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Overview: This presentation features a qualitative study of role-related stress among parents, foster 

parents, and attorneys in the dependency court process.  The results provide the child welfare system 

with the information needed to improve responsiveness to these key stakeholders and consequently 

improve therapeutic working alliance and inter-professional team functioning. 

Proposed Learning Objectives: 

1) By the end of this presentation, attendees will be able to identify the characteristics of role-

related stress among parents, foster parents, and attorneys in dependency court processes. 

2) By the end of this presentation, attendees will be able to identify the ways in which child 

welfare personnel (investigators and case managers) can improve responsiveness to 

stakeholders in the dependency court process. 

 

Background/Rationale:  While the child welfare field is a well-researched area within the social work 

literature, only a small body of research exists regarding the sources of role-related stress in the 

dependency court process.  In particular, the views of parents, foster parents, and attorneys are rarely 

described in the literature.  Researchers have found that the dependency court process is a high-stakes 

endeavor that creates tense, adversarial relationships between attorneys and other system actors, 

particularly when the attorney is concerned about the competence of other professionals (Thomson et 

al., 2017).  Likewise, foster parents have reported stressful experiences with the court system, 

particularly in relation to barriers to participation (Shdaimah & Alexander, 2018).  This study builds on 

this small body of research through an examination of role-related stress among parents, foster parents, 

and attorneys. 

Method:  A qualitative study was conducted to identify the experiences and perceptions of various 

stakeholder groups involved in the dependency court process.  To accommodate the schedules of 

participants, data were collected through three forms:  focus groups, phone interviews, and online 

surveys.  The sample included 27 parents, 10 foster parents, and 6 attorneys.  Questions varied across 

stakeholder groups to match their role in the process.  Thematic analysis was conducted with specific 

attention toward role-related stress.  

Results:  The qualitative responses revealed eight themes, one of which was identified across all three 

stakeholder groups.  In discussions of role-related stress, attorneys, parents, and foster parents 

described an information-deficit.  Each expressed frustration related to a lack of information from 

investigators and case managers.  Two additional themes found in the parents’ responses focused on 

being judged and waiting for responses.  They felt shamed by some investigators and case managers.  

They also expressed frustration with the time spent waiting for case managers to respond to requests 

and connect them with services.  Three additional themes found in the foster parents’ responses 

reflected role-related stress due to being ignored, being affected by unpredictable actions by system 

actors, and feeling worried for the child’s well-being.  They had key information on the child and family 

that was ignored in the court process; they faced unpredictability when the children were unexpectedly 

moved back home without a transition plan; and they worried for children when they returned home 



too quickly.  Two additional themes found in the attorneys’ responses focused on being misunderstood 

and burdened.  They felt misunderstood by investigators and case managers who misinterpreted their 

requests for additional information as efforts to oppose their decisions.  They also felt burdened by the 

role of preparing investigators and case managers and expressed a preference for a co-worker type of 

relationship with them.   

Conclusions:  These results have implications for child welfare agencies and child welfare trainers.  

Understanding the perspectives of each actor in the system is essential for establishing a therapeutic 

working alliance with parents and smooth-functioning relationships with foster parents and dependency 

court attorneys.  This understanding may also facilitate greater success in case outcomes if child welfare 

professionals can better fulfill their role through information dissemination and support of others in the 

process.   
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