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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Choose Children: A Case for Reinvesting in Child, 
Youth, and Family Services in British Columbia 

Every day in British Columbia, vulnerable children, 
youth, and families are falling through the cracks of an 
under-resourced and over-stretched child welfare sys-
tem. The safety and wellbeing of vulnerable children 
and families is being compromised because the B.C. 
government is not committing the resources required 
to protect them, with desperately tragic consequences.  

Reports and reviews by the B.C. Representative for 
Children and Youth have drawn attention to govern-
ment’s profound organizational and administrative 
failure to ensure adequate protections for vulnerable 
children, youth, and families—and to prevent unthink-
able but entirely avoidable tragedy and loss of life. 
Between 2007 and 2013, 598 deaths were reported to the 
Representative’s office, as well as 1,453 critical injuries. 

In February 2014, the Representative issued the Lost in 
the Shadows report in response to the death by suicide in 
2012 of a 14-year-old girl living on a rural First Nations 
reserve. Her death came after many years of traumatic 
physical and emotional abuse, both in her home and 
her community. Lost in the Shadows, like many other 
investigative reports issued by the Representative, doc-
uments in painstaking detail the near-complete failure 
of a system meant to protect vulnerable children, youth, 
and families. 

Lost in the Shadows also exposes how chronic staff 
shortages, a chaotic and dangerous work environment, 
inadequate intervention, and failed responses to work-
ing conditions at the Ministry of Children and Family 
Development (mCfd) were major contributors to the 
tragic death of this First Nations girl. In effect, one so-
cial worker was doing the job of seven in that region. 
This ultimately led, in the Representative’s words, to 
“the functional collapse” of B.C.’s child welfare system. 

It’s important to note that when such tragic failures 
occur, it’s generally not because of services provid-
ed by child and family workers. Rather, tragedy and 
failure stems from what frontline workers cannot do. 
Protection of a child’s best interest should trump ev-
erything. Child, youth, and family workers know this, 
but they don’t have enough resources to do the job they 
are mandated to do. 

“It’s not about the job; it’s about not being able to do the 
job.”
Child protection worker, mCfd, Vancouver Island

The B.C. Liberal government has failed to prioritize 
proper funding for services and supports for vulner-
able children and their families for the last decade. 
Since 2008, mCfd funding has been cut by $44 million, 
before inflation. “The government’s lack of financial 
commitment since 2008 has no doubt played a major 
role in its failure to meet key recommendations by the 
Representative,” said the Representative for Children 
and Youth in an October 2014 report aptly titled Not 
Fully Invested.

The Choose Children report draws a comprehensive 
picture of the systemic failures resulting from the chron-
ic underinvestment in the province’s child welfare sys-
tem. It does so by giving voice to the workers on the 
frontlines of B.C.’s children, youth, and family services. 

Overall, services and supports for vulnerable children, 
youth, and families are being regularly compromised 
by severe staffing shortages, excessive caseloads, and 
dangerous occupational health and safety risks at both 
mCfd and at the Ministry for Social Development and 
Social Innovation (msdsi). Quite simply, there are nei-
ther enough resources, nor enough staff; and the vol-
ume of work—measured by caseloads—is intolerable.

“We don’t know what we don’t know, and someone’s 
going to get hurt or die.”
Team lead, mCfd, Interior

Feeback was gathered from frontline workers from 
mCfd, msdsi, and community-based social service 
agencies through 3,418 individual survey responses 
as well as face to face meetings with 412 workers in 
14 communities. These dedicated professionals are 
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all members of the B.C. Government and Service 
Employees’ Union (BCgeu), the most diverse labour 
union in British Columbia, who prepared this report. 

In Choose Children, frontline workers describe the 
constant pressure to do more with less, and their dai-
ly struggle to guarantee basic protections and service 
levels for vulnerable children and their families. The 
symptoms of this failure include a larger number of 
cases being managed by a smaller pool of workers; less 
time spent working directly with children, youth, and 
families; growing waitlists for needed services; and a 
declining overall level of care for those in need. 

