
        There is considerable research re-

garding the effectiveness of adult education 

and worker training. This research focuses on 

both learning, which is the degree to which 

there are increases in knowledge/skills, or 

changes in attitude, and also Transfer of 

Learning (TOL), which involves the application 

of that learning to the workplace (Curry, 

1997). However, there have only been a few 

published studies regarding TOL in the field 

of human services or in child welfare specifi-

cally, despite the dramatic growth of training 

in this area, especially since federal funding 

for child welfare training became available 

through Title IV-B and IV-E of the Social Secu-

rity Act nearly 20 years ago (Antle & Barbee, 

2003; Clarke, 2002a; Clarke, 2002b; Curry, 

McCarragher, & Dellmann-Jenkins, 2005; 

Curry, & Chandler, 1999; Jones & Okamura, 

2000; Kessler & Grene, 1999; Rooney, 

1985).  

       The type of information that child welfare 

professionals are taught in initial and ongo-

ing trainings is highly complex, given that 

work in social services often requires policy 

and program-level knowledge of multifaceted 

social problems, specific skills in assess-

ment, case management, etc., and the ability 

to interact professionally with vulnerable 

populations. To assess the effectiveness of 

training, it is important to understand both 

the factors that foster or inhibit learning as 

well as to understand the degree to which 

knowledge and skills acquired during training 

are transferred to the field and applied in 

practice. The present review of extant re-

search focuses on the latter issue.  

        Burke and Hutchins (2007) reviewed 

the literature regarding TOL in areas such as 

human resource development, adult learning, 

performance improvement, psychology, and 

management. Alvarez, Salas, and Garofano 

(2004) reviewed training-related studies to 

offer an integrated model of evaluation and 

effectiveness, one part of which focused on 

TOL.  Both synthesized findings regarding 

TOL according to three main factors that evi-

dence suggests influence TOL: individual 

characteristics, training design and delivery, 

and organization/work environment. In addi-

tion, earlier reviews regarding TOL were con-

ducted by Baldwin and Ford (1988) and Curry 

(1997). Because the Burke and Hutchins 

review is the most recent, the current review 

utilizes this work as a foundation upon which 

to describe the current state of knowledge 

regarding TOL in the field of child welfare. 
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 Little research in field of 

human services or child 

welfare specifically 

 Majority of studies 

utilize self-reported 

measures and ratings  

 Perceived transfer often 

measured versus actual 

practice on the job 

 Consistent findings      

regarding individual-

level predictors of TOL; 

patterns also found 

regarding training and 

organizational factors 
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high utility reactions and gains in knowledge, which was 

in turn a significant predictor of TOL (p. 2). The study also 

found that trainees who demonstrated higher levels of 

acquisition of knowledge as a result of training, called 

―immediate learning,‖ were more likely to transfer that 

learning (p. 2). 

Another study of child welfare workers examined 

TOL immediately after training and six months later 

(Wehrmann, Shin, & Poertner, 2002). Trainees were 

asked to assess their acquisition of clinical practice 

learning outcomes, and several individual, training, and 

organization-related variables as potential predictors. Of 

the 367 workers who attended training, 129 completed 

the six month survey. The results of the multivariate re-

gression analysis indicated that only two individual-level 

variables were significant predictors of TOL: assessment 

of learning outcomes immediately after training was posi-

tively related to TOL while familiarity with content prior to 

training was negatively related. 

 Curry et al. (2005) examined perceived TOL 

among over 400 new child welfare workers receiving 

training in Ohio where TOL was measured by summing 

answers to three questions asked three months after 

receipt of training at a workshop: 1) I have used the 

knowledge and skills I learned from the workshop on the 

job, 2) As a result of using the knowledge/skills from the 

workshop, I have observed client progress, and 3) As a 

result of the workshop, I am a more effective worker. At 

the end of the workshop, workers were asked questions 

on a 68-item Transfer Potential Questionnaire (TPQ). The 

TPQ was factor analyzed resulting in eleven factors that 

were tested as predictors of perceived TOL three months 

after training. 

