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Statement of Purpose

Social workers play a critical role in the delivery of services necessary for the well-being 

of vulnerable individuals, children, and families, yet across the nation the social work 

profession faces a number of workforce challenges.  A national study, conducted on behalf of 

the National Association of Social Workers (NASW) (Whitaker, Weismiller & Clark, 2006),

reported that the profession struggles with an older-than-average and less-diverse-than-average 

workforce, low salaries, high caseloads, increasingly severe client problems, decreased staffing 

levels, and non-social workers being hired to fill social work positions.  Collectively, such 

issues pose significant challenges to the recruitment, retention and replacement of a 

professionally educated and highly skilled social work labor force.

In 2006, the Iowa Chapter of NASW began to explore the unique relevance of these 

issues in the state.  A policy statement, entitled Social Work Reinvestment, identified a number 

of key issues that are briefly summarized here.  [A complete copy of the statement is available 

at:  http://www.iowanasw.org/PDF_docs/2009%20Social%20Work%20Reinvestment.pdf

�x First, the statement noted that social workers in Iowa deliver a sizeable portion of the 

state’s mental health services, but they represent part of an aging workforce. A study 

by the Iowa Department of Public Health (Kelly, 2006) reported that among licensed 

social workers in the state, 28 percent (p.16) were age 55 or older, and thus are likely 

to retire in the next decade.  As these skilled, experienced mental health 

professionals exit the workforce, there is a growing risk that the state will be unable 

to meet the demand for mental health services of its citizens. In certain rural areas of 

the state, that shortage already is apparent.  
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�x Second, Iowa faces a shortage of geriatric social workers trained to meet the 

specialized needs of its burgeoning elderly population; by 2030, census projections 

estimate that 22.4% of Iowans will be age 65 or older (Iowa Data Center, 2006b).  

Of these individuals, one in every three will be likely to experience some form of 

sensory, physical, mental or care-related impairment that requires assistance.  

�x Third, Iowa’s population is becoming more diverse; census estimates project that by 

2030, Latinos will comprise approximately 10 percent of the population, and 

African-Americans will comprise another 4 percent (Iowa Data Center, 2006a & 

2006c).  The state’s predominately white, English-speaking social work labor force 

does not reflect the demographic and linguistic diversity of the population it serves.  

�x Fourth, the cost of higher education in Iowa rose by 80% between 1999-2005 

(Midwest Higher Education Compact, May 2005, p.2), substantially increasing the 

‘family share’ of educational costs.  With limited grants, scholarships, and paid 

practicum opportunities, students must fund their education on loans and future 

earnings, or forego higher education opportunities altogether.  

�x And fifth, the pay scale for both entry level and master’s level social work positions 

is substantially lower than that for comparable undergraduate and graduate education 

in related professions such as education and nursing.  A study by the Iowa Chapter 

of NASW (Abendroth, 2005) noted that the average salary for a social worker with 

an undergraduate education and less than 4 years experience was $22,822, compared 

to an average salary of $35,000 (Iowa Workforce Development, n.d.) for an 

elementary or secondary school educator.  Given the frequent need to repay 

educational loans, the high caseloads and job stress, the low pay is seen as a serious 

disincentive to those wishing to enter or to remain in the profession.

While the Social Work Reinvestment statement identified a number of key issues and 

provided some relevant data, it lacked specific input from practicing social workers.  Towards 

that end, in March 2008, the Iowa Chapter held a series of focus groups with social workers 
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around the state to explore their perspectives on the key issues facing the profession.  The 

principal questions presented to the focus group participants were: “What issues are affecting 

the social work profession?”  and “Who could be our allies?”  An estimated 90 professionals

participated in the focus groups, which were held in 7 sites.  They represented both BSW and 

MSW practitioners from a mix of practice areas and rural and urban locations.

A number of related issues were identified from the focus groups, many of which 

echoed those identified in the earlier policy statement.  A central concern was the issue of social 

work identity; participants expressed the view the social work was often misunderstood as a 

form of ‘charity’ work and therefore was not valued as a profession in its own right.  

Additionally, participants articulated a number of challenges facing the profession, including: 

1) low wages that provide barely livable incomes, drive workers into private practice, or 

force them to leave the profession altogether; 

2) educational issues such as limited access to accredited BSW programs, few available 

scholarships and work-study options, the lack of paid practicum placements, and the 

need by some to surrender a job in order to complete practicum requirements;

3) professional encroachment caused by agencies hiring non-social workers/unlicensed 

workers to fill social work positions;

4) licensure issues, including the inability of macro practitioners to achieve advanced 

licensure, the narrow criteria for and barriers to advanced clinical licensure, the lack 

of title protection, and the practice threats posed by other professions with fewer 

licensure demands;

5) funding and provider reimbursement issues that are prompting public mental health 

centers to close, forcing social workers to adopt a medical model, restricting billable 

services, and limiting the number of qualified candidates for job vacancies;
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6) specific challenges related to rural practice such as limited service accessibility, 

transportation problems, and the difficulty in filling job vacancies; and

7) other issues such as increasing paper work demands, safety issues, limited job 

opportunities, the cost of NASW dues, and lack of a unified voice to address the 

diverse issues of the profession.

After reviewing the information collected from the focus groups, the Iowa Chapter 

decided to explore the issues further by conducting a statewide survey of social work 

practitioners.  In order to engage Iowa’s policy makers on issues affecting the social work 

profession in state, the Chapter Board felt it was necessary to be able to document the specific 

issues and trends within the state.  To assist in this effort, the Chapter asked University of Iowa 

School of Social Work to partner in developing and conducting the study.
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Methods

This research study used a cross-sectional survey methodology to explore the practice 

issues facing social workers in Iowa.  The survey was conducted in two formats – an electronic 

format that was posted on Survey Monkey, and a paper format that was available from the 

Chapter office.  Participants had the option of using the most convenient method.  The survey 

was primarily comprised of closed-ended questions where participants selected an answer from 

a list provided.  There were a small number of opportunities for participants to write in a 

response or explanation; at the completion of the survey respondents were asked to provide any 

additional general comments.   

Approximately 2100 social work professionals from two groups were invited to 

participate in the study.  The first group, which numbered approximately 1100 individuals, 

included all members of the Iowa Chapter of NASW.  These individuals were recruited through 

the Chapter newsletter and personal email announcements.  The second group was a randomly 

selected subgroup of non-NASW licensed social workers, numbering approximately 1000 (of 

4200 total) licensees, who were identified from the state list of licensees held by the Iowa Board 

of Social Work Examiners.  Because email addresses were not available for this group, they 

were recruited through a personal postcard mailing that informed them about the survey and 

invited their participation.

The researchers obtained human subjects approval from the Institutional Review Board

(IRB) of the National Association of Social Workers.  The study involved minimal risks.  

Consent information was provided to explain the purpose of the study, to assure participants 

that their responses were confidential and anonymous, to inform participants that they could 
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skip any question(s) or discontinue the survey at any time and that the data was stored in a 

password-protected computer in a secure site.  Respondents were advised that by completing 

and returning the survey, they were indicating their consent to participate in the study.  