“It’s unacceptable to put this type of pressure on staff 
who work in this line of business because of their caring 
nature, it feels like staff are being taken advantage of as 
they will go above and beyond to help our clientele. Our 
clients are suffering, as service delivery standards cannot 
be met. I fear we are heading towards failure. Failure to 
our clients and failure to our staff.” 
Employment assistance worker, msdsi, Interior

Frontline workers identified five significant problem 
areas:

1. Caseload and workload management – unmanage-
able workloads and poor caseload management 
that directly impacts the availability, timeliness, and 
quality of support for those most in need. 

Less than one in five frontline child, youth, or family 
worker has a caseload consistent with best practices. 
Over 80% of surveyed mCfd workers have a case-
load greater than 20 per month. Nearly half of all 
survey respondents (48%) reported working on over 
30 cases. Ten percent of respondents reported case-
loads that exceed 70. Nearly one-third of respondents 
(29%) were also carrying another worker’s caseload 
at the time of the survey. Growing workloads are par-
ticularly problematic outside of Victoria, Vancouver, 
and the lower Fraser Valley.

Many frontline workers fear that too many children 
and youth will never receive the care they need. There 
are huge amounts of day-to-day stress around work-
ers’ inability to provide proper service and support 
levels. In some meetings, frontline workers expressed 

real concern at being unable to properly ascertain 
whether vulnerable lives were immediately at risk.

“There is constant stress in the knowledge that given 
my caseload numbers there is absolutely no way of 
completing even a fraction of my workload, and ensuring 
the safety and wellbeing of children and families I work 
with.” 
Child protection worker, mCfd, Vancouver Island

2. Chronic understaffing and staffing management – a 
clear pattern of understaffing and general misman-
agement of human resources across the province, as 
well as severe recruitment and retention challenges. 

The B.C. government has repeatedly failed to tackle 
the systemic staffing problems at msdsi and mCfd. 
In the Lost in the Shadows report from February 
2014, the Representative for Children and Youth re-
issued a recommendation pertaining to staffing that 
was first made six years prior, but never acted upon. 

This report finds that for mCfd, four out of five (79%) 
workers disagreed with the statement that “my office 
is adequately staffed and resourced”—among them, 
three out of five (57%) disagreeing strongly. Seven 
out of ten (71%) msdsi respondents disagreed with 
the same statement, and, among those respondents, 
nearly half (48%) disagreed strongly. Workers spoke 
about the rapid turnover, failure to recruit, retention 
problems, lack of consistency in staff assignment pro-
cedures and planning, and the cumulative impact on 
service delivery, stability, and quality for the families 
that they serve. 

Staffing problems are exacerbated in remote and 
non-urban regions. Especially troubling are the ad-
ditional service gaps that exist in these regions for 
specialized programs such as child and youth men-
tal health services and child and youth special needs 
programs.

B.C.’s child, family, and youth workers routinely work 
additional, unpaid hours. This appears to have been 
normalized for workers at mCfd and practically insti-
tutionalized at msdsi, surveys show. Workers spoke 
out about the sense of moral obligation to children 
and families that leads them to sacrifice their own 
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personal time, health, and wellbeing to support a fail-
ing and chronically under-resourced system of care.

In May 2014, mCfd established a high-level work-
ing group with BCgeu that has begun to discuss key 
issues, including staff shortages, recruitment and re-
tention, and workload management.  Initial progress 
has been encouraging, but it will require additional 
commitment from government to make the necessary 
improvements.

3. Occupational health and safety – dangerous working 
conditions and a failure on the part of government 
to provide necessary safeguards to child, youth, and 
family service providers.

The picture that emerges is of an overwhelming 
state of physical and mental exhaustion and strain 
among children, youth, and family workers. They are 
over-compensating for the failures of the system, 
and are increasingly at risk from acute stress, mental 
breakdowns, and even physical violence from clients. 
Workers are sacrificing their own physical and mental 
wellbeing to support a failing system that is chron-
ically and deliberately under-resourced. Morale is 
plummeting, and workers feel that their knowledge 
and expertise are devalued. Only their commitment 
to their vulnerable clients drives them, while working 
in a system in which they are increasingly losing faith. 

“If we’re this stressed, how are the families coping?” 
Child protection worker, mCfd, Vancouver Island

4. Integrated Case Management (ICM) software and 
technological failures 

The integrated case management (iCm) is an expen-
sive record-keeping computer system that promised 
to make things more efficient for child, youth, and 
family service workers. In fact, it has made things 
much worse. 

