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In England, there are continued workforce pressures within children’s social care relating to burnout, workload and staff turnover. High caseloads, emotional impact of the role, and challenges recruiting new staff may impact the continuity of service to children and families who often require stable, consistent relationships with practitioners (Murphy, 2026). Department for Education data also show ongoing movement of staff within local authorities, raising ongoing questions about staff retention (Department for Education, 2024). This report will critically examine burnout and staff retention within children’s social care. It will also evaluate the key sources of information, identify appropriate research methodologies and explain appropriate methods for data collection in relation to this topic. Understanding the issue is important for staff wellbeing, professional practice around safeguarding and children’s social care.
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The research topic chosen is about burnout and staff retention in children’s social care. This is considered a current and critical issue within England. Children’s social workers often carry heavy caseloads, have safeguarding duties and frequently manage emotionally demanding situations, which could lead to higher levels of stress and fatigue. A recent study highlights that that 41% of social workers surveyed reported low morale, workload, and poor mental health pressures. These are among the most likely reasons for social workers leaving the job (Social Work England, 2024). This is important because high levels of staff turnover have the potential to disrupt the relationship that children and families develop and trust with practitioners and impact the speed of decision-making around safety and permanency. A recent study identified that workforce instability can lead to placement disruption and cause distress for children and young people (MacLochlainn et al., 2025).
This area of concern is also relevant to employers, as it may contribute to the higher cost of replacing experienced workers, higher reliance on agency workers and increased workload and pressure for remaining staff. Research in Practice (2023) stated that more employees left in comparison to the ones that joined the children’s social work in England. This area of concern is also relevant to professional practice with children because retaining staff is essential for maintaining safeguarding practice and continuity of care, to promote positive long-term outcomes for children. 
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Three sources of evidence have been considered to help understand my area of interest in burnout and staff retention in children’s social care. The first source is the Department for Education Children’s Social Work Workforce 2024 publication. This official source of government data showed that in September 2024, there were 7,200 vacancies for children and family social workers across England. There was a vacancy rate of 17% in England, which although lower than in 2022, is higher than in 2017. It also highlighted the continued usage of agency staff and the movement of staff across local authorities. This source is useful because it provides national statistics relating to staff recruitment and retention, based on information provided by children’s social work teams across local authorities and therefore reliable. Nonetheless, this source provides only numerical data and does not elaborate on the specific reasons why individuals feel burnt out or leave the profession (Department for Education, 2024). 
The second reference is the Social Work England workforce research report (2024), which explores whether social workers stay or leave the profession. This report highlighted that staffing levels and culture have an influence on how new staff members join the sector and how others stay (Social Work England, 2023). This source is useful because it gives an insight into how staff may feel, and not just statistics. This source can help to explain how burnout can arise from stress, poor supervision and team culture. The strength of this source is that it focuses on experiences within the social work profession, and this is relevant to conducting further research on this chosen topic. A limitation of this source is that it includes social work in general, and not the children’s social care. 
The third reference is a review of scholarly journal articles from the British Journal of Social Work (2025), which explored workforce turnover and its effects on the experiences of care. The article review suggests that high staff turnover has a detrimental effect, in which relationships can lose continuity, delay decision-making and experience emotional uncertainty for families and children. This source facilitates linking staffing issues directly to service user outcomes. This also highlights how workforce issues are also linked to safeguarding concerns and quality, and not just to workers. A limitation is that review studies depend on the quality of existing literature and may involve research from different contexts (MacLochlainn et al., 2025). 
Overall, these sources are useful for supporting the chosen topic, as it provides evidence ranging from official statistics to service user experience to qualitative research from professionals. However, the current research does lack in a certain area, for example, more recent research from the UK, focused on burnout from children’s social care and specifically what causes the turnover of staff. This is an area that would benefit from further research, as well as the effectiveness of the interventions to reduce turnover of staff, such as improving supervision and wellbeing interventions or redesigning workload. This could include conducting further research in the local context and exploring why some organisations have successfully managed to retain staff more than others.
 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
For this research topic, a mixed research methodology is most appropriate. Research methodology is the study of research design and methods that are applied to systematically address a research topic. The three main types are quantitative (numerical or statistical data is gathered and analysed to identify patterns or relationships, for example, a survey is undertaken to measure staff burnout in children’s social care, (Lorenzini et al., 2024), qualitative (an exploration of subjective experience, opinions and interpretations of an area of interest through conducting qualitative interviews or focus groups, for example, investigating why social work staff leave the profession), or mixed method (quantitative and qualitative are conducted as part of the same research to gain a more comprehensive picture) (Lorenzini et al., 2024). Burnout and retention are both measurable, quantifiable problems (for example, through the rates of staff turnover, sickness absence and working hours) and also personal experiences involving feelings and an organisational culture. A quantitative method will show how prevalent burnout is while qualitative interviews could provide a narrative explanation for why staff feel unsupported or why they decide to quit. Mixed methods approaches are becoming more popular and highly regarded for health and social research as they allow researchers to draw stronger evidence through a combination of quantitative and qualitative research (Wasti et al., 2022).
A mixed methods approach would therefore give a well-rounded explanation for the reasons for burnout in children’s social care, which would allow organisations to create better support, supervision and retention policies.




 DATA COLLECTION
Data collection describes the process of gathering information to answer a research question. Primary data is first-hand information collected by the researcher through methods such as surveys, interviews and focus groups. Secondary data is used to describe information which is already available and includes government publications, workforce statistics and articles in academic journals. Secondary data is useful as it is a quick source of information and allows researchers to make comparisons to national data, but the source may not relate specifically to the research question (Fàbregues et al., 2024).
For this proposed study on burnout and retention of staff in children’s social care, primary data would be a better option. First-hand evidence from practitioners, family support practitioners and managers would allow researchers to gain updated insight and knowledge on working pressures, stress, supervision and reasons for remaining or leaving. An online questionnaire could collect numbers from a large group of participants, while in-depth, semi-structured interviews could provide more detail about these experiences. Combining both data collection methods would help create better evidence, which gives a broad and in-depth look at the issue (Pyo et al., 2023).
Primary data provides several strengths, including relevance, up-to-date information and direct connection with the subject matter. The disadvantages are access to busy staff, obtaining informed consent, maintaining confidentiality and possible low response rates. Despite the challenges involved in data collection, the first-hand source of information is still the strongest evidence that will allow the creation of practical retention and support strategies in children’s social care.
[bookmark: _Toc227622696]CONCLUSION 
In conclusion, burnout and staff retention are current important concerns in children’s social care in England. High workload, emotional stress and staff shortages have been shown to impact staff well-being and therefore service stability, and potentially outcomes for children and families. Studies also show that there are still recruitment and retention issues in the area. A mixed methods approach would provide the best research design to combine statistical evidence and narratives of staff experiences. Data collection using both questionnaire and interviews would provide the strongest, most relevant and up-to-date evidence of the research topic. It is suggested that further research is necessary to create effective strategies of support to improve well-being and retention of staff and provide quality care to vulnerable children.
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