Although Curry et al. (2005) did not include a 

measure of cognitive ability or self-efficacy prior to train-

ing, one factor did capture participant perceived learning, 

with items that can potentially serve as proxies for self-

efficacy in terms of perceptions regarding competency 

(As a result of the training, I substantially increased my 

        Several studies have found relationships be-

tween individual-level characteristics and TOL, although 

it should be noted that most of these studies were in 

areas not related to child welfare or human services.  

Research indicates a relationship between TOL and vari-

ables measuring cognitive ability, self-efficacy, the 

trainee’s level of commitment to the organization, and 

job involvement, defined as ―the degree to which an em-

ployee identifies with her job, actively participates in, and 

considers job performance important to her self-

worth‖ (Burke & Hutchins, 2007, p. 266-270). In addi-

tion, certain personality characteristics such as being 

anxious or having negative affect can influence motiva-

tion, which can then affect TOL (Burke & Hutchins, 

2007). 

 Although some researchers include factors such 

as perceptions of utility, value, and relevance of training 

under the heading of individual characteristics, it is im-

portant to note that essentially these constructs are 

measuring an interaction between individual characteris-

tics and previous training experiences that can affect 

current perceptions. Studies indicate that positive per-

ceptions predict TOL (Burke & Hutchins, 2007; see also 

Antle & Barbee, 2003; Curry, 1997; Curry, McCarragher, 

& Dellman-Jenkins, 2005; Facteau, Dobbins, Russell, 

Ladd, & Kudisch, 1995; Garavaglia, 1993; Vinokur-

Kaplan, 1986). Similarly, a few studies found a relation-

ship between pre-training motivation or motivation to 

transfer and TOL (Burke & Hutchins, 2007; see also Fac-

teau, et al., 1995). 

In Child Welfare 

In terms of research specifically in the area of 

child welfare, Antle and Barbee (2003) examined the 

predictors of outcomes in a training program for 72 su-

pervisors and 411 caseworkers. The researchers noted 

that trainees who scored higher in a measure of 

―learning readiness,‖ were significantly more likely to 

demonstrate TOL one month post-training. In addition, 

there was a significant correlation between trainees with 

I N D I V I D U A L  C H A R A C T E R I S T I C S  

Page 2 T R A N S F E R  O F  L E A R N I N G  ( T O L )  I N  C H I L D  W E L F A R E  



which suggested that only 15 percent of child welfare 

staff had bachelor’s degrees in social work (BSWs) and 

13 percent had MSWs (Lieberman, 1988).  Currently, 

only 21 states require a BSW or bachelor’s in a related 

field (Bowden, Konopaski, Fanning, 2008). 

While there have been no studies that have ex-

amined the relationship between education or Title IV-E 

training to TOL, evaluations of Title IV-E training generally 

find that those who receive Title IV-E training score higher 

on tests of child welfare knowledge/competency, have a 

more realistic view of child welfare work, and are more 

likely to remain employed than those without the training 

(Dickinson, & Perry, 2002; Gansle & Ellett, 2002; Jones 

& Okamura, 2000; Fox, Miller & Barbee, 2003; Jones, 

2002; Robin & Hollister, 2002; Rosenthal, McDowell & 

White, 1998, as cited in National Association of Social 

Workers (NASW), 2008; Scannapieco & Connell-Carrick, 

2003). This pattern of findings was also true when super-

visors evaluated the workers (Ellett & Gansle, 1998 as 

cited in NASW 2008; Dhooper, Royse & Wolfe, 1990; 

Fox, Miller & Barbee, 2003).  

Other studies have found similar results with 

regard to education (specifically holding BSW or MSW 

degrees) predicting both overall and specific perform-

ance (Albers, Reilly & Rittner, 1993; Booz-Allen & Hamil-

ton, 1987, as cited in NASW, 2008; Dhooper et al., 

1990; Fox, Burnham, Barbee & Yankeelov, 2000; Hop-

kins, Mudrick & Rudolph, 1999; Lieberman, et al., 1988; 

Rooney, 1985). For example, Booz-Allen and Hamilton 

(1987; as cited in NASW, 2008) found that having a 

MSW degree was a predictor of overall performance in 

social service work and Albers et al. (1993) found that 

that child welfare staff with BSW and MSW degrees were 

more effective in developing successful permanency 

plans for children in foster. 