Frontline workers were never consulted on the de-
cision to go with iCm. They have serious concerns 
about the software’s fundamental suitability for child 
protection, income assistance, and other social pro-

grams. The system may be so deeply flawed that it 
cannot be salvaged.

A vast majority of British Columbia’s child, youth, 
and family service workers report being negatively 
impacted by iCm, including more than three-quarters 
(77%) of frontline mCfd workers and nearly nine out 
of ten (89%) frontline msdsi workers. In fact, iCm is 
the number one problem at work for msdsi workers.

When the iCm system crashed repeatedly in May 
2014, child, youth, and family service workers were 
forced to improvise an alternate social and welfare 
service delivery model on the fly. They faced real cli-
ent hostility and threats as a result of interrupted and 
delayed processing of social assistance payments.

“The commodification of human misery needs to stop. 
That’s not social work. It’s simply a means to keep 
government lean.”
Frontline worker, msdsi, Lower Mainland

iCm’s price tag has now ballooned to well over 
$210 million to fix the crashes, confusion, and 
backlogs caused by its troubled implementation. 
Approximately 70 full time staff are currently focused 
on fixing iCm problems, and should be returned to 
service delivery once upgrades are complete and 
satisfactory. A major iCm upgrade is expected in 
November 2014, which may alleviate more of the 
technical problems. 

5. Failure to provide proper training and professional 
development for frontline workers.

“This is the job of my heart, and I see every day the lives 
that we affect and the families we are supporting. They 
deserve to be served better than we are doing.” 
Child protection worker, mCfd, Northern B.C.

Looking from within, the picture that emerges is of a 
child and family welfare system teetering on the brink, 
operating in a constant state of crisis. At-risk children, 
youth, and their families cannot afford having frontline 
workers unable to reach out to them because of insuf-
ficient staffing, an unstable software system, a lack of 
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resources, or because workers fear for their own safety. 
The price of another “functional collapse”—the loss of 
life of a child—would be too high. 

British Columbia cannot fail to keep vulnerable children 
safe and families together. 

It should be obvious: British Columbia cannot continue 
to do child and family welfare on the cheap. The Choose 
Children report concludes with recommendations to 
government in each of the five problem areas identified, 
beginning with restoring proper funding levels.

Ultimately, it’s British Columbia’s political leadership 
that must take responsibility for the proper functioning 
and resourcing of the child and family welfare system, 
or carry the shame of failing to help the most vulner-
able.

“The government cannot continue to abdicate their duty 
to the vulnerable. By failing to support them, they are 
perpetuating the abuse. We are going to have a dead kid 
at some point.”
Child protection worker, mCfd, Lower Mainland
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Increase funding to child, youth and family services in 
the short and long term to address staffing and other 
concerns

The provincial government must immediately in-
crease funding through the upcoming 2015/16 Budget 
and Fiscal Plan to the Ministry of Children and 
Family Development (mCfd) and Ministry of Social 
Development and Social Innovation (msdsi) commen-
surate with the existing and growing demand for ser-
vices and resources.

At minimum and in the short term, government should re-
store $44 million in mCfd funding cuts between 2008/09 
and 2013/14, and adjust this amount for inflation.

Government should commit an additional $231 million 
in new funding to mCfd—implemented incrementally 
over three years—to better support core business ar-
eas, such as services for children and youth with spe-
cial needs, child and youth mental health services, child 
safety, family support and children in care services, and 
adoption services. 

This funding is needed in order to close a growing gap 
between mCfd’s allotted resources and total provin-
cial expenditure,  and should be part of a sustained and 
longer-term budgetary commitment to improved per-
formance in the provision of social welfare services and 
protections.

Fill current vacancies and create a comprehensive, 
transparent, and accountable staffing strategy

The provincial government should take immediate steps 
to fill current vacancies throughout mCfd and msdsi, 
including both frontline and administrative positions. 

In mCfd, new hiring should include an additional 100 
ftes per year over three years to address significant 

workload pressures, health and safety concerns, and 
to guarantee service improvements for vulnerable chil-
dren, youth, and families.  

