studies, it was
necessary to establish an estimate of the average intercorrelation of
variables within each category. Table 2 reports both the average inter-
correlation of variables within each category (on the diagonal) and the
average intercorrelation of variables between each category (off the
diagonal). For example, the value on the diagonal of table 2 for burnout
(2A horizontal by 2A vertical) indicates that on average, the intercor-
relation of the variables within the burnout category is . Off ther p .37
diagonal, the intercorrelation between categories burnout and job sat-
isfaction (2A horizontal by 2C vertical) reports that , indicatingr p !.35
the average correlation between variables in the burnout category and
the variables in the job satisfaction category. Determination of statistical
significance of each r is based on a standard r table by which one can
determine whether a particular r value significantly departs from zero.
To determine significance, the total number of individual participants
was used in a fixed-effects test rather than a random-effects test that
uses the total number of studies. Given the restrictive number of studies
that could be used in computing each statistic, it would have been
unreasonable to use a random-effects model, and a fixed-effects test was
therefore the only solution.

We are limited by the diversity of predictor variables assessed across
the various studies. Intercorrelations both within and between categories
can be calculated only when a study collects data on multiple variables
and reports their intercorrelations. Many of the studies simply report
the correlation between the predictor variables and intentions to quit
or turnover without reporting the intercorrelations between predictors.
In order to contribute to the estimate of intercorrelations, the study
thus must contain both multiple variables within a category and must
report the intercorrelations between these variables. In table 2, k rep-
resents the number of studies from which data contributes to the esti-
mate. Many of the estimates are based on only a small number of studies.

The two categories of personal demographics and work-related dem-
ographics present an interesting situation in which a higher composite
score does not necessarily mean higher or more demographics. The
composite scores for these two categories were established by combining
the absolute value of each of the individual predictors. While the in-
terpretation of the actual value of other categories has meaning (more
burnout is associated with more turnover), the interpretation of the
personal demographics and work-related demographics categories is in
terms of the amount of prediction these variables provide. For example,
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Table 2

Average Intercorrelations between and within Categories

1A 1B 2A 2B 2C 2D 2E 3A 3B 3C 3D
Employment
Alternatives

Intention
to Leave

1. Demographics:
A. Personal .21

(kp1)
.12

(kp2)
!.24
(kp1)

.21
(kp3)

.28
(kp1)

.26
(kp1)

.26
(kp1)

.24
(kp1)

.02
(kp1)

.08
(kp1)

.27
(kp1)

B. Work-related .31
(kp2)

!.24
(kp1)

.11
(kp3)

.14
(kp2)

.11
(kp1)

.21
(kp2)

.04
(kp1)

.09
(kp2)

2. Professional perceptions:
A. Burnout .37

(kp4)
!.35
(kp4)

!.33
(kp1)

.40
(kp3)

!.23
(kp1)

!.34
(kp2)

.41
(kp1)

B. Value conflict
C. Job satisfaction .36

(kp5)
.52

(kp2)
.27

(kp1)
!.61
(kp2)

.58
(kp4)

.30
(kp3)

!.08
(kp2)

!.51
(kp1)

D. Organizational commitment .50
(kp1)

.41
(kp3)

!.15
(kp2)

!.60
(kp1)

E. Professional commitment !.22
(kp1)

.20
(kp1)

3. Organizational conditions:
A. Stress .55

(kp2)
!.56
(kp2)

.57
(kp1)

B. Social support .39
(kp1)

.36
(kp1)

!.21
(kp1)

C. Fairness-management practices .44
(kp3)

!.17
(kp2)

!.38
(kp2)

D. Physical conditions
Employment alternatives .04

(kp1)
Intention to leave

Note.—Values in the diagonal represent the average intercorrelations between variables within a category, and values off the diagonal represent
the average intercorrelations between categories. Values in parentheses represent the number of studies contributing data to the estimate.
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Table 3

Summary of Effect Sizes for Categories of Predictors for Intentions to Quit
and Job Turnover