The survey instrument was created by the research team.  Because of the issues that had 

been identified, the researchers focused on three key areas of study:  1) demographic profile of 

Iowa social workers – including age, education, licensure, geographic practice area, type of 

employment, salary and benefits; 2) workplace issues and challenges; and 3) social workers’ 

career plans and the factors affecting those decisions.  [A copy of the survey is provided in 

Appendix A.]  In order to have a basis for comparison, the researchers chose to pattern a 

number of the questionnaire items and response formats after the national NASW survey and a 

subsequent state survey conducted in Massachusetts.  Permission was requested and received 

from the Massachusetts Chapter, NASW to utilize items from their study in the Iowa study.  

Other items were created to capture the issues that had been identified during the focus groups 

held around the state.  The Iowa Chapter NASW Board of Directors reviewed the instrument 

and provided feedback on its content and formatting.  The research team used this feedback to 

modify the instrument and better capture the desired information.

Data collection took place over a six week period in 2008.  Participants received either 

an email or a postcard announcement that provided them a link to the Survey Monkey website 

or gave the phone number where they could request a paper copy.  A follow-up reminder was 

sent three weeks later, urging prospective participants to complete the survey if they had not 

done so, or thanking them if they had.  Researchers closed the survey three weeks after the 
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follow-up mailing was sent.  However, due to the low response rate (18%), the survey was 

subsequently re-opened.  A second reminder was sent via email and the survey remained open 

for another six week period.  Announcements about accessing the survey online were made at 

the Coalition for Family and Children Services in Iowa annual conference (with attendees from 

across the state) in October, 2008.  During this second interval, 237 additional respondents

completed the instrument.  In total, 654 participants completed the survey, approximately 31% 

of the invited participants.  

Following the data collection, the responses were entered into SPSS for analysis by the 

research team.

This report details the results of the survey responses and offers suggestions for using 

this information to strengthen the social work profession in Iowa. 
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Social Work in Iowa:
A snapshot of the profession in 2009

Overview 

A total of 654 people agreed to complete the questionnaire, 31 percent of the 

professionals sampled.  The vast majority of participants were Caucasian (94%) and female 

(86%).  Participants ranged in age from 20 to 73, with an average age of 44 years old.  Most 

frequently, participants had earned an MSW (66%) were licensed at the LISW level (40%), 

employed in an urban area (50%) at a non-profit agency (36%) and provided mental health 

counseling (25%).  The average annual income reported was approximately $44,000.  

A number of key issues emerged from the responses to the Iowa NASW survey.    They 

include: 

�x Education Challenges
�x Licensure Issues
�x Income Issues
�x Supervision Issues
�x Changing Context of Practice
�x Aging Workforce
�x Career Plans

Some of these issues are similar to those highlighted in the 2006 National NASW report 

(Whitaker, Weismiller & Clark, 2006) and the 2006 survey report by the Iowa Department of 

Public Health (Kelly, 2006).  Other issues were unique to this survey of social work 

professionals in Iowa.  The following report details the participants’ responses to the survey 

questions, discusses key issues and offers suggestions to strengthen the social work profession 

in Iowa.  Because some respondents did not complete each item of the survey, the number of 

respondents to particular items will be noted where appropriate.  Due to rounding and the 

incomplete responses, tables and figures may not represent the full sample of respondents.  
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Survey Results

Education

Participants were asked to identify all of their academic degrees including those in other 

disciplines.  Over one third of participants (39%, n=253) held a BSW (BASW), and two-thirds 

of participants (66%, n=432) had completed an MSW degree.  Eight (1%) respondents had 

earned a doctorate degree in social work.   

Among participants who reported earning a non-social work degree (n= 238), 65% 

(n=155) had an MSW, indicating that their undergraduate education was in another field.  

Sixteen percent (n=38) had a BSW, suggesting they had completed academic work at the 

master’s level in another field.  One percent of these respondents (n=2) had a PhD with an 

undergraduate or graduate degree in another field.  

Overall, about one-fifth of participants (17%, n=109) reported currently being enrolled 

in an academic program.  Most of these students were completing an MSW (n=79).  Others 

were completing a BSW (n=16), a doctorate in social work (n=7), or a non-social work degree 

(n=7).

Participants were asked what type of college or university they had attended, or were 

attending, for each degree.  Sixty-three percent of participants (n=458) had received their BSW 

degree from an institution in Iowa and 73 percent (n=477) had graduated with an MSW from an 

institution in Iowa.  The majority of these degrees were granted from a public institution.  Table 

1, below, summarizes the location and type of educational institution from which participants 

graduated.   
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Table 1: Location and type of institution from
which participants graduated 

Degree received

College/University BSW MSW

Location

In Iowa 63% 73%

Other state 36% 27%

Type of institution

Public 52% 75%

Private 48% 25%

Educational Issues.  To complete their education, most respondents reported that they 

had secured student loans.  The average amount of these loans was $28,093, with a range from 

$0 to $120,000 per individual.  There was no statistically significant difference between the 

average amounts of student loans for respondents with a BSW only compared to those with an 

MSW.  Slightly less than half of the participants (45%, n=277) reported that they currently had 

unpaid student loans. 

Among those who had ever had student loans, respondents identified a number of ways 

that needing to repay loans had limited their advancement in the profession.  These limitations 

included: delayed or eliminated the possibility of returning to school for an advanced degree 

(55%, n=163); prevented them from looking for a social work job in an area of interest because 

it would pay less (46%, n=137); and/or kept them in a non-social work position because the pay 

scale was higher, making it easier to repay the student loans (28%, n=82).  For a smaller number 

of respondents, student loans reportedly curtailed leisure activities such as travel, caused a delay 
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in buying a new home or car, or prompted them to secure a second job to pay their loans on 

time.

Licensure

Most of the respondents in this survey were licensed in the state of Iowa.  Figure 1 

illustrates the distribution of respondents across licensing levels  A majority (57%) of 

participants, primarily at the MSW level, reported they were required to be licensed by their 

employer.  

Figure 1: Percent of participants at each level of licensure

A small percentage of participants (11%, n=60) reported that they were licensed to 

practice social work in another state.  These states, in order of greatest frequency, included: 

Illinois, Nebraska, Minnesota and Missouri.  Some participants (12%, n=67) also reported being 

licensed in another field of practice, most frequently in chemical dependency treatment. 
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Participants had been licensed between 1 and 37 years.  Overall, the average length of 

time of licensure at their current level was approximately 10 years (mean = 9.95 years), 

however, there were variations by licensing level.  Those with an LBSW had been licensed for 

an average of 9.9 years. Those at the LMSW level reported being licensed for an average of 4.9 

years, which may reflect that this level of licensure is often an interim step to the LISW for 

most social workers.  LISW social workers reported being licensed for the longest amount of 

time, about 13 years on average.  

Licensure and Geographic Location of Workplace Setting

Participants were asked to identify the size of the community in which their workplace 

was located.  Rural areas or small communities were defined as having a population of 24,000 

or less, for example, Williamsburg or Newton.  A mid-size city or community was defined as 

those with a population between 24,001 and 49,000; similar to Cedar Falls or Clinton in size.  

Urban areas in Iowa were defined as cities like Des Moines and Council Bluffs with a 

population over 49,000.  Overall, the preponderance of licensed social workers were employed 

in urban areas of the state.  Table 2 identifies the variations in licensure levels among social 

workers by workplace location.  