 In addition, Gleeson and Dubois (1990) exam-

ined self-reported competencies in six areas 

(assessment and planning, intervention methods, rela-

tionship building, working with the court system, substi-

tute care, and working within an organization) by 115 

child welfare caseworkers and their supervisors; the re-
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knowledge on this topic; The training has affected some 

of my attitudes concerning this topic area; As a result of 

the training, I have developed new skills; As a result of 

this training, I have a better conceptualization of what I 

already do on the job). It could be that perceived learning 

at the end of the workshop is a measure of self-efficacy 

related to the material learned and that, therefore, the 

study’s finding of a relationship with perceived TOL is 

consistent with prior research. While the sense of compe-

tency being measured in this study was found to be caus-

ally related to the training, the studies reviewed by Burke 

and Hutchins (2007) suggested that interventions that 

increased self-efficacy also increased TOL. 

Also consistent with previous studies, Curry et al. 

(2005) found that the following factors were significant: 

participant motivation to attend training (e.g., I had input 

into the selection of this training; Prior to the workshop, I 

was motivated to attend), pre-training preparation (e.g., 

Prior to attending this workshop, I heard that this training 

was ―worthwhile‖/valuable; My supervisor helped to pre-

pare me for this workshop by discussing my learning 

needs and potential applications ), participant prior ex-

perience with [other] training and application (e.g., When 

I think back to other training that I have taken, I can say 

that I have utilized the training on the job. I can even 

think of specific application examples; In the past, I have 

found training to be useful), and having an application 

plan (e.g., I have already made a plan with a co-worker to 

utilize this training; I have a plan to implement this train-

ing). 

An important individual-related characteristic not 

included in the Burke and Hutchins (2007) review, but 

one which is particularly important to child welfare is that 

of education, specifically formal education in child wel-

fare. In Fiscal Year 2001, 49 states received a total of 

$276 million in Title IV-E training reimbursements, rang-

ing from $1,400 in Wyoming to $59 million in California 

(GAO, 2003 as cited in NASW, 2008). A substantial effort 

has been made to prepare child welfare workers by pro-

viding stipends to those receiving master’s degrees in 

social welfare (MSWs) who commit to working in public 

child welfare. This effort was in response to evidence, 



searcher found that having a social work degree was one 

of the few significant predictors of self-rated competence 

in assessment and planning and in intervention meth-

ods. Having a master’s degree was a significant predictor 

of self-rated competence in intervention methods and 

substitute care. Of note, number of hours of professional 

continuing education in the previous year was a signifi-

cant predictor of supervisor assessments of worker com-

petencies on all six subscales, while education was not. 

This is similar to findings from Scannapieco and Connell-

Carrick (2003): compared to Title IV-E participants, ad-

ministrators rated having a MSW degree as less benefi-

cial and less than half of the administrators rated that 

MSWs were higher than BSWs in terms of professional-

ism, skills and other job dynamics. 

 One study of social services workers did report 

slightly different findings than those described above and 

another found evidence in direct conflict with these stud-

ies. Dhooper et al. (1990) examined Quality Assurance 

Ratings of 437 cases randomly selected for review by the 

Department of Social Services and found that BSWs 

scored significantly higher than MSWs. The researchers 

noted, however, that ―some employees did not receive a 

BSW or MSW degree, although they might have taken 

social worker courses….When quality assurance ratings 

were analyzed by social work or non-social work majors, 

social work majors received the highest quality assur-

ance ratings‖ although the difference was only marginally 

significant (p. 59). 
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Perry (2006) examined whether the educational 

background of child welfare investigators and workers in 

Florida had an effect on their performance evaluations. 

In this study educational background was defined as 

undergraduate major. The results indicated that educa-

tional background did not predict performance one year 

after starting work, as measured by performance evalua-

tions by supervisors and peers. Researchers have cri-

tiqued this study, however, in terms of the constructs 

being measured. For example, Ellet (2006) notes that 

the ―study might be considered one that shows that su-

pervisors and peers do not differentiate their perform-

ance evaluations of child welfare workers by degree (or 

perhaps any other variable that might be used to catego-

rize child welfare workers). This is a somewhat different 

perspective than Perry’s inference that those with social 

work and non-social work degrees do not differ in the 

effectiveness of their job performance‖ (p. 410). 

