
 

National Child Welfare Workforce Institute   A Service of the Children’s Bureau, a member of the T/TA Network     

www.ncwwi.org                                © June 2011         1 

Child Welfare Peer Networks: 2011 National Survey Highlights 
 

Background 

The National Child Welfare Workforce Institute (NCWWI) hosts a number of peer 

networks to support participants involved in its social work traineeship programs, 

Leadership Academies, and other workforce initiatives. NCWWI peer networks are 

designed to reflect best and promising practices in peer support, communities of 

practice and learning communities.  In order to strengthen these efforts, and gain 

greater clarity regarding the peer networking opportunities available within the 

Children's Bureau's Training and Technical Assistance Network (T/TA Network), the 

NCWWI developed and distributed a national child welfare peer networking survey in 

the spring of 2011.  The results of this survey will not only help guide the next phase 

of NCWWI peer network programming, but also will provide the field with critical 

knowledge and information regarding effective strategies for implementing and 

sustaining child welfare peer networks throughout the country.   

 

Survey Distribution & Respondents 

In March and April of 2011, the NCWWI contacted the facilitators of the 38 peer 

networking groups within the T/TA Network. As of June 1, 2011, facilitators in 35 of 

the 381 peer networks (92%) had distributed the survey to their members. All survey 

respondents were involved in one or more professional child welfare peer networks 

currently hosted by member organizations of the T/TA Network. Results were collected 

from a total of 281 child welfare professionals.  

 

As a group, respondents had considerable experience with peer networking activities 

in child welfare. The majority (86%) had participated in child welfare peer networks 

for more than two years, with a considerable proportion (34%) engaged in child welfare 

peer networks for at least six years: 
Length of Involvement Percentage 

Under 1 year 14% 

2-5 years 52% 

6-10 years 24% 

11-32 years 10% 

 

Survey Findings: Highlights 
 

Description of Current Peer Networks & Nature of Involvement 

Two-thirds (67%) of survey respondents believe that the current peer networks to 

which they belong are effective and/or useful. Respondents provided an array of 

commentary supporting these child welfare peer networks: 
 

 Peer networks provide a way to keep up with current events in the field and provide informal technical expertise. 

 I greatly appreciate that top people in the field belong to the network and share information freely through it. I am 

able to post a question concerning me and receive relevant answers within days. 

                                                           
1 Although there are currently 37 active peer networks within the T/TA Network, 38 peer networks were included in 

this survey. The additional peer network formerly hosted an interactive website, but officially closed in 2008 when the 

discretionary grant project ended. Its members have continued to connect through an “unofficial” listerv, to which the 

group’s former facilitator distributed the survey. 
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 They are especially effective for sharing information and for learning of new initiatives/possible changes to existing 

processes. 

 They provide an efficient method for obtaining information on best practices used throughout the country.  I am able 

to draw on the expertise of my peers, who often have well-defined solutions to issues that I am encountering. 

 You have people you can contact for support and questions....informal mentoring through relationships. 

 When Federal laws are new and it’s difficult to understand how to implement the laws, it is good to hear how other 

states approach meeting the law.  Discussion and being able to ask questions helps and to be able to share the 

information verbally as well as exchange rules and manuals and forms of other states that can be used as a resource. 

Having the list of other managers helps us to be able to e-mail or phone them when needed.  

 

The vast majority describe their peer networks‟ primary goal as information and 
resource sharing (96%), although some respondents did note that their peer networks 

also focus on peer support (47%) and collaboration (42%).  

 

Most survey respondents initially joined to share 
information and resources (90%), although some joined for 

networking (47%), collaboration (38%), and peer support 

(35%). Others were invited to join (18%), 

or required to join by a funding agent 

(15%).  Survey respondents reported that 

they continued to belong to their peer 

networks for information or resources sharing (97%), as well as 

networking (58%), collaborating (50%), peer support (49%), or due to 

funder expectations (11%). 
 

Requests for Assistance 

Nearly half (48%) of the survey respondents have asked for 

assistance from the other members of their peer network in the last 

year, and almost all of those asking for assistance (92%) felt that 

they received the help they needed. A listerv was the most popular (60%) 

communication medium used to make the request, although some respondents did use 

in-person meetings (33%) and teleconferences (31%) for this purpose as well. 
 