Workers assigned to fixing iCm should be returned to 
service delivery functions, and should not count towards 
the 100 new fte count.

Government must also impose and disclose a timeline 
for the creation and adoption of new staffing strate-
gies from both the Ministry of Children and Family 
Development and Ministry Social Development and 
Social Innovation. 

These strategies should introduce clear actions to ad-
dress issues of recruitment and retention in both min-
istries, using a combination of clear standards (for ex-
ample, frontline service to administrative service ratios) 
and new incentives.

As a first step, these ministries must also commit to a 
clear public timeline for filling existing vacancies.

The provincial government should develop a long-term 
labour market strategy to ensure the availability of 
highly skilled and qualified labour force for child, youth 
and family service work in the future. 

Lastly, the provincial government should establish a 
high level-working group between BCgeu and msdsi 
to discuss workload management, workplace safety, 
recruitment and retention, learning and development 
in this ministry. Similarly structured, senior level dis-
cussions with mCfd have been beneficial.

Adopt caseload standards for MCFD and MSDSI 
workers

The provincial government must require both ministries 
to provide a comprehensive assessment of workload 
measurement options for workers in different classi-
fications and regions, developing caseload standards 
that take into account both general and complex cases.

Such standards should be used to inform critical staffing 
and hiring decisions, and will help ensure the safety and 
wellbeing of both clients and workers. 
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In developing its own set of standards, the provincial 
government should use as a benchmark the recommen-
dations for child protection services made by both the 
Child Welfare League of America (for example, “17 ac-
tive families per 1 social worker and no more than 1 new 
case assigned for every 6 open cases”)  and Manitoba’s 
recent Phoenix Sinclair Inquiry that calls for funding 
formulas that “allow agencies to meet the caseload ratio 
of 20 cases per worker for all family services workers”. 

Address occupational health and safety issues (ohS)

The provincial government must take steps to ensure 
that all offices, management, and staff are in compli-
ance with existing ohs legislation throughout both 
mCfd and msdsi as well as contracted social service 
agencies.

In particular, immediate action is required to address the 
incidence of workplace violence as well as staff working 
alone, especially amongst frontline mCfd workers. 

In addition to improved funding and staff resources to 
support safer and healthier conditions for both workers 
and clients, government should consider the creation 
of additional ohs task forces similar to the proposed 
mCfd-BCgeu health and safety sub-committee. 

Priority objectives must include improved ohs program 
oversight and management, and in particular, effective 
reporting and investigation practice for all incidents 
involving frontline and administrative service workers.

Review or replace ICM and invest in new technological 
resources

The provincial government must commit to a clear pub-
lic timeline for arriving at a decision to either replace 
the troubled iCm or allocate the needed resources to: 
1) address its critical weaknesses; 2) ensure its proper 
day-to-day functioning; and 3) safeguard against the 
impacts of a future collapse. 

In order to improve productivity, coordination, and 
responsiveness, mCfd and msdsi must commit new 
resources to replace essential office equipment and 
hardware, such as computers, printers and communi-
cations devices. Of particular importance is ensuring 

that frontline professionals who work outside the office 
have up-to-date mobile phones, or in rural areas, satel-
lite phones as necessary.

Review and redesign training and professional 
development investments

Both mCfd and msdsi should expedite a thorough re-
view of existing training and professional development 
programs, prioritizing the clear identification of specific 
regions, programs, and service lines where new or inex-
perienced employees are without the requisite training 
and/or educational resources.

Where organizational or service delivery restructuring 
has occurred, efforts must be made to ensure that those 
who are transitioning into new roles and areas of re-
sponsibility possess the required training and expertise. 
Whenever possible, training should be individualized 
rather than “generic” to avoid redundancy and loss of 
attention to caseloads. 

Special attention should be given to reducing the vol-
ume of online training modules in favour of quality 
in-person group training, also providing the required 
backfill coverage for workers to attend. 

Additional commitments must be made to expanding 
meaningful training opportunities for administrative 
services workers, enhancing their advancement oppor-
tunities and on-the-job preparedness.

Clear efforts should also be made to improve peer sup-
port and mentoring programs as a key source of lead-
ership and training.