Table 2: Level of licensure by workplace location

Level of Licensure

Rural area or small 
community

(under 24,000)
n=134

Mid-size city or 
community

(24,001-49,000)
n=108

Large city or
urban area

(49,001 and more)
n=242

LBSW 21% 10% 9%

LMSW 25% 32% 27%

LISW 35% 32% 53%

Not currently licensed 19% 25% 12%
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As noted in Table 2 above, rural communities have the largest percentage of LBSWs, 

mid-size communities have the largest percentage of LMSWs, and urban areas the largest 

percentage of LISWs.  These variations likely reflect the types of services available in each of 

these locations.  For example, there is likely a concentration of independent practice settings in 

urban settings where there is a concentration of LISWs.  Anecdotal information suggests that 

persons in rural areas of Iowa must often travel to larger urban /mid-size communities to receive 

therapy, for example.  Similarly, there are likely relatively more positions for LBSWs in rural 

areas with employment opportunities in hospital and long-term care facilities, the Department of 

Human Services (DHS) and general service agencies.  

Supervision, Licensure and Continuing Education

Having access to adequate supervision and continuing education opportunities is 

important for all social workers to ensure good professional practice.  For those seeking to move 

from the LMSW to the LISW level of licensure, appropriate supervision and mentorship are 

critical.  Table 3 summarizes the availability of supervision from a licensed social worker in the 

respondents’ current agency.  The responses did not significantly differ across the three 

geographic locations.

Table 3: Availability of supervision by level of licensure

                                     Current level of social work licensure
LBSW

n=66
LMSW
n=139

LISW
n=214

Yes- agency provides it 26% 30% 17%

Yes- arranged at my 
own expense 0% 6% 1%
No-but I need it 0% 20% 1%

Not required/not 
working toward LISW 74% 44% 82%
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As identified in Table 3 above, less than one-third of licensed respondents overall 

(n=419) received supervision from a licensed social worker.  Of greater concern, however, is the 

20 percent of LMSW respondents who were not receiving supervision within their workplace 

setting or able to arrange it independently.   Consequently, they will not be able to advance to the 

LISW level.   Overall, participants in rural areas were the least likely to report that they needed 

supervision for licensure but were not able to arrange it (6%).  The percentage of individuals 

with this concern in mid-size communities was 13 percent and in urban areas it was 11 percent of 

participants.  Additionally, 44 percent of LMSW respondents indicated they were not working 

toward the LISW.  This suggests that the number of social workers who will advance to the 

highest level licensure and fill positions requiring this level of licensure is limited.  Furthermore, 

this may also indicate a shortage of social workers available to provide mentoring to younger 

professionals.

Licensure Issues.  Having sufficient numbers of social workers move to the next level of 

licensure is a concern in the profession to ensure that the workforce remains able to meet the 

needs of the community.  Among those licensed at the LBSW and LMSW levels (n=218), 

relatively few reported definite plans to move to the next highest level of licensure within the 

next three years.  Table 4, below, summarizes the responses to this item.  The vast majority of 

LBSW and LMSW respondents was “uncertain” or had “no plans” to advance in the profession, 

suggesting that there will not be a steady progression of advancement across the profession.  A 

large proportion of the “not currently licensed” respondents to this item indicated their intention 

to become licensed in the near future; however, this represents only a small number (12) of 

individuals (approximately 12). 
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Table 4: Respondents planning to move to the next licensure level

Current Level of Licensure

Likely to move to next 
licensure level… 

LBSW
n=70

LMSW
n=148

Not currently 
licensed

n=17

Within 1-3 years 16% 37% 71%

Within 4 or more years 1% 5% 12%

Uncertain 32% 32% 12%

No plans 51% 26% 6%

The two most commonly selected reasons for not moving to a higher level of licensure 

were “my current work setting or practice area does not qualify me for advanced licensure” 

(34%, n=74), and “there is little or no benefit for me to move up” (35%, n=75).  Respondents 

also reported that not having access to appropriate supervision at their place of employment or in 

their geographic area (23%, n=49) and/or not being able to afford the cost of purchasing 

supervision privately (23%, n=50) limited the possibility of attaining higher licensure at the 

present time.  A small number of respondents reported they were unwilling to study for the 

licensing exam (9%, n=20).  

A few respondents chose “Other” reasons for not advancing in the field and provided a 

narrative response.  These narrative comments included: “unable to return to school for an MSW 

because of the cost, time, and/or location of programs” (n=15), “getting close to retirement” 

(n=9), and “currently a student in a BSW or MSW program” (n=7).  A few narrative comments 

underscored the issue of eligibility to sit for the LISW exam based on their current type of 

practice.  This issue, currently an on-going discussion with the Iowa licensing board, needs to be 

clarified and resolved in the near future to ensure the continued growth and strength of the social 

work profession. 
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Continuing education opportunities are also important for social work professionals to 

remain up to date on current practice trends and to maintain licensure.  There was a range of 

responses about the availability of continuing education programs in participants’ workplaces or 

local communities.  Participants responded to this item using a Likert Scale where 1 represented 

CEUs being “unavailable” and 5 represented “many choices available.”  The average response 

was a 3, suggesting “some continuing education available, but not a large variety.”  One-fourth 

of the respondents to this item (25%, n= 141) indicated there were none or very few 

opportunities available locally.  To meet the CEU requirements and participate in meaningful 

workshops, these professionals likely are required to travel greater distances and take personal 

time from their jobs in order to obtain CEUs.  

As noted above, a number of participants reported that supervision and continuing 

education requirements for obtaining and/or renewing a license were difficult to access in their 

local area.  Given that social workers typically have high case loads and job demands, the extra 

burden of obtaining supervision and continuing education are likely to delay the advancement of 

these professionals.  Even though obtaining supervision was identified as an area of concern 

primarily for rural social workers in focus groups conducted by NASW, the responses to this 

survey suggest that it is equally a problem in mid-size and urban settings.  

Social work licensure in Iowa (currently) requires 27 hours of continuing education every 

two years for re-licensure.  The depth and breadth of these courses is important to ensure that the 

workforce remains up to date on evidenced-based practices, social work ethics, and developing 

trends in the profession.  Without adequate coverage of topics, continuing education workshops 

run the risk of providing hours that do not enhance the professional development of the 
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participants.  Ensuring that workshops are available throughout the state and cover a broad array 

of topics is a critical issue for the profession to address. 

Workplace Settings

Respondents were asked to provide information about their primary place of employment 

by selecting from a list of descriptors or adding an additional category.  Most frequently, 

participants reported working at a private service agency that was nonprofit or not for profit 

(36%, n=186).  Following overall current trends in the profession, the smallest percentage of 

respondents were employed by a private association or advocacy group.  Approximately one-

fourth of respondents (24%, n=126) identified “Other” employment settings that included, for 

example, hospital or medical settings (n=49), schools (n=43), and Area Education Agencies 

(AEAs) (n=14).  Figure 2, below, illustrates the distribution of participants across employment 

settings.  

Figure 2: Primary workplace settings
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One hundred and nine participants indicated that they were not currently employed as 

social workers.  These included current students (21%), those seeking employment (16%), and 

those employed in positions that included social work duties but were identified as “non-social 

work” positions (7%).  The remaining individuals were not employed in a social work position 

either by choice, because of the low level of pay in these jobs, or because social work positions 

were not available in their area.  