Studies mostly in areas outside of child welfare 

have found that when learning goals explicitly state the 

objectives of the training and the performance/behavior 

desired at the end of training, TOL is more likely (Burke & 

Hutchins, 2007; see also Kontoghiorghes, 2001; Kraiger, 

Salas, & Cannon-Bowers, 1995). In addition, some re-

search has found that TOL is increased when training 

goals and materials are content valid (i.e., ―closely rele-

vant to the transfer task‖), and when training allows for 

practice of what is to being learned along with feedback 

(Burke & Hutchins, 2007, p.274; see also Clarke, 2002a; 

Curry et al., 2004). Studies also suggest that training 

effects TOL positively when behavioral modeling and er-

ror-based examples are used (Burke & Hutchins, 2007). 

In Child Welfare 

 Two studies in child welfare have examined in-

structional design and trainer-related characteristics as 

predictors of TOL. Wehrmann et al. (2002) did not find 
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consistent with my agency’s mission, philosophy, and 

goals; This training content is consistent with my 

agency’s policies and my individual responsibilities) were 

also significant predictors of perceived TOL. 
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any instructional design related variables (trainer attrib-

utes, performance feedback, curriculum design, and 

training environment) to be significant predictors of TOL. 

The findings from Curry and colleagues (2004), however, 

are consistent with work in other areas. For example, 

worker perceptions of training relevance and applicability 

to the job (e.g., The training was relevant to my job du-

ties; The information I received from training can defi-

nitely be used with my clients) was a factor significantly 

related to perceived TOL. In addition, trainer adult learn-

ing and transfer strategies (e.g., The trainer helped to 

provided a climate conductive to adult learning and skill 

development; The trainer gave examples of when to use 

ideas/skills/strategies on the job) and training/

organization congruence (e.g., This training content is 

 

TRAINING FACTORS RELATED TO TOL 
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 Training/organization         
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O R G A N I Z A T I O N / W O R K  E N V I R O N M E N T  

Research in fields outside of child welfare sug-

gests that the following factors are positively related to 

TOL: transfer climate, which are situations in organiza-

tions that facilitate or hinder the use of what was learned 

in training (Burke & Hutchins, 2007; see also Kontoghior-

ghes, 2001), supervisory support (Antle & Barbee, 2003; 

Burke & Hutchins, 2007; Ford, Quinones, Sego, & Sorra, 

1992; Xiao, 1996), peer support (Facteau et al., 1995; 

Ford et al., 1992), and opportunity to perform newly ac-

quired skills and utilize knowledge on the job (Burke & 

Hutchins, 2007; see also Clarke, 2002a; Curry, 1997; 

Curry et al., 2005). 

In Child Welfare 

Specifically in child welfare, Curry et al. (2005) 

found that supervisory support for training and applica-

tion (e.g., My supervisor views this training as a high pri-

ority; My supervisor values staff training), top manage-

ment/organization support for training and application 

(e.g., My organization values training; In my organization, 

top management values staff training), and coworker 

support for training and application (e.g., My coworkers 

will support my attempts to utilize the training on the job; 

My coworkers value training) were significant predictors 

of perceived TOL. Similarly, Antle and Barbee (2003) 

found that trainees who felt that their supervisors were 

supportive of training ―through discussion of training ma-

terial, encouragement to use training, reinforcement of 

skills and terminology from training, and provision of op-

portunities to apply training‖ were more likely to transfer 

training knowledge and skills (p. 2). 

Wehrmann et al. (2002) also examined several 

organization related variables as potential predictors of 

TOL (e.g., supervisory support pre- and post-training, peer 

support pre- and post-training, supervisor feedback, in-

centives to use skills, opportunity to use skills). In the 

multivariate analysis, however, only post-training peer 

support and opportunity to perform were significant pre-

dictors of TOL. 