Additionally, in the last year, nearly three-quarters (73%) responded to requests for 

assistance from other members of their child welfare peer 

networks. A listerv was the most frequently utilized 

communication channel (76%) for providing these responses. 

Respondents made limited use of teleconferences (30%), in-

person meetings (20%), and personal outreach, including 

direct emails or telephone calls (16%). 
 

Effective Peer Network Communication Mediums 

Respondents identified the mediums that have been most effective in achieving the 

goals of their peer networks: listervs (84%) and webinars/teleconferences (72%).2 One 

respondent noted, “As I'm very busy, I really like that most of the information is 

provided via an email listserv with webinars and conference calls offered as well, 

which I can participate in as time allows.” Another respondent explained that “The 

information they provide is very current and related to daily practice.  The webinars 
                                                           
2 Webinars only (59%); teleconferences only (53%).  

It helps to incorporate multiple perspectives 

on a topic, and offers me exposure to 

important information I may have missed 

without the "many eyes and ears" of the 

network. 

 
It is very responsive.  If I put 

a question out on the listserv, 

I immediately get many 

helpful responses.  

Additionally, by reading what 

other people put up, I get 

ideas of what sorts of issues/ 

projects are going on in other 

states. 

When I have a question or need 

some assistance/advice, it's very 

easy to send it out thru listserv and 

get a fantastic response very 

quickly. 
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on „hot topics‟ have been particularly useful in providing significant information in 

digestible formats.” 
 

Far fewer respondents noted the effectiveness of in-person meetings (47%), in large 

part due to lack of permission and funding for travel, not to a fundamental dislike of 

the face-to-face format itself: 

 
 Face-to-face meetings would be really helpful but there’s no money - meeting and establishing face-to-face networks 

go a long way to improve practice and gather ideas. 

 There’s no permission to travel out of state. 

 The greatest challenge is attending the face-to-face annual meeting due to budget limitations. Good to know it's there 

though. 
  
There was little endorsement of newsletters (26%), static websites (17%), interactive 

websites with threaded discussions (14%), and social networks such as Facebook and 

Twitter (4%) as effective methods for supporting and sustaining child welfare peer 

networks. Respondents identified the following issues associated with static and 

interactive websites as well as social networks: 
 

 Access 
o When there is a website or a new technology I have to master (e.g. Wiki) I'm less-likely to go there.  I'm 

quite tech-savvy (that's not the issue) ... it's just the whole process of looking up the password, remembering 

how to navigate it, and no certainty of finding answers to my specific question. 

o I would only participate/use one that came across my inbox - would never or rarely "go" to a site for this kind 

of thing. 

 Timeliness 
o While I like the idea of having an interactive website, unfortunately, unless it's a really active website, it's 

hard to find current information. 

 Authenticity 
o These efforts feel artificial. The only thing that matters is genuine information or requests for information 

from colleagues.  

o There’s an infrequency of member interaction on and enthusiasm for the websites. 

 
Challenges to Participation and Involvement 

Respondents also highlighted three major challenges to their participation in child 

welfare peer networks:  

 
Challenge Respondent Feedback 

1. Lack of time and/or 

scheduling conflicts (33%) 

 Greatest challenge in my situation is being able to schedule participation in 

conference calls and webinars while also maintaining my work schedule. 

 It is hard to stress the importance of a peer network and that "full participation is 

the key to harmony," when the individual members are juggling some enormous 

workloads.  
 Work responsibilities are so demanding that it's difficult to make time for any sort of 

professional development or peer networking. 

 Scheduling conflicts.  Meetings occur periodically, and not often enough to set a 

permanent date in my schedule. 

 Too much information; I am inundated with information that I do not have time to 

read it let alone digest it. 

2. Unsatisfactory 

facilitation (including 

inadequate leadership, 

responsiveness, event 

 There is no simple way to either index or retrieve information.  Because the listserv 

information is not archived it is up to each member to keep what might be needed 

in the future. 

 I typically don't like when folks “respond to all” because tons of out of office 

responses to everyone come back... 
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Challenge Respondent Feedback 

planning, and/or 

management of 

email/online requests, 

responses and bounce-

backs) (30%) 

 Once a question is asked and people respond, it would be great to have all of those 

resources posted in relation to the question so that you don't have to go back 

through e-mails and try to recreate all of the good information. 

