
Social Work in Europe

Volume 7 Number 3

14

Introduction

Social work in Romania has been reborn as a
professional and academic discipline since the
overthrow of Ceausescu’s communist dictatorship
in December 1989. This paper offers a snapshot of
the state of social work in Romania ten years on, at
the end of the 1990s. It gives a picture of the
composition of the workforce and of their attitudes
to job satisfaction and stress. These findings are
the results of a questionnaire survey of Romanian
child care social workers, undertaken in spring
1999. Questions used in the research were derived
from questionnaires used in England for the
National Institute of Social Work (NISW) ‘Social
Services Workforce’ study (see Balloch et al.,
1995; 1998; 1999a). The paper therefore combines
its depiction of the situation in Romania with a
cross-national comparison of the ways in which
social workers in Romania and England perceive
the challenges and rewards of their job.

The differences and similarities in stresses and
satisfactions experienced by social workers in
Romania and England generate insights into the
nature of social work in those two countries, and
into the policy and managerial changes which are
necessary to support and retain staff in both
countries. They also raise intriguing issues about
the nature of job satisfaction and stress, emotions
which are related not only to occupation and
organisational factors, but also to the wider political,
economic and cultural environments of different

countries (e.g. see Hofstede, 1980; Smulders et al.,
1996; Kompier & Cooper, 1999).

The paper is divided into four sections. The first
section outlines the key issues for child care policy
and practice in Romania, and for the development
of professional social work in that country. The
methodology for the study is described in the
second section. The research findings are
presented and explored in part three, and the
concluding section considers issues of their
interpretation and application.

Child care and social work in Romania

December 1989 saw the collapse of Romania’s
communist regime and the discovery of the
distressing conditions in which large numbers of
Romanian children were being brought up in
residential homes and long-stay hospitals. The
conditions were publicised throughout the world,
leading to a considerable influx of foreign
intervention - from some who wished to improve
the conditions in the institutions, others who sought
to take children for intercountry adoption, and
others who aimed to assist in the development, over
time, of domestic services for the prevention of
institutionalisation, for rehabilitation and for in-
country substitute family care (Dickens & Watts,
1996).

The early years of the 1990s were a difficult period
for Romania. Many of the old communist leaders
retained positions of power in the new government
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and throughout the country, but economic and
social change could not be contained. A
combination of rising unemployment, high inflation
and cutbacks in state welfare led to a great
increase in poverty across the country, together
with the breakdown of many of the services which
might have supported families in the past
(UNICEF, 1997). By 1994 nearly 40% of children
were deemed to be living in poverty (UNICEF,
1997, p. 24), and the hardships endured by poor
families left many of them with no choice but to put
their children into institutional care (Stephenson et
al., 1997). Despite the efforts of Romanian and
foreign organisations working to develop those
much-needed domestic services, the rising level of
poverty made their work desperately difficult and
by 1993 there were more children living in
institutions than in 1989 (UNICEF, 1997: p.67).

Despite the difficulties there have been great
changes in thinking about child welfare in Romania
over the last decade, reflected in major reforms to
child care legislation introduced in summer 1997.
One of the crucial changes was that all county
councils and sectors in Bucharest were required to
establish social services departments for children
and families, to be known as ‘Directorates for
Protecting the Rights of the Child’. There were a
number of authorities at this level of local
government that had already established prototype
social services departments, but for the majority,
the new law required them to establish an entirely
new service.

A further significant element of the reforms was
that management of the residential child care
institutions was to pass from the central
government ministries of health and education to
the new directorates. Additionally, there were new
laws regarding adoption and ‘the protection of
children in difficulty’, which covers residential and
foster care. The new legislation promotes foster
care as the preferred form of alternative care for
children, rather than institutionalisation (for fuller
details of Romania’s 1997 child care reforms, see
Dickens, 1999a: 1999b; Roth, 1999).

The reforms did meet with some opposition - for
example, from certain professionals (notably
residential staff, who feared for the security of
their jobs given the new emphasis on alternatives to
institutional care), and from some local politicians
(unhappy about the imposition of greater
responsibilities without sufficient resources).
Regrettably, many of the misgivings have been

confirmed by subsequent developments. Changes
to the funding arrangements for local authorities,
introduced in 1998, exacerbated the difficulties by
creating a massive drop in the financial support for
county councils from central government. By
summer 1999 the inadequate conditions in the local
authority children’s homes, including insufficient
food for the children, were once again officially
acknowledged to be a major problem (OMAS,
1999). The funding shortfall also led to
redundancies amongst residential and fieldwork
staff, and difficulties in paying those who remained.
The crisis came to a head in autumn 1999, leading
to the resignation of the minister in charge of the
government ‘Department of Child Protection’. Ten
years after the events of December 1989, the
reform of the child care system in Romania has
certainly come a long way, but still faces huge
challenges.