Intentions to Quit Actual Turnover

r k n r k n

1. Demographics:
A. Personal .16*** 10 3,708 .09** 6 836
B. Work-related .16*** 9 1,863 .16*** 8 957

2. Professional per-
ceptions:

A. Burnout .42*** 7 1,755 .19*** 4 455
B. Value conflict .07* 2 1,136 .00 1 168
C. Job satisfaction !.40*** 11 4,014 !.19*** 7 2,039
D. Organizational

commitment !.54*** 4 594 !.16*** 3 5,289
E. Professional

commitment !.44*** 1 148 !.13 1 168
3. Organizational

conditions:
A. Stress .30*** 8 1,265 .15** 3 337
B. Social support !.27*** 7 2,512 !.10*** 3 5,218
C. Fairness-man-

agement
practices !.17*** 10 3,251 !.15*** 5 1,927

D. Physical
comfort !.17*** 4 2,345 .00 1 1,307

Employment
alternatives .20*** 3 504 .19** 2 281

Intention to leave .31*** 5 554

* p p .05.
** p p .01.
*** p p .001.

the composite effect size for the relationship between personal demo-
graphics and intention to quit is (see table 3). These variablesr p .17
account for 3 percent (r 2) of the variance in intention to quit.

Results
Out of the 25 studies, four examine child welfare workers, two examine
other social workers, and 20 examine other human service workers (one
study examines both child welfare workers and other social workers).
Intention to leave is assessed by 18 of the studies, actual turnover is
assessed by 12 studies, and five studies assess both. Correlation coeffi-
cients are reported by 20 of the studies, and regression coefficients are
reported by five. The average sample size is 523 participants (SD p

). Size ranges from 42 to 5,008 individuals.32
Table 3 represents the average effect size for each of the categories,

and table 4 represents the average effect size for each of the 80 predictor
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Table 4

Effect Sizes for Individual Variables Predicting Intentions to Quit and Job
Turnover

Intentions to Quit Actual Turnover

r k n r k n

1. Demographics:
A. Personal .16*** 10 3,708 .09** 6 836

Age !.15** 7 1,770 !.10* 4 494
Sex (male) .11 1 42 .03 2 1,712
Marital status .00 1 104
Children .40*** 1 104
Ethnicity .03 1 42 .00 1 42
SES .31* 1 42 .13 1 42
Locus of control .20** 1 174 !.03 2 342
Time spent with others .03 1 148
Life satisfaction !.16 1 148
Negative life events !.21 1 42 .14 1 42
Psychological well-being !.18 1 42 !.05 1 42

B. Work-related .16*** 9 1,863 .16*** 8 957
Year MSW received .00 1 288
Competence !.18** 2 220
Self-esteem .00 1 168
Tenure .10 1 112 !.03 3 452
Education .08 3 203 .16** 3 270
Experience !.24*** 2 1,014 !.15** 2 340
Internship !.10 1 156 !.22** 1 171
Training !.15 2 99 !.05 3 270
Absenteeism .09 1 90 .00 1 186
Income !.12 3 258 !.12 2 154
Level !.03 1 112 !.04 1 112
Presence of own child .08 1 57 .19 1 57
Discipline !.02 1 42 .01 1 42

2. Profession perception:
A. Burnout .42*** 7 1,755 .19*** 4 455

Personal accomplishment !.10*** 5 1,391 .05 3 403
Emotional exhaustion .45*** 7 1,755 .22*** 4 455
Depersonalization .14*** 6 1,599 .08 3 403

B. Value conflict .07* 2 1,136 .00 1 168
Value conflict .00 1 288
Values .00 1 168
Services in normal

environment !.08* 1 845
Committed to consumers !.11** 1 845
Services as long as needed !.11** 1 845
Social model of care !.07* 1 845