A small number of participants (13% of total, n=88) reported having a second social work 

position at which they spent less time than their primary position.  Figure 3 summarizes the 

secondary workplace settings which were similar to the primary workplace settings described 

above.  One new setting included in the “Other” category was “teaching;” identified by 16 

respondents.  

Figure 3: Secondary workplace settings (n=88)
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Geographic Location of Primary Workplace and Client Population

One half of participants reported that their place of employment, or workplace setting, 

was located in a large city or urban area. The remaining respondents were fairly evenly divided 

between mid-size (22%) and rural settings (28%).  Table 5, below, identifies the variety of 

employment settings in each geographic location.  (Due to rounding, percentages do not equal 

100).  

Table 5: Percent of respondents across employment settings in rural, mid-size, and
urban areas

Type of employment

Rural/small 
community

 (pop under-24,000)
(n=135)

Mid-size city/ 
community 

(pop 24,001-49,000)
(n=104)

Large city/
Urban area 

(pop 49,001 and more)
(n=241)

Private service agency, 
nonprofit/not for profit 32% 30% 43%
State government 22% 14% 10%
Private service agency, 
for profit 7% 7% 6%
Local or county government 6% 6% 3%
Private group practice 4% 6% 10%
Private individual practice 3% 5% 3%
Federal government 
(including VA and Military) 2% 3% 2%
Private association or 
advocacy group 0% 1% 0%
Other 23% 30% 22%

Respondents were asked to report the percentage of clients on their caseloads who 

resided in rural, mid-size, and urban communities.  On average, participants reported that an 

average of 50 percent of their clients resided in rural areas, 40 percent resided in mid-size 

communities, and 63 percent of their clients resided in urban areas.  

With shrinking social service budgets, an increasing concern is that workers spend too 

large a portion of their workday traveling to appointments (“non-billable” hours) rather than 
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using their skills to address clients’ needs.  Although many participants in this survey reported 

serving at least some clients from rural areas, most reported spending only a small percentage of 

their time traveling for work related business; suggesting that clients are typically required to 

drive to receive services.  Of the 421 participants who responded to this question, the average 

percentage of time per week spent traveling for work related business was 7 percent, with a 

range from 0 (no travel time) to 90 percent.  Social workers in rural areas reported only slightly 

more driving time (8%, on average), than workers in mid-size and urban areas (6% in each).  

These differences were not statistically significantly different.  

Focus of Job Duties

Across these settings and among those participants currently employed (n=545), 

respondents most frequently reported that their focus of employment was mental health, 

counseling, and psychotherapy (25%).  This was followed by medical health (16%), school 

social work (11%), and child welfare and family (11%).  Table 6, below, summarizes the 

respondents’ focus of employment.  
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Table 6: Focus of employment 

Focus of Employment % of participants
Addictions 3%

Adolescents 4%

Aging 5%

Case Management 6%

Child welfare/family 11%

Community development 1%

Criminal justice 1%

Developmental disabilities 4%

Employee assistance <1%

Higher education 3%

Homeless/displaced persons 2%

Income assistance 0%

Legislative 0%

Medical health 16%

Mental health/counseling 
psychotherapy 25%
Occupational social work <1%

Policy 1%

Research 1%

Refugee services 0%

School social work 11%

Other 8%

On average, participants reported spending the greatest amount of time (57%) in direct 

services with individuals, families, or groups.  The least amount of time was spent on community 

organizing (5%) and policy development and analysis (5%).  Figure 4, below, summarizes the 

distribution of these activities.  
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Figure 4: Percent of worker time spent in workplace activities

Hours/Week

Participants reported spending between 1 and 70 hours per week, with an average of 38 

hours, at their primary workplace setting.  There was little variance in the average number of 

hours worked in the different geographic locations.  In rural areas, respondents reported working 

an average of 37 hours per week, in mid-size cities respondents reported working 40 hours per 

week, and those in urban areas reported working an average of 39 hours per week.

Income

Participants were asked to report their current annual income from all of their social work 

positions.  [Note: This survey item did not specify before or after taxes, so both values are 

possible in participants’ responses.]  Among those completing this question (n=501), the average 

income was $44,382.  Incomes ranged from $1,000 to $260,000 and varied by geographic 

location, type of position, and licensure level.  

Average annual incomes in rural areas ($40,304) were statistically significantly lower than 

those in mid-size communities ($41,724) and urban areas ($48,864).  Average annual incomes in 
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mid-size communities and urban areas were also statistically significantly different from each 

other.1  These variations are likely related to the differences in the licensure levels of the 

professionals and available positions in each of these geographic areas.  

Income also varied by type of position as identified in Table 7, below.  Advocacy workers 

and state and federal government employed social workers reported the highest salaries; private 

service agency social workers reported the lowest salaries.

Table 7: Average annual income in each employment setting

Annual Income
Employment Setting Mean N Range

Private association of 
advocacy group

$54,000 3 $36,000-76,000

State government $51,900 65 $10,000-110,000
Federal government 
(including VA and 
military)

$51,625 12 $6,500-82,000

Private group practice $48,657 35 $20,000-110,000
Other $48,167 113 $1,500-260,000
Private individual 
practice

$41,517 19 $1,200-80,000

Private service agency, 
nonprofit or not for 
profit

$39,466 174 $1,500-95,000

Private service agency, 
for profit

$39,915 33 $1,000-120,000

Local or county 
government

$39,195 24 $5,000-67,000

Overall $44,382 492 $1,000-260,000

Social workers who were not licensed earned, on average, less than their licensed 

counterparts at any level of licensure as illustrated in Table 8, below.  This difference was 

statistically significant.2.  It should be noted that even though respondents were asked to report 

                                                
1 F= (2,448)=8.776,  P < .001
2 [F(2,488)=24.848, p=<.001].  
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only “social work” sources of income, it is not clear how individuals responded to this item or 

interpreted “social work”.  In particular, in the table below, the income range for LBSWs is 

considerably higher than that of the other groups. 

Table 8: Average annual income by licensure level 

Annual income

Level of licensure Mean N Range

LBSW $42,919 63 $1,500-260,000

LMSW $41,599 138 $3,600-80,000

LISW $51,375 206 $1,000-120,000

Not currently licensed $30,707 85 $1,638-82,000

Overall $44, 382 492 $1,000-260,000

Table 9, below, identifies variations in income in each type of employment setting by 

level of licensure.  Typically, the mean income increased in each employment setting as the level 

of licensure increased.  However, there were some exceptions.  For example in local and county 

government, LISWs earned less, on average, than LMSWs ($37,167 and $45,667, respectively).  

Also, in the “Other” category, participants with an LBSW reported an average income of 

$62,000 compared to LMSW ($42,631) and LISW ($53, 161) professionals in these settings.  