The last ten years have also seen the expansion of
social work training in Romania. The first new
social work courses were established in June 1990,
and by 1992 these had been converted into four-
year degree programmes (Zamfir & Zamfir, 1996:
pp. 9-10). The first new generation of social work
graduates qualified in summer 1994 from the
University of Bucharest, followed in 1995 by the
first cohorts from the universities of Cluj, Iasi and
Timisoara. In addition to the courses at these four
leading state universities, social work can be
studied as a minor subject in theology faculties, and
as a major subject at various private universities.
Courses may be undertaken on a full-time, part-
time or home-study basis. (For further accounts of
social work education and training in Romania see
Hill & Cairns-Smith, 1995; Dickens & Watts, 1996;
Sellick, 1997: and for a more general overview of
the history and development of social services in
Romania, see Nedelcu & Poede, 1998)

By 1999 then, almost a decade since the re-
establishment of social work, it was an appropriate
time to evaluate the experiences and attitudes of
social workers in Romania: how they perceive the
opportunities, constraints, frustrations and rewards
of professional social work in their country.

Methodology

The topics of job satisfaction and stress in social
work have been the subject of numerous studies in
the UK (e.g. Bennett et al., 1993; Lyons et al.,
1995; Collings & Murray, 1996; Thompson et al.,
1996; Parry-Jones et al., 1998), but the most
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extensive research in this field has undoubtedly
been the NISW Social Services Workforce study,
funded by the Department of Health.

Two principal aims of this longitudinal survey were
to increase understanding of the structure of the
statutory social services workforce, and to
investigate the stresses and satisfactions which
workers experience (Balloch et al., 1999a: p. 2).
The questionnaires from which the Romanian form
was derived were used in the first part of the study
(winter 1993-1994) for initial interviews with social
services staff from five local authorities in England
(the survey was subsequently extended to include
workers from Scotland and Northern Ireland:
Balloch et al., 1999a). The staff came from four
occupational groups: managers, field social
workers, home care workers and residential
workers. The interviews were guided by a detailed
interview schedule, supplemented by a short self-
completion questionnaire. We drew on both forms
to design a self-completion questionnaire for
Romanian social workers.

The NISW sample was randomly selected from
computerised personnel lists, according to the four
staff groups. Our selection process was, it has to
be said, much more opportunistic, but such an
approach was the only practical way of carrying
out our research. Ultimately we were reliant on our
personal contacts, and the good will of colleagues
and respondents, to ensure the distribution and
completion of the forms. Both of these aspects
proved to be hard work: a number of county
council directors declined to distribute the form in
their directorates, saying that the social workers
had too many other pressures, and some social
workers who received forms indicated that they
were deterred by its length. In one county, the
director objected to the fact that a foreigner was
involved in asking questions about social workers’
salaries and career plans. Further consideration is
given to these issues in the concluding part of the
paper.

Eventually the questionnaire was distributed to
social workers in three counties in Romania. In two
of these areas, county council-run social services
for children and families had been well established
before 1997; in the other, these services had been
set up following the 1997 reforms. One of us,
Catalin Serghi, is employed as a social work trainer
and was able to give the forms personally to social
workers from one of the counties as they were
attending a training course he was running. This

method produced a 100 per cent response rate
amongst them. We were also very fortunate to find
an enthusiastic supporter of the research in one of
the other county councils, and she was able to use
her influence as a senior manager to ensure a high
response from workers in the directorate and in
other governmental and non-governmental
organisations in that county.

Findings and discussion

i) The sample
In total, we received back 136 completed forms, of
which 92 were from social workers. The other
respondents included managers, other professionals
such as lawyers or psychiatrists, and administrative
staff, but the discussion in this paper concentrates
just on the social workers.

Slightly over half the social workers (47) were
employed as field workers in the county council
directorates; 22 worked in ‘placement centres’, the
new name for residential child care institutions; and
22 in other workplaces (there was one social
worker who did not indicate her workplace). These
other workplaces include Romanian and foreign
non-governmental organisations (NGOs), and local
governmental settings (i.e. town halls and the local
offices of central government ministries).