C. Job satisfaction !.40*** 11 4,014 !.19*** 7 2,039
Job satisfaction !.42*** 8 3,334 !.13 6 1,871
Challenge .003 2 452 .00 1 168
Expectancy .32*** 1 112 .05 1 112
Motivation potential .29** 1 112 .20* 1 112
Work itself !.45*** 1 223
Work autonomy .27*** 1 169
Direct control !.16 1 148
Indirect control !.20* 1 148
Job problems .52*** 1 57 .17 1 57
Job opinion questionnaire !.63*** 1 57 !.22 1 57
Job likes !.04 1 57 .09 1 57
Positive affectivity .00 1 52
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Table 4 (Continued)

Intentions to Quit Actual Turnover

r k n r k n

Negative affectivity .25 1 52
D. Organizational commitment !.54*** 4 594 !.16*** 3 5,289
E. Professional commitment !.44*** 1 148 !.13 1 168

3. Organizational conditions:
A. Stress .30*** 8 1,265 .15** 3 337

Stress .69*** 1 57 .27* 1 57
Role ambiguity .13** 3 608 .13 1 168
Role conflict .11** 3 608 .00 1 168
Fear factors .00 1 168
Task factors .00 1 168
Job-related tension .32*** 1 171
Need for clarity !.13 1 171
Role stress .40*** 2 317
Case factors .00 1 168
Helplessness .19* 1 148
Role overload .43*** 1 57 .34** 1 57

B. Social support !.27*** 7 2,512 !.10*** 3 5,218
Coworker support !.34*** 1 223 .00 1 168
Supervisor support !.36*** 2 379 .00 1 168
Social support !.24*** 3 359 !.13 1 42
Team cohesiveness .22* 1 104
Organizational climate !.16*** 1 5,008
Group job satisfaction !.22*** 1 1,670

C. Fairness-management
practices !.17*** 10 3,251 !.15*** 5 1,927

Income !.15*** 4 844 !.08*** 4 1,830
Promotion !.02 2 452 !.13 1 168
Agency change .00 1 168
Workload !.02 3 608 .00 1 168
Working overtime !.20** 1 171
Satisfaction with job

classification .07 1 186
Satisfaction with administration .07 1 186
Attitudes toward unionization !.23** 1 186
Leadership consideration .35*** 1 112 .08 1 112
Benefits .00 1 1,307
Perceived inequity .35*** 2 298
Feelings of resentment .22* 1 90

D. Physical comfort !.17*** 4 2,345 .00 1 1,307
Employment alternative .20*** 3 504 .19** 2 281
Intention to leave .31*** 5 554

* p p .05.
** p p .01.
*** p p .001.
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variables. For each effect size reported, k represents the number of
studies contributing to the effect size estimate, and n represents the
total number of participants from all studies contributing to the
estimate.

All the main categories and subcategories are significant predictors of
intentions to quit, and most of them are significant predictors of actual
turnover, with the exception of professional commitment, value conflict,
and physical comfort (see table 3). Interestingly, burnout, z p 4.84, p !

; job satisfaction, ; organizational commitment,.001 z p 8.50, p ! .001
, ; professional commitment, ; stress,z p 10.21 p ! .001 z p 3.00, p ! .01

; social support, ; and physical com-z p 2.57, p ! .05 z p 7.27, p ! .001
fort, , are all significantly better predictors of intentionz p 4.97, p ! .001
to quit than of actual turnover. The overall correlation between intention
to quit and actual turnover is .r p .31, k p 5, n p 554, p ! .001

One method of interpreting these results is to pinpoint the individual
predictor variables within each category that have the strongest rela-
tionship (i.e., that account for the most variance) to intention to quit
and turnover (see table 4). For example, while the overall category of
personal demographics significantly predicts both intentions to quit,

, and actual turnover, ,r p .16, k p 10, n p 3,708, p ! .001 r p .09
, , the best predictor variables for intention tok p 6 n p 836, p ! .01

quit are age, whether the workers had children, socioeconomic status,
and locus of control. The single best predictor of turnover in this cat-
egory is age.

A number of the individual predictors have effect size estimates that
are not statistically significant but that are comparable in strength to
the effect sizes of other predictors that are significant. This reflects the
sample sizes. For example, in the personal demographics category, neg-
ative life events, psychological well-being, and life satisfaction have rel-
atively large but not statistically significant relations.

