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Umbrella Summary

Workload

A Summary of Workforce Research Evidence Relevant to the Child Welfare Field

What is workload?

There is no one, universally accepted definition of workload. A broad definition is that it is “an
all-encompassing term that includes any variable reflecting the amount or difficulty of one’s
work” (Bowling & Kirkendall, 2012, p. 222). Quantitative workload is the label for the amount of
work done, and qualitative workload is the label for the difficulty of work (Bowling & Kirkendall,
2012). Further, there is a distinction between mental and physical workload and between
objective and perceived workload (Bowling & Kirkendall, 2012).

A variety of approaches have been used to measure objective workload. A common one
focuses on the number of hours worked in a week, either gathered via self-report or timesheet
records (Bowling & Kirkendall, 2012). Perceived workload measures, on the other hand, ask for
employee perceptions about the volume and difficulty of their work. A variety of measures
have been used for this type of workload as well. Example items include “How often does your
job require you to work very hard?” (Spector & Jex, 1988) and “Today | have too much work to
do for my job” (llies et al., 2007).

A related concept is role overload, which is the experience when “role demands create the
perception that available resources are inadequate to deal with them, resulting in distraction
and stress” (Kahn et al., 1964, cited in Brown et al., 2005). A clear distinction has not been
made between role overload and high perceived workload, and they are often measured in
similar ways. Example role overload items include “The amount of work | am expected to do is
too great” (Bolino & Turnley, 2005) and “How often does the amount of work you do interfere
with how well the work gets done?” (Brown et al., 2005).

In child welfare, caseload is a common indicator of workload, though it has obvious limitations,
given the varied demands of different cases. Whereas caseload metrics include counts of the
number of children or families assigned to workers, workload refers to “the amount of work
required to successfully manage assigned cases and bring them to resolution” (Child Welfare
Information Gateway, 2016). Both of these are objective measures of workload; thus, they are
distinct from perceptions of workload or role overload, which offer an additional perspective on
work demands. Though meta-analytic research has not been done on child welfare caseload or
workload studies, further information on those topics can be found in the Child Welfare
Information Gateway’s (2016) Caseload and Workload Management issue brief.



https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubs/case-work-management/

Why is workload important?

The meta-analytic research on workload has a) focused on employee perceptions and b)
included measures of role overload. Defined as such, it is associated with several job attitudes
and stress indicators. Specifically, workload is moderately related to lower job satisfaction,
higher burnout, higher psychological strain, and higher turnover intentions (Bowling et al.,
2015). It is only modestly associated with lower organizational commitment and is, surprisingly,
not associated with job performance (Bowling et al., 2015). The connection between workload
and actual employee turnover is unknown.

Can workload be improved?

Though there are many strategies that have the potential to improve actual or perceived
workload, research is limited. In some cases, the strategies have been studied very little or not
at all, and in other cases, empirical work has been done but workload has not been measured
as an outcome. Instead, the focus has been on other indicators of effectiveness, such as job
attitudes and employee behaviors. For example, there are many ways of ensuring that
employees have the required knowledge and skills to meet job demands (e.g., hiring,
onboarding, training), but the extensive research on those processes has not specifically
focused on perceived workload, which is likely to be affected by employees’ capacity to manage
the volume and difficulty of their job duties.

Reduced-load work arrangements are not uncommon, but they are often customized to
individual employees on an ad hoc basis, making them harder to study systematically.
Nonetheless, rich qualitative data have been gathered that describe an array of strategies and
contextual factors that could be implemented in a more systematic and formalized fashion (see
Kossek & Ollier-Malaterre, 2020; Lee et al., 2000, & Lee et al., 2002).

A well-established process for systematically restructuring jobs is known as job redesign
(Hackman & Lawler, 1971). Though job redesign is not usually focused specifically on reducing
workload (indeed, it was developed in response to efforts that focused on simplifying jobs,
often at the expense of employee satisfaction and motivation; for a review of five key work
design perspectives see Parker et al., 2017), the process can still take workload factors into
account, and changes to perceived workload may be a natural byproduct. Again, most job
design studies do not examine the effects on workload or workload perceptions, so this is
speculative. One noteworthy exception is the QIC-WD’s partnership with the Louisiana
Department of Children and Family Services on a job redesign effort that has involved
developing and implementing a team approach to child welfare case management.

Other promising possibilities for decreasing either or both objective or subjective workload in
child welfare fall into the following categories: a) enhancing work processes and supports, b)
implementing program, practice, and system changes, c) staffing, and d) improving worker
effectiveness. For further details, see the Child Welfare Information Gateway’s (2016) Caseload
and Workload Management issue brief.
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Some of the potential arrangements described above may seem unlikely or unsuitable for a
child welfare agency, but with creativity, flexibility, a partnership with human resources and
other stakeholders (e.g., workforce, management, union), and careful monitoring of outcomes,
innovative strategies have the potential to change the landscape of jobs that are widely known
for excessive workload.

QIC-WD Takeaways

» The meta-analytic research on workload has a) focused on employee perceptions and
b) included measures of role overload.

» Workload is moderately related to lower job satisfaction, higher burnout, higher
psychological strain, and higher turnover intentions.

» Workload is only modestly associated with lower organizational commitment and is
not associated with job performance.

» The connection between workload and actual employee turnover is unknown.

» Though there are many strategies that have the potential to improve actual or
perceived workload, research is limited.

» For rich qualitative data on an array of strategies and contextual factors for reducing
workload, see Kossek & Ollier-Malaterre, 2020; Lee et al., 2000, & Lee et al., 2002.

» A well-established process for systematically restructuring jobs is known as job
redesign. Though job redesign is not usually focused on specifically reducing workload
the process can still take workload factors into account, and changes to perceived
workload may be a natural byproduct.

» The QIC-WD has partnered with the Louisiana Department of Children and Family
Services on a job redesign effort that has involved developing and implementing a
team approach to child welfare case management.

P For a host of other promising possibilities for decreasing either or both objective or
subjective workload, see the Child Welfare Information Gateway’s Caseload and
Workload Management issue brief.
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