When comparing the responses of the social
workers in Romania and England, it should be
noted that the percentage figures cited from the
NISW survey are based on a weighted sample of
144 local authority field social workers. The
Romanian sample is not directly equivalent with
this, in that it also includes social workers from
non-governmental and residential settings. There
were no non-governmental workers in the NISW
study, and residential workers made up a separate
group. However, there are very great differences
between the fieldwork and residential groups in
England which are not duplicated in the Romanian
sample. For example, not all the residential workers
in the NISW sample were actually ‘social
workers’, which is reflected in the fact that less
than 10 per cent of them had a professional social
work qualification (DipSW, CQSW or CSS),
whereas three-quarters of the field workers had
one of the professional qualifications (Andrew &
McLean, 1995: pp. 22-24). In the Romanian
sample, by contrast, in both settings over half the
social workers have a degree in social work or a
closely related discipline. In summary, comparisons
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will be drawn between the field workers from
England and the whole sample of Romanian social
workers; but where there are significant
differences between the results from the different
sub-groups in Romania, these will be specified in
the text.

ii) Workforce composition: education, gender
and age
The preceding discussion has touched on one area
of interesting comparison between the NISW
sample and the Romanian sample, that of
educational qualification. In Romania, 70 per cent
of the social workers are graduates and almost 60
per cent have a degree in social work. In England,
only just over a third had a degree, although 76 per
cent had a professional qualification. Two aspects
of the social work education systems in Romania
and England should be noted to help set these
comparisons in context. First, there is no
comparable professional qualification to the UK
‘Diploma in Social Work’ in Romania, which can
be taken at either non-graduate, degree or higher
degree levels. Although non-degree training
courses do exist, these do not lead to a nationally
recognised professional diploma or licence.
Secondly, the social work degree courses in
Romania remain very largely theoretical and
lecture-room bound. Although there have been
initiatives to develop practice placements for the
students, these are often little more than
observation visits and are generally not regarded as
essential components of the course. So whilst the
Romanian social workers have a higher level of
formal educational qualifications than social
workers in England, the professional and practical
training structures are not equivalent.

Comparing the gender make-up of the two
samples, 78 per cent of the NISW sample were
women, whilst the corresponding figure for the
Romanian social workers is 85 per cent. An even
more striking difference emerges in the age profile
of the two samples. In England, just 8 per cent of
the social workers were under 30: in Romania, that
figure is 69 per cent. This can be understood in
terms of how recently social work has been re-
born in Romania: a whole generation was lost
during the years that social work training was
abolished in Romania. Although some older people
with other professional backgrounds and
experience have moved into social work since
1989, the vast majority of entrants to the profession
are young people - and this applies especially in the
directorates, where 86 per cent of the social

workers are under 30.

iii) Satisfactions and dissatisfactions
Romanian social workers were asked to indicate
how satisfied or dissatisfied they were with various
aspects of their job, using a five-point scale ranging
from ‘very satisfied’ to ‘very dissatisfied’. The
results are shown in Tables 1 and 2. The first of
these compares sources of job satisfaction in
Romania and England (for the English figures, see
McLean, 1995, pp. 74-76). ‘Very satisfied’ and
‘fairly satisfied’ responses have been combined
into one category, ‘satisfied’. The table is arranged
according to the frequency of satisfied responses
from the social workers in England.

Table 1.
Sources of job satisfaction for social workers in
England and Romania

Satisfied with: Social workers in:
        England

Romania
(n 144)

(n 92)

Fellow workers......................... 83%
82%
Variety of work........................ 81%
68%
Amount of responsibility.......... 70%
78%
Hours of work.......................... 69%
70%
Immediate manager.................. 69%
83%
Opportunity to use abilities...... 65%
60%
Control over work.................... 62%
74%
Quality of service personally
                           able to give.... 62%
77%
Physical working conditions..... 60%
62%
Recognition for good work...... 54%
64%
Quality of service provided

        generally....... 44%
74%

On three issues the percentages are strikingly
similar (levels of satisfaction with colleagues, with
the physical working conditions and with the hours
of work). There are only two factors on which the
Romanian social workers are less satisfied than
their equivalents in England. The first concerns the
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amount of variety in their work, and the second the
opportunities that their job gives them to use their
abilities. Apart from this, the overall impression
from the table is of generally higher levels of
satisfaction amongst the Romanian social workers.

