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Abstract

This article explores the need for personality 
profiling when hiring Child Protective Services (CPS) 
investigators.  It begins by looking at the use of profil-
ing when hiring law enforcement officials as an anal-
ogy.  The article then goes on to discuss the unique 
stresses of CPS work and explores the possibility that 
improved screening of candidates may prevent the 
burnout and turnover pervading this sensitive field.  
Ideal personality characteristics for CPS workers are 
identified, followed by a discussion of an emerging 
movement in some parts of the United States to screen 
prospective CPS workers more rigorously.

Keywords:  Child Protective Services, personality profil-
ing, hiring procedures

Introduction

Personality traits are elemental, stable, essential 
predispositions that cause individuals to respond con-
sistently to the world around them in particular ways. 
One’s constellation of personality traits, or personality 
profile, may make an individual more or less suited 
to fulfilling the requirements of a particular profes-
sion.  This is especially relevant in the sensitive field of 
child protective services, which presents a great many 
complex demands and challenges for its workers.  Is 
there an ideal personality profile for a Child Protective 
Services (CPS) investigator?  

We know that hiring the wrong CPS investiga-
tor may result in tragedy. To avoid such a calamity, it 
seems logical to conduct an in-depth evaluation of a 
candidate’s psychological profile and to compare the 
individual’s results with a psychological profile that 
has been demonstrated as ideal for this profession. 
This evaluation could take the form of a battery of 

standardized personality tests, not dissimilar to those 
given for potential police officers. The screening of 
prospective police officers involves an elaborate pro-
cess that includes, among other things, a high degree 
of psychological testing and personality assessment.  

Of course, screening is necessary for law enforce-
ment employees since police officers are empowered 
to use lethal weapons, which can have irrevocable con-
sequences.  Still, it is surprising that such procedures 
are used rarely if at all for selecting a child protective 
services worker1 whose decisions also carry serious, if 
longer-term, consequences.  A review of the profes-
sional literature yields little information on personality 
profiling for these professionals.  

This article advocates exploration of an ideal CPS 
investigator psychological profile with certain charac-
teristics forming the cornerstone of that profile.  Since 
a great body of literature is devoted to psychological 
characteristics that are relevant for performance as a 
police officer, a brief review of this literature serves as 
a first step toward creating a similar personality profile 
and screening process for child protective services 
investigators.

Use of Psychological Profiles in Law 
Enforcement

The 1990s saw a dramatic increase in the use of 
psychological assessment as part of the screening pro-
cess for law enforcement candidates2.  Police depart-
ments have become more cognizant of the costs of 
hiring unqualified employees, including a wasted in-
vestment of time and money spent training candidates 
who later prove unable to fulfill their duties,3 lateness 
and absenteeism which lead in turn to understaff-
ing, overtime pay, and a breakdown of trust among 
personnel,4 the financial and time costs of disciplinary 
interviews,5 and the costs of police brutality and law-
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suits.6  As such, much research is devoted to identify-
ing the traits that make up an ideal profile for a police 
officer and the best ways to evaluate these traits.

Guller7 lists several traits that are relevant to ef-
fective performance as a police officer.  These traits 
include intelligence, honesty and integrity, racial 
objectivity, the ability to accept supervision, moti-
vation to carry out one’s duties, dependability and 
responsibility, and the ability to be assertive without 
being authoritarian.  Other traits include low anxiety 
and high control,8 good judgment, lack of impulsivity, 
conflict resolution skills, team orientation, appropriate 
motivations for entering the field, ability to deal with 
tedious or boring tasks, willingness to take reason-
able risks, absence of substance use, absence of serious 
psychological problems, stress tolerance, and absence 
of sexual disturbance.9  While many of these traits 
are relevant to any job (e.g., good judgment; honesty 
and integrity), some are particularly important for the 
work of a police officer.