The comparison of the types of samples (child welfare workers, social
workers, or other human service workers) must be interpreted conser-
vatively because there are few studies of child welfare workers and social
workers. Nonetheless, separate effect size estimates were calculated for
each group of workers. Relations are similar across types, but a few
differences can be identified. In comparison with human service work-
ers, the relationship with intention to quit is significantly smaller for
child welfare workers for the categories of job satisfaction, ,z p 3.45

; stress, , ; and physical comfort,p ! .001 z p 3.01 p ! .01 z p 2.55, p !

. However, this is based on only one study that assesses predictors.05
for intentions to quit in child welfare workers.

A comparison indicates larger effect sizes for other human service
workers than for social workers in the categories of personal demo-
graphics, ; work-related demographics,z p 2.64, p ! .01 z p 2.57, p !
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; job satisfaction, ; stress, ; man-.05 z p 6.70, p ! .001 z p 5.46, p ! .001
agement practices, ; and physical comfort, ,z p 4.86, p ! .001 z p 2.53

. In regard to actual turnover, the only significant differencep ! .001
between child welfare workers and human service workers is in the
category of job satisfaction, where the effect size is larger for human
service workers, . The effect size for the category ofz p 2.37, p ! .05
work-related demographics for human service workers also is larger than
the effect size for social workers, .z p 2.41, p ! .05

Discussion
Our metanalysis provides a research-based aggregate portrayal of the
main antecedents of intention to leave and turnover among child wel-
fare, social welfare, and human service workers. We originally set out
to examine the impact of the three major categories of antecedents that
emerged from the literature—demographic factors, professional per-
ceptions, and organizational factors. As anticipated, all three explained
turnover to a statistically significant degree, though the demographic
factors category has a weak relationship to the outcome variables.

More specific results suggest that the best predictors of intention to
quit (based on degree of association) are organizational commitment,
professional commitment, burnout, and job satisfaction. The strongest
single predictor of actual turnover is intention to leave, followed by
employment alternatives, job satisfaction, and burnout. More specifi-
cally, employees who lack in organizational and professional commit-
ment, who are unhappy with their jobs, and who experience excessive
burnout and stress but not enough social support are likely to contem-
plate leaving the organization. However, when it comes to actually leav-
ing, the picture is somewhat different. In addition to being unhappy
with their jobs, lacking in organizational commitment, and feeling burn-
out, stress, and lack of social support, employees who have actually left
their jobs contemplated quitting their jobs prior to doing it, were un-
happy with management practices, and had alternative employment
options.

Generally, our findings are consistent with other studies that dem-
onstrate the connection between job dissatisfaction (Price and Mueller
1981; Michaels and Spector 1982; Hom et al. 1992; Fuller et al. 1996;
Kiyak et al. 1997), organizational commitment (Michaels and Spector
1982; Stremmel 1991; Tett and Meyer 1993), burnout (Edelwich and
Brodsky 1980; Lee and Ashforth 1993b, 1993a; Drake and Yadama 1996;
Blankertz and Robinson 1997), stress (Wright and Thomas 1982; Jay-
aratne and Chess 1984; McKee et al. 1992), and social support (Land-
strom, Biordi, and Gillies 1989; Taunton et al. 1997), and both intention
to leave and turnover. Intention to leave is consistently the best predictor
of actual turnover (see, e.g., Kiyak et al. 1997). This might suggest that
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deciding to leave one’s job in the field of human services is not impulsive
but is a decision that one has been contemplating for some time prior
to taking action (Lee et al. 1999).

Results suggest that in order for employees to remain on the job, they
need to feel a sense of satisfaction from the work that they do and a
sense of commitment to the organization or the population served by
it. When employees are unhappy with their jobs or do not feel a strong
sense of belonging to the organization, they begin to contemplate leav-
ing their jobs. Market conditions and perceived available options predict
turnover.