Before considering these results further, we shall
look at the findings from the other end of the
satisfaction-dissatisfaction scale, as shown in Table
2. Again, ‘very dissatisfied’ and ‘fairly dissatisfied’
responses have been combined. (For the English
figures, see McLean, 1995: p. 68).

Table 2.
Sources of job dissatisfaction in England and Romania

Dissatisfied with: Social
workers in:

         England
Romania

(n 144)
(n 92)

Amount of paper work.............. 70%
28%
Amount of influence you have... 59%
13%
Way the department/workplace

is managed.. 58%
18%
Rate of pay................................. 36%
35%
Chance of promotion................. 34%
35%
Relations between management

  and staff.... 34%
12%

The most striking feature of Table 2 is that
Romanian social workers appear far less
dissatisfied with their lot than social workers in
England. On only two of the variables do the
Romanians show comparable rates of
dissatisfaction - concerning their rate of pay and
chances of promotion.

So, in terms both of positive satisfactions and the
absence of dissatisfactions, the social workers in
Romania appear to be far more contented than
those in England. When one considers the enormity
of the challenges facing the Romanian workers,
this finding becomes even more remarkable. We
shall investigate this further by looking more closely
at those two factors on which there are
comparable levels of dissatisfaction.

Taking ‘rate of pay’ first, the finding that 35 per

cent of the Romanian social workers are
dissatisfied with their pay has to be seen against 37
per cent who indicated satisfaction with their
wages, and this in turn has to be compared with the
findings about their actual salary levels. Nearly 90
per cent of the Romanian social workers receive
the equivalent of less than £65 (US $100) per
month, which is approximately the average salary
in the country. Half the Romanian social workers
receive monthly pay of less than £50 (US $80).
Even allowing for the relatively lower cost of living
in Romania than England, it is extremely difficult to
manage on such salaries. In order to cope, many of
the young social workers are forced to live with
their parents, and rely on them for support: others
have to continue living in student hostels even
though they have finished their studies.

Of course, it is worth observing that even in
England, social work is hardly a lucrative
profession. Two-thirds of the social workers in the
NISW survey were paid less than the national
average salary (Andrew & McLean, 1995: p. 21,
cf. Lyons et al,, 1991: p. 177). In neither country
would one become a social worker just for the
money, and so other satisfactions are likely to be
more important than the level of pay. However,
looking at other aspects of the NISW survey
reveals the complexity of the relationships between
actual levels of pay, levels of satisfaction about
pay, and levels of satisfaction or dissatisfaction
with other aspects of the job. The study found that
the group least dissatisfied about their level of pay
were the home care workers, who actually
received the lowest wages. In fact, home care
workers had the lowest dissatisfaction response on
every measure, but the NISW report sounds a note
of caution about the conclusions that can safely be
drawn from this:

“It is not clear from the responses if the low levels
of dissatisfaction reflected a generally contented
workforce, or if this reflected a lack of alternative
job opportunities, or low expectations, or if we
omitted to ask about other aspects of the job
which were sources of dissatisfaction.” (McLean,
1995: pp. 67-68).

This is a warning which has lessons for the overall
interpretation of the Romanian findings, and to
which we return in the final part of this paper.

Moving on to consider the Romanian social
workers’ 35 per cent dissatisfaction rate with their
chances of promotion, it is interesting to break this
figure down according to the different workplaces.



Social Work in Europe 19

Volume 7 Number 3

In the directorates, 47 per cent of social workers
are dissatisfied with their chances of promotion; in
the placement centres, this is 29 per cent; and
figure for the other workplaces combined is 19 per
cent. Field workers are therefore much more likely
to take a gloomy view of their chances of
promotion, a finding which is comprehensible in the
light of the way that many of the directorates were
set up in 1997. Prior to the legislative reforms of
that year, social work for children and families had
been an optional service for the county councils;
not all counties provided such a service, and for
those that did, its status and funding was often
uncertain. The position changed very dramatically
when the new laws were introduced in 1997. The
new directorates were initially seen to be major
county council departments, and attractive places
of employment for many people who had not
previously been interested in social work. There
was a great expansion of managerial and
administrative jobs, and many of these went to
newcomers without social work qualifications or
experience, often as a result of political patronage.
Few of the people who had been managers of
previously established county council services
survived the transition to become managers of the
new directorate, and equally, very few of the social
workers from the old services succeeded in getting
any of the new managerial jobs. This is the context
in which social workers in the directorates are
pessimistic about their chances of promotion.