 Sometimes the facilitators of the calls don’t know how to use the technology. 

 Facilitators need to be coaching individuals on how to use the listserv - not for 

personal messages or conversations, or superfluous banter 

 The facilitator has to actively engage and "draw out" all of the e-attendees, as it is 

especially frustrating to know that a lot of folks are trying to multi-task and are not 

participating 100% in the tech communication.  

 The major challenge is that EVERYBODY is having webinars now.  I love the 

technology but there are too many to participate in.  Organizers have to be very 

thoughtful and only use these for the most important learning/networking 

opportunities. 

 Webinars are often too broad and not facilitated for a targeted audience 

 I applaud the fact that many organizations are using Webinars, but I suggest that 

some thought be given to the need to be aware of and sensitive to how many 

webinars are being scheduled.   

 Webinars and teleconferences seem to be overused now that the technology has 

become relatively convenient.  I prefer to have these 1 to 1.5 hour mechanisms 

reserved for rich and complex information/questions/discussions that cannot be 

easily obtained by reading text in PDfs or slides. 

3. Technological difficulties 

(such as antiquated 

computer systems or 

firewalls) (18%) 

 All my personal technological problems have been on the user end -- antiquated 

architecture. 

 As I work for a state government, some of the graphics and links included in emails 

are blocked by our firewall.    

 Our agency firewall prevents access to social network sites and even gives difficulty 

in accessing websites such as the NCANDS portal. 

 Security on some computers prevents complete participation sometimes - not having 

the capability to use speakers and having to type all communication.  Also many 

people are in cubicles and do not have privacy to use speakers. 

 Webinars are great, but many public agencies have firewalls or lack proper audio 

equipment (headsets, quality speaker phones). 

 
Effective Methods of Engagement Utilized by Facilitators 

Respondents identified two strategies employed by the facilitators of their child 

welfare peer networks as the most effective in encouraging member engagement: 

 
Engagement Strategy Respondent Feedback 

1. Invitation to contribute 

& participate during 

webinars, 

teleconferences & 

email/online discussions 

(76%) 

 They have gone out of their way to individually connect and ensure "full 

participation" of all participants. They have done this through direct emails, phone 

contact and in-person meetings. 

 They ask me specific questions during webinars/conference calls.  They have also 

encouraged me to use the listserv to get feedback or to look for resources from 

other participants. 

 They asked questions and raised issues to the community, seeking multiple and 

diverse responses.  

 The most successful facilitators have been able to balance between guiding us 

through topics while allowing for the free flow of thoughts and ideas. 

 They have gone out of their way to individually connect and ensure "full 

participation" of all program managers. 

2. Notification of upcoming 

events & new materials 

(61%) 

 Timely updates to the list serve regarding upcoming events (webinars, etc.) and other 

notices are helpful.   

 Many email reminders of conference calls/webinars, availability of recordings of 

webinars/calls at a later date. 

 Receive current information, often before the "professional" networks sent it out. 
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Respondents also provided rich commentary regarding effective facilitation in the 

following ways: 
 

 Facilitators who promote inclusive agenda-setting based on participants' priorities and needs, recognize and treat all 

participants as experts with worthwhile capacity to teach the rest of us, are reliable with their commitments, and 

always provide notes of discussion and supportive information resources to all members, whether able to participate in 

any given activity (conference call, webinar) or not.  They allow us to drink as much or as little from the network as we 

want to, and ensure that we will benefit and gain from whatever level of participation we choose to have. 

 Our facilitators have effectively created a safe atmosphere for honest discussions, voicing of concerns, etc., while 

promoting the exploring of options, promising practices, etc.   
 

Core Elements of Effective Child Welfare Peer Networks 

Finally, respondents made clear that there are five core elements to effective child 

welfare peer networks. Effective child welfare peer networks offer: 
 

Element Respondent Feedback 

1. Transparent & 

prompt feedback 

mechanisms (89%) 

 Facilitators have made sessions and materials clear; facilitated an interactive conversation; 

responded to requests. 

 An open sharing of communication and having an established peer network with 

colleagues that work on similar problems - another thing that would be of use is having a 

listing of colleagues and other collaborators that have similar interests and can have a 

closer collaboration and updated contact information. 