Burnout and stress are serious concerns whether workers leave their
jobs or not, since those who feel burned out but choose to stay may not
be able to do their jobs well in providing the services that their clients
need (Glisson and Durick 1988; McKee et al. 1992; Manlove and Guzell
1997). Lack of support, particularly from supervisors, decreases workers’
ability to cope with their stressful jobs and increases the likelihood that
they will leave their jobs (Landstrom et al. 1989; Taunton et al. 1997).

Previous research in other fields, such as nursing, manufacturing,
information technology, and the armed services, indicates that the top
predictors for turnover are lack of satisfaction with one’s job (Hom et
al. 1992; Bretz, Boudreau, and Judge 1994; Fuller et al. 1996; Tai et al.
1998), job stress (McKee et al. 1992), job search behaviors (Vandenberg
and Nelson 1999), absenteeism (Mitra, Jenkins, and Gupta 1992), or-
ganizational commitment (Tett and Meyer 1993), individual perform-
ance (Williams and Livingstone 1994), and intention to leave (Kopel-
man, Rovenpor, and Millsap 1992). These findings are similar to ours
in that job satisfaction, job stress, organizational commitment, and in-
tention to leave remain important variables in predicting turnover. How-
ever, burnout stands out as an important predictor of both intention
to leave and turnover among child welfare, social work, and other hu-
man service professions but not in most other areas (with the exception
of nursing). Conversely, workers’ performance and absenteeism are im-
portant predictors in other fields but not in the human services field.
This is an important distinction that has a clear connection to the nature
of the work in these emotionally intense fields, where employees often
feel a greater responsibility and commitment to their clients than they
do toward their work organizations. The conflict between organizational
conditions (e.g., high caseloads) and workers’ own professional expec-
tations may lead employees to keep up with their very demanding work
commitments at the expense of their own emotional health, with high
levels of burnout as a result.

Surprisingly, the category of demographic characteristics is not a
strong predictor of either intention to leave or turnover. In contrast to
some individual studies that highlight personal characteristics as strong
predictors of intention to leave and turnover (e.g., McKee et al. 1992;
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Kiyak et al. 1997), our metanalysis generally produced mild or nonsta-
tistically significant correlations for these variables. It is particularly sur-
prising that neither gender nor ethnicity are statistically significant pre-
dictors of intention to leave or turnover. A possible explanation is that
diversity affects turnover in an indirect, rather than a direct, way. That
is, if treated unfairly within the organization, women and members of
minority and oppressed groups feel less job satisfaction, less organiza-
tional commitment, and more stress and burnout, and these feelings
affect their decision to leave the organization. Some of the individual
research that finds gender and ethnicity to be statistically significant
predictors does not account for variables such as job satisfaction, or-
ganizational commitment, stress, and burnout, which perhaps act as
mediators between diversity and turnover.

Within the demographics category, age (being young), lack of work
experience, and lack of competence stand out as statistically significant
predictors for both intention to leave and turnover. Our findings echo
those of other studies (see Knapp, Harissis, and Missiakoulis 1982; Bal-
four and Neff 1993; Kiyak et al. 1997). These variables may be closely
related to one another, in that younger workers are usually less expe-
rienced and less competent. They may also have more job opportunities
since employers in our youth-oriented society may perceive them as
having more flexibility, less responsibility, and more years before re-
tirement. Older workers may be less attractive to new employers and
less mobile since they have greater investment in their current position
(Somers 1996; Manlove and Guzell, 1997; Alexander et al. 1998; Tai et
al. 1998).

Our findings do not support the prevailing views that work-family
conflicts are central to turnover considerations. With the exception of
having children (highly correlated with intention to quit, but based on
findings from only one study), none of the other family-related variables
are statistically significant predictors of either outcome variable. In fair-
ness, we should note that most of the empirical studies include few
work-family related variables as antecedents to turnover and retention,
and this limits our ability to draw conclusions.