Although most research focuses on factors that 

facilitate TOL or perceived TOL, there is also evidence 

that there may be several organization-related barriers to 

TOL. For example, Clarke (2002b) found minimal impact 

of training on TOL for care managers receiving a two-day 

in-service at a social services department in the United 



Kingdom; a qualitative exploration of these findings 

(2002a) revealed several important factors that may hin-

der TOL. In the qualitative study, 11 out of 14 trainees 

reported that the short duration of the training was not 

sufficient to master the skills taught and that any skills 

acquired were undermined by limited on-going practice 

on the job due to the demands of their daily jobs. This is 

consistent with other TOL studies in the area of human 

services (Rooney, 1985) and child welfare (Gregoire, 

1994). In addition, 12 of the 14 trainees reported receiv-

ing minimal supervisory support to implement training 

and rarely received feedback on performance.  Related 

to this, 11 of the 12 trainees indicated that the training 

was for personal development, which ―may well provide 

these social service workers with far greater ambiguity 
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The literature on Transfer of Learning (TOL) indi-

cates evidence of several patterns with regard to individ-

ual, training, and organizational characteristics. These 

patterns should not be ignored in training design and 

delivery at peril of reduction of TOL, a key objective of 

both child welfare and other training. 

Many studies have found consistent results re-

garding individual-related factors such as 1) self-efficacy, 

2) trainee’s level of commitment to the organization, 3) 

job involvement, 4) personality characteristics such as 

being anxious or having negative affect, and 5) percep-

tions of utility, value, and relevance of training. Less is 

known regarding training design and delivery, but re-

search suggests that TOL is more likely when 1) learning 

goals explicitly state the objectives of the training and 

the performance/behavior desired at the end of training, 

2) goals and materials are content valid, 3) training al-

lows for practice of what is to being learned along with 

feedback, and 4) behavioral modeling and error-based 

examples are used. There are also patterns worth noting 

regarding the impact of organization/work environment-

related factors on TOL, chief among them being 1) trans-

fer climate, 2) supervisory support, 3) peer support, and 

4) opportunity to perform newly acquired skills and utilize 

knowledge on the job.  However, the evidence on applica-

bility of such factors for child welfare settings is thin, as 

the bulk of research on this topic originates ―within com-

mercial sector organizations…[with] arguably very differ-

ent human resources management practices, business 

strategies and values‖ (Clark 2002a, p. 147). 

There is, overall, a general paucity research ex-

amining TOL in the area of human services and specifi-

cally in the field of child welfare. Unfortunately, findings 

from studies that exist are dependent on methods util-

ized in that there are rarely independent measures of 

performance. Instead, studies rely on ratings and percep-

tions of training utilization. In addition, there is no consis-

tency in measures across studies.  A renewed emphasis 

on TOL research in child welfare is warranted, especially 

given the large public investment in child welfare train-

ing.  Future TOL research in child welfare should be con-

ducted with recognition of the full set of individual, train-

ing design, and organizational characteristics that influ-

ence TOL, even when measurement of certain factors is 

not possible.  Attention should also be given to develop-

ment of valid and reliable measures of key concepts that 

can be broadly utilized in TOL research.  These measures 

should include objective data, such as test scores from 
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regarding any organizational expectations that such 

training is indeed expected to be necessarily used on the 

job‖ (p.155).   



already know in terms of predictors of TOL, and carefully 

advance and specify that knowledge to child welfare 

practice and organizations.  
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trainees taken at the conclusion of training, as well as 

independent ratings, perhaps from supervisors or other 

sources, of on-the-job knowledge and skill utilization. 

 Transfer of Learning research in child welfare is, 

clearly, a difficult area of study due to the complexity of 

the types of information that child welfare professionals 

are taught in initial and ongoing trainings, as well as the 

vast diversity of the set of situations to which that knowl-

edge and skills must be applied in order to effectively 

fulfill one’s role.  The question of how to measure 

whether this knowledge/skill set is acquired in training is 

itself challenging, and the challenge of assessing TOL 

even more so. Despite this difficulty, however, if we are 

to advance knowledge of training effectiveness in child 

welfare, a research agenda must be based upon what we 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 More research on TOL in child welfare in needed 

 Development is needed for valid and reliable measurements of 

key concepts relevant to TOL in child welfare 

 Studies should be informed by findings of prior research in 

instrument development 

 Research should measure factors at all three levels related to 

TOL: individual, training, and organizational 

 Studies should utilize objective data such as test scores and 

independent ratings from supervisors and other sources as 

appropriate 
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