 Inclusive agenda setting, all participants are also experts with worthwhile capacity to 

teach, reliable, always provide notes of discussion and supportive information resources 

2. Clear goals & 

objectives (83%) 

 Clear agendas, focused on the stated mission of the particular network. 

 If all participants are not sure of the purpose of a network or what their role is then it 

can be difficult to have productive meetings. 

 I think effective peer networks need to be focused in their scope and all members should 

be aware of communication expectations/protocols (e.g., don't attach documents, DON’T 

USE ALL CAPS, etc.) from the beginning. It is also helpful to send out monthly reminders 

of the scope and expectations as well. 

3. Appropriate 

technology 

platform(s) to 

support 

communication 

(83%) 

 Technology needs to be user friendly and not too time consuming. 

 Very low-tech.  Comes into my email in-box without my having to go to some other site 

(as might be the case with Wiki, blog, threaded discussion, etc.).  Very simple problem-

solution format. 

 The listservs are good tools to have though many times I don't feel I have the time to 

respond to the questions posted.  It would be good to have a place where the state's 

question is posted and also the answers given.  I try to save the original question and the 

answers but this takes up much of my Outlook space limit on data I can keep and often I 

go over the space limit. 

 Timely, periodic, concise email communication (not overwhelming) and including topics of 

interest. 

4. Information & 

resources relevant 

to participants’ 

work roles & 

responsibilities (77%) 

 If there's a problem sustaining participation, there's a good chance people don't find it 

useful. I think people vote with their feet on something like that. 

 My participation is generally determined by whether I feel I have something relevant to 

add to the conversation as opposed to someone inviting me to participate or just adding 

another voice. 

 Meaningful topics and quality interaction are essential to effective peer networks. 

5. Simple & targeted 

activities (70%) 

 Consistent form of information (email, listserv, webinar, etc.) with closely monitored 

discussion strings and ground rules for those discussions to take place. 

 As ironic as it seem, too large a volume of available information and opportunities is the 

largest barrier I face in using the recourses and prioritizing my time. 

 Although many peer networks, webinars, etc., look interesting, I find it hard to participate 

given the workload.  A smaller, more personal and targeted network, would work better 

for me. 
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Recommendations 

Collectively, survey respondents provided clear guidance to the field regarding the 

effective elements for child welfare peer networks: 
 

Effective peer networks identify, plan for, and provide…. 

1. Transparent and prompt feedback mechanisms, such as 

 Attentive facilitation, including high quality leadership, event planning, and ongoing management of 

information and resource needs and priorities. 

2. Clear goals and objectives, such as 

 Information and resource sharing 

3. Appropriate technology platform(s) to support communication, such as 

 Listervs 

 Webinars and teleconferences offered at convenient times. 

4. Information and resources relevant to participants’ work roles and responsibilities, such as 

 Prompt notification of upcoming events and new materials. 

5. Simple and targeted activities, such as 

 Topically-relevant, timely webinars and teleconferences 

 Encouragement of participant contribution and participation during discussions. 

 Collection, distribution and management of information requests and responses. 

 

 

 

 
 

A place to try new ideas…A place 

to get information quickly…A 

place to learn from others about 

what they are doing…A place to 

get to know national trends… 

It is a quick and efficient means 

to gather information on other 

states' practices/policies, and is 

helpful in identifying (names) the 

specific individuals in other states 

who work in my program areas. 

I value the sharing of how or 

what others are 

implementing or finding 

effective in engaging and 

serving children and families, 

brainstorming opportunities 

with partners who have "like" 

issues. 

My peers are engaging.  Sometimes annoying 

but always engaging...it's good to hear from 

folks who are passionate about the work we do. 

The networking and developing of 

professional contacts have been 

especially helpful.  Also the sharing of 

information and resources, and the 

ability to make inquiries of my peers 

has been a huge help. 

I appreciate having my peers 

accessible to problem solve, share 

information and bounce ideas off of. I 

value their expertise and knowledge. 



 

National Child Welfare Workforce Institute   A Service of the Children’s Bureau, a member of the T/TA Network     

www.ncwwi.org                                © June 2011         7 

For more information, please contact NCWWI’s National Dissemination Coordinator, Sara Munson, at 

smunson@uamail.albany.edu, or visit http://www.ncwwi.org/products.html to locate related products. 
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