Having said that, it has to be noted that the
Romanian workers indicated extremely high levels
of satisfaction with their immediate manager (Table
1), and were generally happy with the way that
their workplace is managed (only 18 per cent
indicated dissatisfaction, as shown in Table 2,
whilst 64 per cent were very or fairly satisfied).

These responses are hard to square with the great
sense of disillusionment and frustration which so
many Romanian social workers have expressed in
conversation with the authors: and in fact a
contrasting light is shed on the first of them by the
answers to one of the other questions in the survey.
Workers were asked to indicate, from a list, the
most important sources of support for them in
dealing with stress (they were able to tick as many
as applied). Overall, only 22 per cent identified their
director or supervisor: and in the directorates, the
number doing so was less than 10 per cent (for
comparison, the figure from the NISW sample was
50 per cent: McLean, 1995: p. 79). This underlying
ambiguity is considered again the concluding part of
this paper, but for now we move on to look at the
findings from the questions about stress and
frustration.

iv) Stress and frustration
Respondents were also asked to indicate how
much stress or frustration they felt from various
aspects of their job. The results are shown in Table
3. (The figures from the NISW study may be found
in McLean, 1995: p. 69)

The stress and frustration of not being able to give
children and families the help that they need is
equally strong for social workers in both countries.
At first sight this seems a surprising finding given
that resources are far shorter in Romania than
England, but for this questionnaire ‘objectivity’
about resources, facilities and options - just like
levels of pay - is less important than the subjective
feelings which those factors produce. Certainly,
there are factors in Romania which make it very
hard for social workers to offer families the help
that they need (and these also link back with one of
the variables on the satisfaction-dissatisfaction

Table 3. Sources of stress/frustation for social workers in England and Romania

A great deal or quite a lot of stress/frustation     Social workers in:
       England

      Romania
        (n 144)

          (n 92)

Not being able to get people what they need................................... 62% 61%
Gossip / game playing / office politics............................................ 45% 34%
Feeling you have responsibility without power............................... 50% 37%
Coping with the pace of change...................................................... 35% 22%
Uncertainty about the future............................................................ 33% 61%
Long hours / taking work home...................................................... 30% 38%
Feeling overwhelmed by people’s problems................................... 26% 39%
Feeling you face situations you don’t know how to deal with........ 25% 40%
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scale, the opportunities which workers have to use
their abilities in their job). In the county
directorates, for example, there may well be only
one or two cars available for the social workers,
which means that they cannot visit families in the
outlying villages as often as they might like:
workers have to wait for their turn in the car,
someone else may come in with a more pressing
claim at the last minute and prevent them going,
and at times there is not enough money even to pay
for petrol to put in the car. There is very little
money to help needy families, and such budgets as
there are from central government tend to arrive
unreliably or late. Food and clothing from aid lorries
are also unreliable in terms of whether and when
they arrive, their quality and their relevance to
current needs. Having said all this, the challenges
facing social workers in England are no less
demanding from their own points of view. High
workloads and staff cutbacks, resource shortages
and shrinking budgets, legislative and policy
changes which have transformed social work
practice during the 1990s (notably through greatly
increased regulation and monitoring from central
government, and through the introduction of market
place principles for service organisation and
delivery, exemplified in the ‘purchaser-provider’
split) - all of these contribute to the high levels of
dissatisfaction and stress amongst social workers in
England (for further detail, see the UK studies of
social work satisfaction and stress cited above).

There are four factors on which the Romanian
social workers are more likely to feel stress and
frustration than their counterparts in England. Two
of them, feeling overwhelmed by people’s problems
and facing a situation where they don’t know what
to do, may well be a result of their greater
inexperience, the lack of resources and facilities,
and perhaps also a lack of clear guidance from
their managers (many of whom, as noted above, do
not have social work qualifications or experience).
Another, their feelings about working long hours or
taking work home, may best be understood in the

wider context of attitudes to work in Romania,
discussed further in the concluding section of this
paper. The most  striking difference is that
Romanian social workers are almost twice as likely
to feel uncertainty about the future. This may be
explained in terms of the serious difficulties which
have emerged regarding the funding of the
directorates, and a lack of clear, on-going support
and guidance for the new services from central
government. This sense of uncertainty is also
reflected in the workers’ thoughts about their
personal futures in social work, and it is to that
topic that we now turn.

v) Looking for a new job
Workers were asked how likely they thought it was
that they would look for a new job in the next
twelve months, and  - regardless of their answer to
that question - if they were to look for a new job,
whether they thought it would be in social work or
another field. The results are shown in Table 4.
The NISW figures are from McLean, 1995: pp. 86
& 92.