Fischler10 lists the best methods for screening 
police officers.  He recommends that this screening be 
completed only by a licensed psychologist and sug-
gests that the screening include objective, validated 
psychological instruments and a face-to-face, stan-
dardized interview only after the psychologist has had 
the opportunity to review all available background 
information and test data.  The Minnesota Multipha-
sic Personality Inventory (MMPI) has been found 
to be a useful tool in screening prospective police 
applicants,11 but many evaluators include at least one 
additional test and possibly an entire battery, selecting 
from among the California Psychological Inventory 
(CPI), the Sixteen Factor Personality Questionnaire 
(16PF), and the Inwald Personality Inventory, among 
others.12  Overall, potential police officers undergo a 
demanding screening process prior to being hired.13  
Much research evidence supports the use of personal-
ity assessment as part of the selection process for law 
enforcement personnel.14  

In contrast to this multi-step selection process for 
police officers, instituted in great measure because they 
are permitted to use lethal force, the selection process 
for child protection workers varies nationwide15 but 
overall seems far less rigorous.  A strong case has been 
made that psychological screening is indicated for 
selecting capable employees for many law enforcement 
roles.  This would be particularly true in the sensitive 
and challenging area of child protection.  

CPS Stressors and the Need for Improved 
Screening

Child Protective Services workers’ jobs frequently 
involve heavy caseloads, encounters with negative situ-
ations, and hostile interactions with clients, resulting 
in a high potential for burnout.16  Burnout is a likely 
factor influencing the high degree of turnover in this 
field, with a rate of turnover reported between 30-
40% and an average duration of employment cited 
as less than two years.17  While studies of burnout 
in CPS workers frequently cite external causes, e.g., 
intensity of the job experience and social environment 
of the work setting,18 there seems to be little attention 
paid to the person-environment fit and psychological 
characteristics of the individual worker, which may 
be interacting with the demands of the job.  This is a 
discrepancy that has been noted in burnout literature 
more generally as well.19  

It is also worth noting that in addition to the likely 
relevance of individual characteristics to burnout, 
researchers have posited that social workers’ biases, 
personalities, and temperament influence their deci-
sions in general.20  Many individual traits have been 
found to influence not only burnout but also job 
performance, job satisfaction, counter-productive 
work behaviors, and turnover.21  Clearly, the personal-
ity structure of CPS workers is an area that warrants 
examination.

Personality Profile Characteristics for a CPS 
Investigator

Is there an ideal personality profile for a CPS 
worker?  The Bureau of Labor Statistics22 lists the 
following personal qualities as important for a social 
worker: compassion, listening skills, organizational 
skills, people skills, problem-solving skills, and time 
management skills.  Parents have reported that they 
value CPS workers who are caring, respectful, accept-
ing, friendly, genuine, responsive, supportive, and 
trustworthy.23  

Findings from research on burnout may also be 
considered in formulating an ideal personality profile 
for a CPS worker, given this tension-ridden field’s 
high propensity for burnout and turnover.24  In 
general, individuals who are high in neuroticism (i.e., 
anxiety, insecurity) and low in extraversion (defined as 
cheerfulness, enthusiasm), conscientiousness (efficien-
cy, diligence), and agreeableness (warmth, supportive-
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ness) were found to be more susceptible to burnout.25  
The research suggests, then, that a personality profile 
that includes emotional stability and low reactivity to 
stress, positivity, commitment to working hard, and a 
tendency to be good-natured would be ideal for avoid-
ing burnout in any profession.  

In fact, research specifically relevant to CPS work-
ers found that workers who were high in agreeableness 
were particularly successful when it came to collabo-
rating with other professionals, sharing information 
with families, and involving families in planning.26  
Another important finding was that CPS workers who 
were highly conscientious and able to avoid emotional 
over-involvement with their clients were able to focus 
on their work duties and complete tasks efficiently, 
whereas emotional exhaustion led to increased burn-
out.27  Realistic ideas about the outcomes of their 
work were also related to better performance for child 
protective services workers.28  These findings further 
support the utility of personality profiling in making 
hiring decisions.  