These differences, while interesting, can likely be attributed to the particular duties or positions 

that these individuals fill.  Detail of job duties and positions was not requested in the survey.  
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Table 9: Average annual income by employment setting and licensure level 
Employment setting Licensure Level Mean Income N Range

LMSW 10,000 1* NA

LISW 44,801 16 $1,200-80,000

Private individual 
practice

Overall 42,754 17 $1,200-80,000

LMSW 40,250 4 $30,000-65,000

LISW 49,742 31 $20,000-110,000

Private group practice

Overall 48,657 35 $20,000-110,000

Not currently licensed 29,231 39 $10,000-70,000
LBSW 37,858 24 $1,500-52,000
LMSW 39,012 59 $3,600-80,000
LISW 48,398 52 $16,000-95,000

Private service agency 
nonprofit or not for 
profit

Overall 39,466 174 $1,500-95,000

Not currently licensed 21,600 5 $2,000-46,000
LBSW 29,400 5 $10,000-45,000
LMSW 47,444 9 $35,000-75,000
LISW 45,371 14 $1,000-120,000

Private service agency, 
for profit

Overall 39,915 33 $1,000-120000

Not currently licensed 36,000 1 NA
LBSW NA NA NA
LMSW 50,000 1 NA
LISW 76,000 1 NA

Private association or
advocacy group

Overall 54,000 3 $36,000-76,000

Not currently licensed 30,172 4 $7,500-39,188
LBSW 40,375 8 $25,500-55,000
LMSW 45,667 6 $30,000-67,000
LISW 37,167 6 $5,000-55,000

Local or county 
government

Overall 39,195 24 $5,000-67,000

Not currently licensed 40,063 8 $10,000-65,000
LBSW 47,331 13 $28,000-61,000
LMSW 44,153 17 $25,000-59,000
LISW 62,485 27 $42,000-110,000

State government

Overall 51,900 65 $10,000-110,000

Not currently licensed 26,000 1 NA
LBSW 39,000 2 $35,000-43,000
LMSW 55,000 3 $45,000-60,000
LISW 58,417 6 $6,500-82,000

Federal government 
(including VA and 
military)

Overall 51,625 12 $6,500-82,000

Not currently licensed 36,944 18 $3,000-82,000
LBSW 62,000 9 $26,000-260,000
LMSW 42,631 33 $11,840-61,000
LISW 53,161 50 $1,500-106,000

Other

Overall 48,072 110 $1,500-260,000
*  Survey responses do not allow for identifying the type of “private, independent” practice associated with this 
response. 
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Income Issues.  The 2006 National NASW study (Whitaker, Weismiller & Clark, 2006) 

reported that the social work profession as a whole struggles with low salaries in comparison to 

other similar professions. It is noteworthy, and concerning, that Iowa social workers in this study 

reported lower salaries than those in the National NASW study.  The median3 salary of 

participants in this study of Iowa social workers was $42,000 compared to $47,000 reported in 

the national study.   Figure 5 compares the salary of the Iowa study respondents with those in the 

national study.  The lower overall income levels are clearly evident by the large number of Iowa 

social workers in the lower income brackets.   Some, though not likely all, of the difference may 

be due to higher salaries typical in coastal regions of the U.S.

Figure 5: Annual income (in thousands) reported by Iowa social workers compared to 
those in National NASW study  

                                                
3 Median income is the middle income if all incomes are sorted from smallest to largest.  The average or mean
income is the arithmetic mean of all income values.  
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Benefits

As part of their employment package participants received a variety of benefits.  Seventy 

percent or more of participants received medical insurance, a retirement/pension plan, sick days, 

vacation days, and dental insurance.  Optical insurance and tuition funding were the least 

frequently reported benefits.  Benefits received as reported by participants are summarized in the 

Figure 6, below.  

Figure 6: Benefits received by participants

Like income, some benefits varied by level of licensure, which is shown in Table 10.  

However, the highest licensure level often had fewer benefits.  For example, a higher percentage 

of social workers at the LBSW and LMSW levels reported receiving sick days, personal days, 

and vacation days compared with those at the LISW level.  This difference is likely related to a 
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greater number of LISWs in private individual or group practice who do not benefit from an 

“agency” providing these benefits.  

Table 10: Percentage of social workers receiving benefits at each licensure level 

                                                                           Current level of licensure

Benefits % LBSW
(n=72)

LMSW
(n=149)

LISW 
(n=231)

Not currently 
licensed
(n=126)

Medical insurance 68% 82% 59% 58%

Retirement/pension plan 67% 75% 71% 44%

Sick days 76% 83% 58% 54%

Vacation days 79% 77% 55% 52%

Dental insurance 58% 78% 59% 50%

Life insurance 64% 68% 61% 40%

Personal days 62% 56% 41% 34%

Continuing education 
support

50% 58% 53% 15%

Flexible working hours 39% 48% 49% 35%

Disability insurance 39% 51% 52% 21%

Tuition reimbursement 18% 22% 20% 15%

Optical insurance 17% 32% 31% 21%

Changing Context of Practice

Participants responded to several questions about workplace issues.  They were asked, in the 

last two years, “to what extent has the practice of social work changed in your primary 

employment setting?”  There were several areas where a majority of respondents reported an 

increase.  They included: severity of client problems, the number of clients seeking services, 

paperwork, and the number of clients with unmet needs and severity of client problems. Fewer 

respondents reported a decrease in any of the activities. The two areas with the largest reported 
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decreases were funding and the size of the waiting lists.  Table 11, below, summarizes the 

responses expressing an increase or decrease in these activities. 

Table 11: Perceived changes in time spent on activities

Perceived Decrease Activity Perceived Increase
34% Funding 30%

15% Non-Social work tasks 40%

16% Coordination with community 

services

40%

12% Clients seeking services 64%

18% Outcome monitoring 48%

12% Paperwork 64%

10% Severity of client problems 66%

19% Clients with unmet needs 61%

30% Waiting list for services 42%

20% Case load size 55%

The vast majority of respondents (80%) reported that the tasks they perform in their 

social work position(s) are appropriate to their level of education and training. Only a small 

number of participants (4%) reported that the tasks required in their job were more appropriate 

for persons with a higher skill level.  Sixteen percent of respondents reported completing at least 

some tasks in their job that could adequately be done by a professional with less education or 

training.  

Several items asked participants about the number of social workers and social work 

positions in their place of employment.  [It is recognized that the amount of information an 

individual respondent had about this information varies.]  Participants reported that, on average, 
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there were 10 other social workers (in addition to the respondent) employed at their primary 

work setting; responses ranged from 0 to 100. 

The number of vacant social work positions and challenges in filling them are two issues 

identified in previous reports.  While most participants (53%) in this study reported that, overall, 

vacancies are “not common” (“no” responses in the table below) in social work positions in their 

primary place of employment, about one-third of respondents reported vacancies are “somewhat” 

or “definitely” (yes responses) common in their place of employment. The responses to this 

question are summarized in Table 12, below, by geographic locations. 

Table 12: Vacancies in current place of employment

Are vacancies common 
in primary workplace?

Rural/small 
community

 (pop under 24,000)
(n=135)

Mid-size city/ 
community 

(pop 24,001-49,000)
(n=104)

Large city/
Urban area 

(pop 49,001 and more)
(n=241)

Yes 11% 14% 16%
Somewhat 22% 20% 26%
No 56% 60% 50%
Don’t know 5% 4% 3%
Does not apply to my 
setting 6% 2% 5%

It was equally common for vacancies to occur at the BSW, LMSW, and LISW levels of 

practice in each geographic location as summarized in Table 13, below. 
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Table 13: Percent of vacancies for at least three months at each level of licensure
across geographic locations 

Licensure level of 
vacancies

Rural/small 
community

 (pop under 24,000)
(n=135)

Mid-size city/ 
community 

(pop 24,001-49,000)
(n=104)

Large city/
Urban area 

(pop 49,001 and more)
(n=241)

BSW 24% 19% 25%
LMSW 20% 21% 19%
LISW 23% 22% 23%
Don’t know 34% 38% 33%

When vacancies do occur, about 4 in 10 respondents reported that it was “not difficult” to 

fill them.  However, one-fourth of participants reported that vacancies were “somewhat” difficult 

to fill.  There was little difference among the geographic locations in reported difficulty in filling 

vacant social work positions, as shown in Table 14.  Respondents in rural communities were 

slightly more likely to identify this challenge.  