Whilst only a third of the Romanians thought it
likely that they would look for another job, this
figure needs some explanation. First, 28 per cent of
respondents were in the ‘very likely’ category, so
there is a high proportion with a strong desire to
move. Secondly, very nearly half the respondents
said that they didn’t know or were unsure whether
or not they would change jobs - a finding which
echoes that large element of uncertainty about the
future noted earlier. Thirdly, there are differences
between the responses from different workplaces:
39 per cent of social workers in the directorates
consider it ‘very likely’ that they will look for
another job, compared to 27 per cent in the
placement centres and 14 per cent in the other
workplaces.

All in all, less than one in five of the Romanian
social workers feel able to say that they are
unlikely to look for a new job in the next year. This
underlying ambivalence about envisaging a future in

Table 4. Likelihood social workers in England and Romania looking for a new job

Plans to look for another job      Social workers in:
       England

      Romania
        (n 144)

          (n 92)

Very / fairly likely to look for a job in the next 12 months...... 42% 33%
Think that future job will be in social work.............................. 81% 73%
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social work is reflected in the workers’ views on
where they would look for a new job. Although 73
per cent foresee that they will remain in social
work, this is markedly lower than the figure from
the NISW survey - so despite the fact that in many
ways the social workers in Romania appear to be
the more satisfied and less frustrated group, they
are less likely than their fellow professionals in
England to see their future in social work.

Consideration and conclusions

In this final section we review the findings at a
more general level, seeking to consider how reliable
they are, how the cross-national comparisons can
be understood, and what policy and managerial
conclusions can be drawn from them.

We start by referring to the NISW study, and note
a warning which the researchers sound about
misinterpreting the findings of the UK study. The
NISW team warn that although their findings seem
to indicate that the UK workforce is relatively
stable and committed, it is crucial not to “mistake
resilience for indestructability” (Balloch et al.,
1999b: p. 184). We would argue that the same
warning applies to the Romanian situation.

At first sight, the Romanian survey gives the
impression that social workers there are relatively
well satisfied with their job, and - compared to their
counterparts in England -  experience less
dissatisfaction, stress or frustration, and are less
likely to consider that they will look for a new job in
the next year. It was noted that these findings sit
uneasily with the number of unhappy and
discontented comments that many Romanian social
workers have made to the authors, although a
possible explanation could be that contented
workers find it easier to express their satisfaction in
secret, on a questionnaire, rather than have to
disagree with more vociferous colleagues in public.
However, looking more closely at the findings did
begin to reveal a rather more ambiguous picture,
with workers expressing a considerably cooler
attitude towards their managers when it came to
the question of support, considerable uncertainty
about the future and uncertainty about whether
they would continue as social workers.

In seeking to make sense of these findings the first
issue to consider is the representativeness of our
sample, given that there were some areas where
we were unable to gain access and the methods of
finding the sample were opportunistic. At one level,

of course, all selection processes involve at least
some elements of pragmatism - for example, in the
NISW survey, the factor which ultimately
determined which areas were included was
whether or not the local authority had computerised
staff records (Balloch et al., 1995: p. 6). In terms
of the Romanian sample, the important factors are
that there are 92 respondents from different areas,
workplaces and educational backgrounds, and the
range of responses on each question indicates that
the sample does not include just the disgruntled or
just the contented. There is no reason to assume
that the workers in our sample are markedly
different from those in other parts of Romania.

The next questions to consider then, echo those
identified by McLean (1995: pp. 67-68) quoted in
the earlier discussion about apparent satisfaction
with low levels of pay. We have noted some
misgivings about whether the findings truly reflect a
generally contented workforce: do they therefore
reflect a lack of alternative job opportunities, or low
expectations, or some other shortcomings of the
investigative approach?