Current Screening Procedures for CPS 
Investigators

Unfortunately, there does not appear to be a stan-
dardized procedure that is widely used for ensuring 
that child welfare workers possess ideal qualities.  Test-
ing requirements vary from state to state.29  Although 
national agencies recommend a minimum of a bach-
elor’s degree in social work or a related field, and an 
extensive relevant knowledge base, as recently as 2008 
only 40% of states enforced this requirement.30  

This is unfortunate as research suggests that child 
welfare workers with degrees in social work have 
higher job performance and lower turnover rates.31  
Flexibility when it comes to educational qualifications, 
labeled the “de-professionalization” of the field,32 may 
result in a broader range of child welfare workers.  In 
contrast, in the police force, where the field of appli-
cants is restricted to those meeting certain criteria, the 
psychological functioning among applicants may be 
more homogeneous.33  

Researchers have recommended some alternative 
selection techniques for child welfare agencies.  High 
scores on a cognitive ability test, which measures rea-
soning, language comprehension, memory, and word 
fluency, have been found to correlate with employee 
job performance ratings on critical child welfare tasks 

such as assessing safety, risk, and progress.34  Child 
protective services workers who scored high on a mea-
sure of critical thinking were found to be particularly 
adept at communicating information, writing reports, 
and evaluating and monitoring safety.35  

Other recommended instruments include a 
situational judgment test measuring the applicant’s 
decision-making skills and a measure of time manage-
ment and organizational skills.36  Additionally, the 
Western Regional Recruitment and Retention Proj-
ect37 noted that personality tests assessing such traits 
as stress tolerance, adaptability, dependability, atten-
tion to detail, initiative, sociability, conscientiousness, 
extraversion, emotional stability, agreeableness, and 
openness to experience could be helpful. They add 
that tests evaluating a candidate’s honesty and integ-
rity have been found to predict job performance and 
counterproductive behaviors.

Fortunately, efforts are being made to improve the 
screening process for CPS workers.38  The Univer-
sity of Nebraska’s Center on Children, Family, and 
the Law now uses both a self-assessment tool and a 
standardized, structured hiring interview to screen 
prospective CPS workers.39  The Texas Department 
of Family and Protective Services (DFPS) contracted 
with Performance Assessment Network (PAN) in 
2006 to create a pre-employment screening instru-
ment for CPS applicants.  This test quantifies appli-
cants’ skill sets so as to hire more qualified candidates 
and minimize turnover.40  

In addition to a test of basic knowledge, DFPS 
also administers the Six Factor Personality Ques-
tionnaire (SFPQ).  This instrument assesses agree-
ableness, extraversion, independence, industrious-
ness, degree of being methodical, and openness to 
experience, qualities which are then calculated to 
determine the degree to which a candidate is recom-
mended for the position.41  Evaluators note that after 
instituting this pre-employment screening, DFPS 
experienced a lower degree of turnover, although 
they acknowledged that the new screening process 
may have been one of many factors.  

The movement toward improved screening of CPS 
investigators is a positive step.  Hopefully, the future 
will see an expansion of this movement so that careful, 
standardized evaluation of prospective CPS investiga-
tors becomes the norm rather than the exception.
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Conclusion

Stress, burnout, and high turnover rates limit the 
entrance and stability of the CPS investigator work-
force. Would a psychological profile hurdle serve to 
further constrict the entrance of interested applicants 
or would hiring a more suitable employee at the outset 
curb the burnout and turnover rate? The answer is, of 
course, unknown.

While there is no single type of lawyer, teacher or 
soldier, members of the same occupation may display 
personality similarities. Not everyone is suited to be 
a CPS investigator. The work style demanded of CPS 
investigators is unique. It is a brutally reality-based 
job that needs applicants with stable personality 
characteristics that will positively affect judgment, 
performance and error management. Research offers 
considerable evidence to support the relevance of 
personality characteristics for success in various occu-
pations, and CPS investigator is likely among them. 
Consequently, there is a pressing need for more 
reliable empirical data to identify the relevant criteria 
related to the ideal personality profile and contours 
of a CPS investigator, and the best ways to evaluate 
prospective candidates for this job so that the screen-
ing process may be improved. 
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