Table 14: Difficulty of filling vacant positions across geographic locations

Difficult to fill vacant 
positions

Rural/small 
community

 (pop under 24,000)
(n=135)

Mid-size city/ 
community 

(pop 24,001-49,000)
(n=104)

Large city/
Urban area 

(pop 49,001 and more)
(n=241)

Yes 21% 17% 18%
Somewhat 31% 25% 27%
No 35% 49% 49%
Don’t know 12% 9% 6%

In some settings, there were as many as 14 positions that had been vacant for three or 

more months; however, it was most common for an agency to have only three or fewer positions 

vacant for this length of time.  Contrary to anecdotal reports and focus group data (summarized 

in the introduction), the average number of vacant positions for more than three months was 
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lowest in rural communities (.61 positions; range 0 – 10) and highest in urban areas (1.01 

positions; range 0 – 14).  Social workers in mid-size areas reported an average of .84 vacancies 

(range: 0 - 10) for more than three months.  These differences were not statistically significantly 

different.  

When asked to identify the reasons for having positions vacant for three or more months, 

a majority of the respondents believed they were primarily related to a lack of appropriate, 

qualified applicants.  About one-third reported that vacancies were typically due to the lack of 

continued funding for positions.

Almost half of the participants (48%) reported that their workplace does not recruit or 

hire individuals who do not have social work degrees to fill social work positions; one-third of 

respondents reported that they did.  The remaining participants were not aware of the hiring 

practices of their agency.   

Participants were given the opportunity to explain their responses related to agency 

vacancies with a narrative statement.  Most frequently these comments suggested that the work 

conditions associated with the open positions typically hampered identifying a qualified 

candidate.  Hours, benefits, and salaries associated with positions that required high caseloads 

and/or a lot of driving were most frequently noted.  Fewer participants commented that vacancies 

were related to a lack of “general interest in the position(s),” a “lack of qualified persons” in the 

area to apply for the position(s), or the internal human resources procedures.  Other comments 
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characterized an agency as “too picky” or “too narrow” in their search for staff which accounted 

for the delay in filling positions.  

About 40 percent of participants reported that their place of employment outsources 

social work functions.  The survey items were not able to determine if these social work 

functions were outsourced to other social work professionals in the community or to non-social 

workers.

Aging Workforce

There is growing concern in Iowa and across the nation (Whitaker, Weismiller & Clark, 

2006) that the social work profession has an aging workforce.  Potentially, this will leave the 

profession with a shortage of workers if retirements occur faster than replacement workers are 

educated and trained.   A related concern is that younger workers will not be able to adequately 

fill the roles that retiring LISWs currently fill such as supervision and mentoring of young 

professionals.  To understand the differences between older and younger workers in Iowa, a 

number of comparisons were examined.

Overall, 27 percent (n=179) of the respondents in this study were 55 or older; they 

anticipated retiring in 6.62 years, on average.  One hundred and four of those over 55 were 

licensed at the LISW level (71% of the individuals answering this item.)  It is important to note 

that it is not possible to determine if these respondents are representative of the overall 

workforce in Iowa.  Twenty-five percent of all respondents in this study were between 55 and 64 

years of age which is comparable to the national percentage (24%) (Whitaker, Weismiller & 
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Clark, 2006).  However, the general civilian labor force is comprised of only 11 percent of 

individuals in this age range.  This suggests that Iowa (and the nation) has a critical need in 

replacing retiring social workers in the next decade.  

Participants 55 and older reported making significantly higher incomes.  The average 

income for this group was $51,938 compared to those 54 and younger who reported a mean 

income of $41,391.  This difference likely reflects the additional years of experience obtained by 

social workers age 55 and older.  This difference was significant.4  

The distribution of older and younger workers across geographic locations was very 

similar.  Figure 7, below, identifies the similarity in ages across the geographic locations.  

Figures 7:  Comparison of the percentage of younger and older workers
 in geographic locations

                                                
4 t(157)=-4.04, p < .001
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Comparing the workplace settings of participants 55 and older with younger participants 

identifies potential gaps in filling future vacancies as older workers retire.  Figure 8, below, 

identifies three workplace settings that currently have a preponderance of workers 55 and older: 

private individual practice, group practice, and “other” settings.  As noted above, the vast 

majority of those 55 and older (71%) were licensed at the LISW level. The large difference in the 

number of “older” and “younger” professionals in private practice suggests a serious challenge 

for the profession to offer these clinical services in the future.  

Figure 8: Comparison of workplace settings for workers 55 and older with younger 
workers
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Career plans

When asked about their career plans for the next two years, the majority of participants 

reported that they planned to remain in their current primary position.  Table 15 summarizes the 

responses to this question.  

Table 15: Career plans in immediate future 

Career plans % of 
respondents

Remain in current position 64%

Seek new SW 
position/promotion

28%

Begin new SW degree 14%

The primary explanations given for changing their current employment included: 

“changing licensure levels,”  “opportunity to move to a higher paid position,” and “completion of 

a higher degree”.  

When asked to report the most important factors that would influence a decision to 

change their current position, the most common response was a higher salary (73%).  Other 

common responses endorsed included more interesting work (34%), increased lifestyle or family 

concerns (34%), personal reasons (30%), increased stress at current job (33%), and better 

benefits (32%).  

Participants explained their choices for changing a position or added additional 

comments related to job changes.  Family changes that might facilitate a change in employment 

included “children getting older” and “into full-time school” or all children “off to college,” --
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situations that would allow more flexibility in work hours and schedules.  A job with “better 

work conditions” was most frequently described as one that would have better hours, set hours, 

or less paperwork.  Lower caseloads and more client contact were also important considerations 

related to better work conditions.  One participant noted that finding a job with fewer violent 

clients would be preferable.   A few participants also noted that they would be able to seek 

“better” employment after completing their current academic program.  For others, more 

education was a goal but not a current possibility due to student loans.  

Some participants also noted that a job change would be influenced by opportunities to 

learn a new area of practice, obtaining a job in a “social work” position, or if funding for a 

current position was cut.  

General Comments

The last items of the survey asked participants about NASW membership and invited 

participants to share any general comments about the survey topics.  

Slightly more than half of participants (56%) reported that they were current members of 

NASW.  Eighteen percent had been members in the past and the remaining 26 percent had never 

been a member.  In the General Comments section, some respondents noted that a graduated 

scale for NASW membership fees based on education and part-time/fulltime employment would 

make the cost more commensurate with their income and allow more individuals to maintain 

their membership with NASW.  A number of respondents also noted that when their position was 
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eliminated or their caseload decreased (along with their salary) it was difficult to continue their 

membership in NASW.  