Certainly, in terms of the first of those issues, there
is a lack of alternatives for the Romanian social
workers. There is a shortage of social work jobs,
and with more graduates qualifying each year the
competition for any new vacancies is increasingly
tough. Foreign NGOs are often seen as the most
desirable employers because they tend to pay much
better than the directorates or Romanian NGOs,
but the opportunities in this field are even more
restricted because the posts tend to be based in
major cities and go to applicants who can speak the
relevant foreign language. For cultural and practical
reasons (the importance of the family and the costs
of moving and setting up home independently), it is
relatively unusual for people to move to a new
town for work. The upshot of all these factors is
that most of the workers have little chance of
getting an alternative social work job - and moving
out of social work into another line of activity is
also a far from easy option, given that
unemployment is high and still rising in Romania.
The responses to the questionnaire have to be seen
in this context, and it is conceivable that the
Romanian social workers simply cannot allow
themselves to admit to much dissatisfaction with
their jobs - after all, this may be as good as it gets.

Turning to the second point, about the impact of
expectations on levels of satisfaction: this too may
help to explain aspects of the Romanians’



Social Work in Europe

Volume 7 Number 3

22

responses, in particular those regarding the quality
of service provided generally and by themselves in
particular. Given the age and relative inexperience
of many of the social workers, and given the
newness of social work in their country, there just
aren’t sufficient models or benchmarks against
which to compare their own service. It is not that
the Romanian social workers are complacent -
most are very well aware of the present difficulties
- but perhaps there is still a shortage of knowledge
and vision of how things could be in the future for
Romania.

Thirdly, there is the issue of whether the research
asked the right questions to uncover all aspects of
dissatisfaction. In the case of the Romanian survey,
this point has two significant implications. The first
is whether ‘satisfaction’, ‘dissatisfaction’ and
‘stress’ carry the same meanings in work settings
in Romania and England. Historical and
contemporary factors suggest that social workers
in Romania may expect different things from their
job compared to those in England. In terms of
history, the legacy of communist era attitudes to
work still affects management styles and staff
expectations. These attitudes are encapsulated in
slogans from the past such as ‘They pretend to pay
us, we pretend to work’ and ‘You’re not here to
think, you’re here to work’. Certainly, things are
changing as the new generation gains experience
and slowly moves into positions of influence, but for
the moment the old approaches are still very
powerful, shaping workers’ ideas about what sort
of satisfactions they can expect from their job and
their manager. As regards more contemporary
factors, the ‘take over’ of the directorates by
newcomers and many non-social workers following
the reforms of 1997 is particularly significant, in so
far as it too shaped workers’ perceptions of the
sort of prospects and satisfactions they could hope
for from their job.

The other implication of questioning the design of
the research itself, is whether the questionnaire
approach - and particularly one which came in part
from a foreigner - was the most effective method
for researching the social services workforce in
Romania. The questionnaire may have appeared
too much like an external inspection or monitoring
exercise in a country which is still recovering from
the effects of highly centralised state control of all
aspects of political, economic and social activity.
This may have deterred some directors from
authorising the distribution of the questionnaire in
their areas, and may also have had an impact on

some of the responses given by the workers. Even
though the form was anonymous, in a country
where the mechanisms of social control have, so
recently, been so oppressive and pervasive, it is
conceivable that workers did not feel confident to
‘tell the truth’ on all the questions, particularly those
about their managers. Equally, the involvement of a
foreigner in the research may have influenced the
responses - as noted, one director explicitly
objected to the questionnaire because of this, and
the workers who did complete the form may have
felt that it was important to give ‘a good
impression’ for the foreigner.

All in all then, there are grounds for some caution
in interpreting the results of this survey, but we
would not see these as attributable simply to the
limitations of our sample. Rather, they are
consequences of culture (Hofstede, 1980), and of
the political and economic difficulties which are
affecting the reconstruction of social work in
Romania. We hope that this preliminary exploration
of stresses and satisfactions for the social services
workforce in Romania will be the basis for further
investigation in the future, to be conducted for
Romanian policy makers and managers by
Romanian academics and researchers. For the time
being, the message for the policy makers and
managers is that they are fortunate to have a
young, well educated and positive thinking
workforce, but that they cannot take them for
granted - as in the UK, the keynote is not to
mistake resilience for indestructibility. Our study
suggests that priority concerns should be to reduce
the levels of uncertainty about the future and to
develop active measures to nurture the longer-term
commitment of the social workers. Such policies
will have the benefit of retaining them in the
workforce as they become increasingly
experienced and thereby increasingly valuable both
to their employers and to service users.
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