Strengths and Limitations

The main limitations of this study are the relatively small number of
studies included in the metanalysis and the associated heterogeneity of
study populations. In order to accumulate even 25 studies that represent
our chosen population and to report the necessary type of findings, we
had to search across 20 years of accumulated work in the human services
turnover literature. Generalizability of the metanalytic findings may thus
be limited, given the small and diverse sample size and the infrequent
use of each predictor variable across studies. Other key sources of po-
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tential weakness lie within the studies themselves. No systematic method
exists for measuring the various predictor or outcome variables. Often,
the variables are operationalized somewhat differently across studies,
leading to difficulty in interpreting metanalytic findings. Different mea-
sures are sometimes used to assess similar predictor variables, and many
authors employ original or other measures that have not been validated.
Also, the potential exists for mono method bias (common method var-
iance), which can occur when respondents are the source of information
for both the predictor and the outcome variables. The impact of mono
method bias remains controversial, and it is likely influenced by meth-
odological and measurement considerations (Crampton and Wagner
1994; Williams and Anderson 1994). While such bias is not an issue in
relation to turnover outcomes, measured objectively, it may have caused
some inflation of relationships to intention to leave. Caution should
also be taken when considering the organizational conditions results
since these are largely based on individual or group perceptions of
organizational variables rather than on objective organizational condi-
tions. Despite these limitations, findings from the present study should
be viewed as representing the first integrated effort at understanding
the predictors of turnover and intention to leave among child welfare,
social work, and other human service employees.

Implications for Policy, Practice, and Future Research

Our findings may include both bad and good news for managers and
policy makers in the areas of child welfare, social work, and other human
services. The bad news is that employees often leave not because of
personal and work-family balance reasons but because they are not sat-
isfied with their jobs, feel excessive stress and burnout, and do not feel
supported by their supervisors and the organization. This is also the
good news. When the decision to leave the job is a personal one, man-
agers and supervisors do not have much practical or ethical latitude to
intervene, but when the decision is based on work conditions and or-
ganizational culture, it is possible that both managers and policy makers
can respond. Knowing that stress, burnout, and lack of job satisfaction
are some of the most important contributors to turnover in the human
services field, interventions that target these particular issues may be
important. Examples of work-site interventions that have been shown
to decrease burnout and increase job satisfaction include stress man-
agement training, allowing for greater job autonomy, and providing
additional instrumental and social support (Bellarosa and Chen 1997;
van der Hek and Plomp 1997). Other potentially effective interventions
include reducing caseload size, increasing workforce size, and providing
for peer support groups.

Another important finding is that the decision to leave one’s job often

This content downloaded from 205.251.185.122 on Tue, 25 Jul 2017 20:21:31 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



656 Social Service Review

follows from the intention to leave. Managers and supervisors thus might
benefit from periodic monitoring of their employees’ feelings of job
satisfaction and organizational commitment. Research demonstrates
that it is possible to act to reverse burnout and feelings of dissatisfaction
among employees who are contemplating leaving (Cooley and Yovanoff
1996; Winefield, Farmer, and Denson 1998).

Because our findings also indicate that less experienced workers and
those who feel less competent are more likely to leave, managers might
avoid turnover if they invest in training and job-related education that
increases work-related knowledge and employee self-efficacy. This might
be accomplished through more comprehensive new-employee orien-
tation programs, the development of peer-support groups, or the team-
ing of new employees and more experienced colleagues.

The body of literature examining retention and turnover of employ-
ees in the human services field is lacking in a number of areas, in part
stemming from the very limited amount of research that has been con-
ducted. Gaps in existing knowledge include the examination of macro-
level variables such as organization size, setting, structure, funding status,
and other economic factors; specific job conditions and client charac-
teristics; interactions among various predictor variables; and multiple
methods of measurement. Hence, there exists a strong need for repli-
cation studies that consider different predictor variables and measure
them in multiple ways. Future research needs to examine the strongest
turnover predictors simultaneously in order to determine their rela-
tionships to one another and to discover their mediating and moder-
ating influences. Existing conceptual models should be integrated in
light of these new findings and tested among different groups of human
service employees. Additionally, the relationship between intention to
leave and actual turnover in the human services field merits further
examination, since intention to leave alone accounts for only a portion
of actual turnover.
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