Other General Comments reflected: 

�x the current economic conditions and the generally low salaries associated with 

social work positions made it difficult to afford clinical supervision toward the 

LISW level of licensure;

�x an awareness of the current discussions with the licensing board about 

qualifications for the LISW exam and differences between licensure requirements 

in Iowa compared to other states;  

�x newly graduated MSWs difficulty finding positions that would use their skills and 

knowledge; 

�x the frequency of  “BSW” positions that MSW could be hired for making them 

“overqualified” for many of the jobs for which they applied;  

�x a sentiment that social workers were not valued or recognized in the current 

(2008) political climate; 

�x an apparent “glut” of MSWs compared to the demand for their skills; 

�x the loss of  “social work” positions to other professionals such as nurses.  
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Summary and Future Directions

In many ways social workers in Iowa are typical of those described in other national 

studies.  Throughout this report the issues suggested by the results of this study were noted.  

They included:

�x Student loans and educational costs keeping social workers from returning to 

school for an advanced degree

�x Social workers employed in non-social work jobs because they pay more

�x Overall incomes lower in Iowa compared to national trends

�x A relatively small proportion of LMSWs with definite plans for  moving to the 

LISW level

�x Poor availability of supervision and mentoring for LMSWs

�x Increases in the number of clients seeking services and the number of clients with 

unmet needs, the severity of client problems, caseload size, and the amount of 

paperwork

�x Decreases in available funding for positions

�x An aging workforce with a high level of LISWs providing clinical services to 

clients and mentoring and supervision to younger professionals

Of these, the most concerning and critical issue is the aging workforce.  Although it is not 

possible to determine if the respondents in this study are representative of the workforce in Iowa, 

overall, the proportion of LISWs retiring in the next decade represented in this study will not be 

easily filled by younger professionals.  Replacing our “older” professionals is critical to 

maintaining the level and types of services these individuals provide to clients as well as 

nurturing and mentoring younger professionals.  Replacing these professionals is linked to the 

issues discussed above related to licensure, supervision and access to continuing education.  The 

issues of licensure at the LISW level is currently complicated by the continuing discussion with 
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the state licensing board regarding the ability of social workers in some work settings to sit for 

the LISW exam.  

The greatest number of LISWs in this study were employed in urban settings.  However, 

it was noted above that LMSWs in urban settings were the most likely to report limited access to 

LISW supervision.  As the present LISWs retire, this problem is likely to be exacerbated if a 

greater number of LMSWs are not able to move to this higher level of licensure.  Additionally, a

large percentage of BSW and LMSW respondents did not have definite plans to advance to a 

higher level of education and/or licensure suggesting that normal advancement of professionals 

will be slowed resulting in a gap of LISW service providers.  

Continuing education opportunities were also identified as problematic for some 

respondents.  Continuing education is a requirement for licensure renewal and is a primary 

means of ensuring that the workforce stays current with evidenced-based practice trends.  It is 

important for CEU opportunities to provide content at multiple levels of practice to meet the 

needs of all practitioners.  Meeting the needs of all social workers is an on-going challenge for 

the profession.  

Other issues raised in this study are likely to be more pronounced during the present 

economic conditions in Iowa and across the country.  As noted by some respondents, even 

though the need for social work services is increasing, as evidenced by an increasing number of 

clients and clients with unmet needs, for example, funding for positions is declining.  

Additionally, in uncertain economic times, social workers are likely to be more hesitant to return 



43

to school for an advanced degree if they are already repaying student loans.  Given that social 

workers in Iowa receive less income, compared to national trends, the relative burden of student 

loans is greater.  A small number of respondents in this study reported that they felt the need to 

be employed in a non-social work position that paid more until they had repaid their student 

loans.  This is an additional loss to the profession.  

The results of this study represent responses from a small portion of the social work 

professionals in Iowa.  The number of respondents was limited given the ability to contact all 

social workers in the state due to available contact information and the cost involved.  

Establishing a complete list of email contact information would facilitate access to a larger 

number of potential respondents.  Given the concerns raised by these results, it would be 

beneficial to continue to monitor the state of the profession in Iowa to identify trends.  Meeting 

the needs of social work professionals will take a collective strategy by all who are invested in 

keeping the profession strong and vibrant to meet the needs of clients and communities in Iowa.  
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Survey of Social Workers in Iowa

The first set of items is about your background and education

1. Gender: Female Male

2. Age: 

3. Race/Ethnicity: a) Caucasian
b) Native American/Alaskan
c) African American
d) Asian/Pacific Islander
e) Hispanic/Latino(a)
f) Other _____________________

4. Please indicate below which of the following degrees you have received, and the 
information related to each degree.

Social Work 
Degrees

Received? Year Now enrolled? Iowa college/
university?

Public college/ 
university?

BSW YES  NO YES  NO YES  NO YES  NO

MSW YES  NO YES  NO YES  NO YES  NO

Doctorate in 
SW

YES  NO YES  NO YES  NO YES  NO

Other degrees

YES  NO YES  NO YES  NO YES  NO

YES  NO YES  NO YES  NO YES  NO

5.  Do you have any unpaid student loans?  Yes No (If no, skip to XX) 

6. What is/was the total amount of your unpaid student loans before any payments were 
made?  

7. Have student loans ever kept you from doing any of the following? (check all that 
apply)

 Returning to education to get advanced degree
 Looking for a job in my area of interest because it will pay less
 Looking for a social work job because it will pay less
 Other:  please specify: 

8.  What is your current annual income from all social work positions?  ______________
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9.  What benefits are included in your social work job compensation packages? (Circle all 
that apply)

a) Medical insurance...  if Yes   individual   or family 

b) Dental insurance
c) Life insurance
d) Retirement/pension plan
e) Tuition reimbursement
f) Flexible working hours
g) Optical insurance
h) Disability insurance
i) Sick days
j) Personal days
k) Vacation days
l) Continuing education support (e.g. financial, work hours to attend) 
m) other 

The next set of items are related to social work licensure

10. Current level of social work licensure
a) Not currently licensed (Please skip to question 15)
b) LBSW
c) LMSW 
d) LISW

11. How long have you been licensed at this level? 

12. If licensed at LBSW/LMSW levels, do you plan to move to the next highest level 
(check one)

a) Yes - within the next 1-3 years
b) Yes – within 4 or more years
c) Uncertain
d) No

13. If you are uncertain or do not plan to obtain another level of licensure – which of the 
following best describes your reasons for this decision (check all that apply)

a) I am not currently working in a setting /practice area that qualifies for advanced 
licensure

b) No access to appropriate supervision at place of employment and/or geographic 
area

c) Cannot afford to purchase supervision outside of agency
d) Do not see benefit of moving up
e) Do not wish to study for exam
f) Other: 

14. Are you licensed to practice social work in any other state?  
No Yes   Please indicate: 
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15. How would you describe the availability of social work continuing education 
programs that interest you in your agency or local community?

1 2 3 4 5
Unavailable    Many choices

16.  Are you licensed in any other field of practice?         
No Yes, please specify:

The next set of items are related to your current employment and primary place of 
social work employment (If you have more than one social work position, your 
“primary” place of SW employment/practice is the one at which you spend the greatest 
amount of time.)

17. How many paid positions do you currently hold?  (It is OK to put “0”)

A. Full time
 Social work
  Non-social work

B. Part-time
 Social work
  Non-social work

18.  If you are not currently employed as a social worker, please check all of the reasons 
that apply:

 Few social work positions available in this area
 Searching for job (number of months searching )
 Prefer other type(s) of work
 Convenience of hours
 Convenience of location
 Level of pay
 Personal reasons (e.g. full time parent, illness)
 Military service
 Retired
 Other:

19.  What is the average number of hours worked in all positions per week, not counting 
commuting time?      

20.  Are the majority of the tasks you perform in your primary social work position 
appropriate to your level of education and training?      

a) Yes
b) No, tasks are at higher level
c) No, tasks are at lower level
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About your current primary social work position

21.  Please identify the auspices of your primary social work employment (check one 
only) 

 Private individual practice
 Private group practice 
 Private service agency, nonprofit or not for profit
 Private service agency, for profit
 Private association or advocacy group (non-direct service)
 Local or county government
 State government 
 Federal government (including VA and military)
 Other: 

22. How many years have you worked for your current primary employer? 

23. Do you receive supervision from a licensed social work for your current position?  
 Yes, the agency provides it.  My supervisor is a    LISW   ........LMSW
 Yes, because I have arranged it from elsewhere AT MY OWN 
 EXPENSE.  My supervisor is a   LISW.......LMSW
 No, I don’t receive supervision from a licensed social worker BUT I 
 NEED IT for licensing
 No, I don’t receive supervision and NO LONGER REQUIRE IT FOR 
 LICENSING
 No, I don’t receive supervision because I AM NOT WORKING 
 TOWARDS MY LISW POSITION

24. Does your primary social work position require you to be licensed?  Yes   No

25. How many other social workers (at any level) are employed in your primary work 
setting?  

26. On average, how many hours do you work per week at your primary social work 
employment?  
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27. Approximately what percentage of your time is spent using each of the following 
methods in your current primary employment setting? 

Percent of time 

Administration/Management        %
Direct services with individuals, 

families or groups        %
Community organizing        %

Consultation        %
Planning        %

Policy development/analysis        %
Research        %

Supervision        %
Academic teaching       %
Training/education        %

Policy analysis and development        %
Other        %

28.  What best describes the focus of your primary social work employment? (check only 
one) 

 Addictions
 Adolescents
 Aging
 Case management
 Child welfare/family
 Community development
 Criminal justice
 Developmental disabilities
 Employee assistance
 Higher education
 Homeless/displaced persons

 Income assistance
 Legislative
 Medical health
 Mental health/ 
counseling/psychotherapy
 Occupational social work
 Policy
 Research
 Refugee services
 School social work

 Other:

29. In a normal work week, what percentage of your time is spent traveling for work 
related business? (this does not include commuting to your office) 

30. What type of setting is your “agency” located in?
a) rural area or small community
b) mid-size city or community
c) large city or urban area

31. Thinking of your current caseload, what percentage of those clients live in the 
following settings 

Rural area or small community %
Mid-size city or community %
Large city or urban area %
  Not Applicable
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32. In the last two years, to what extent has the practice of social work changed in your 
primary employment setting in the following areas:

Area
NA

Major 
increase Increase

Stayed 
the same Decreased

Major 
decrease

Case load size 0 1 2 3 4 5
Severity of client problems 0 1 2 3 4 5
Waiting lists for services 0 1 2 3 4 5
Reimbursement levels 0 1 2 3 4 5
Coordination with community 
agencies

0 1 2 3 4 5

Paperwork 0 1 2 3 4 5
Social work staffing levels 0 1 2 3 4 5
Other staffing levels 0 1 2 3 4 5
Job security 0 1 2 3 4 5
Level of outcome monitoring 0 1 2 3 4 5
Availability of social work 
supervision

0 1 2 3 4 5

Assignment to non-social work 
tasks

0 1 2 3 4 5

Availability to professional 
training

0 1 2 3 4 5

Number of clients seeking 
services

0 1 2 3 4 5

Number of clients with unmet 
needs 

0 1 2 3 4 5

Number of clients meeting 
eligibility requirements 

0 1 2 3 4 5

Percent of voluntary clients 0 1 2 3 4 5
General funding decrease 0 1 2 3 4 5

If you have a secondary social work position (that is, the position that you put the second 
greatest amount of time into at any agency or private practice – but not a volunteer or 
student internship), Please answer the following questions about that position.  Leave this 
section  blank if you only have one social work position and skip to Question 37.   

33. How long have you held this position?  
 Years and/or  months

34. On average, how many hours do you work per week at your secondary social work
employment?  
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35.  Please identify the auspices of your primary social work employment (check one 
only) 

 Private individual practice
 Private group practice 
 Private service agency, nonprofit or not for profit
 Private service agency, for profit
 Private association or advocacy group (non-direct service)
 Local or county government
 State government 
 Federal government (including VA and military)
 Other: 

Below, please indicate your career plans for the next two years.  Please check each 
item that applies to you.  

36. I plan to:
 Remain in my current primary position
 Pursue additional social work degree\
 Pursue additional non-social work degree
 Pursue non-degree training in social work
 Seek new opportunity/promotion as a social worker
 Increase hours working as a social worker
 Decrease hours working as a social worker
 Re-enter social work, if not currently working in the field
 Leave social work field but continue working
 Retire
 Stop working
 Other:

37. What are the five most important factors that would influence a decision to change 
your current position? (please check no more than five)

 Higher salary
 More interesting work
 Increased career mobility
 Different supervisor/management
 Opportunities for training/education 
 Location closer to my home
 Lifestyle/family concerns increased
 Agency mission more similar to my 
interests
Increased peer support

 Lighter workload

 Increased responsibility
 Quality of supervision
 Availability of LISW supervision
 Personal reasons
Unresolved ethical situations in current 

position 
Increased stress at current job

 Greater job security
 Better benefits
 Other: 

38.  Approximately how many years do you plan to work before retiring?  

39.  How likely are you to look for a new job in the next 12 months?
Very likely          Likely          Not very likely          Not at all
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TO THE BEST OF YOUR KNOWLEDGE…..

40. …are vacancies in social work positions common in your primary place of employment?
Yes      Somewhat       No       Don’t know Not Applicable

41. …are vacancies in social work positions difficult to fill in your primary place of employment
Yes      Somewhat       No       Don’t know Not Applicable

42.  …approximately how many social work positions have been vacant for at least three months 
at a time in your primary place of social work employment?     Don’t 
know

43.  …at what level are the majority of social work vacancies that have been unfilled for at least 
three months in your agency? 

a) BSW
b) LMSW/MSW
c) LISW/MSW

44. …if your primary agency has had any vacant positions for at least three months, to what is 
this related to?

a) Lack of good applicants
b) Structural changes of social service/social welfare system
c) Agency director’s discretion
d) Funding of positions
e) Status of licensing issues in state

45.  …does your primary employer recruit individuals who do not have social work degrees to 
fill social work vacancies?   

Yes No Don’t know Not Applicable

46.  …does your primary employer outsource any social work functions? 
Yes No Don’t know Not Applicable

47. Are you a member of the National Association of Social Workers?

 YES
 No, but I have been in the past
 No, I never have been

49.  Please add any clarifications or other comments you have pertaining to any of your answers 
to the questions asked in this survey.  


