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Abstract

Keywords

Background and aims: One of the most important yet overlooked services
in hospitals is Social Work Services (SWSs). These services have gained Social Worker
significant importance due to the rise in social harms, treatment costs, and the
psychosocial and social needs of patients. The aim of this study was to measure
the workload of SWSs in Iranian governmental hospitals.

Hospital
Workload

Methods: This descriptive-explanatory study was conducted cross-sectionally

using a quota sampling method in 58 government hospitals during 2019-

2020. The samples were purposefully selected from 10 regions of the country’s

higher education spatial planning. Given the importance of measuring the

volume of SWSs in all types of specialized and sub-specialized hospital beds,

three general hospitals were selected from each region. Based on the frequency

of single-specialty hospitals in the country, one to five cases of each were

included. This resulted in a total of 32 general hospitals and 26 single-specialty

hospitals, including pediatrics, psychiatry, gynecology and obstetrics, heart, Received: 2022/12/22
eye, burn, dermatology, and oncology. The primary tool for data collection was
a researcher-made form for registering SWSs to patients, which was completed
by social workers over six non-consecutive working days. The average time of
interventions and the additional activities of social workers were collected using
two forms, which were finalized in an expert group. The data were analyzed
using Excel software.

Accepted : 2023/10/17

Results: The results showed that the norm of required Full-Time Equivalent
(FTE) Social worker per hundred hospital beds ranged from 0.42 to 5.48. The
highest values belonged to adult oncology (3.85) and psychiatry (4.51) beds,
while the lowest values were for immunology (0.42), postpartum (0.70), and
sub-specialty ophthalmology beds. Among outpatient beds, the highest and
lowest norms were related to chemotherapy (9.35) and thalassemia (0.13) beds,
respectively.

Conclusion: The volume of SWSs in hospitals varies according to the
composition of patients. Therefore, using the norms of Social Workers per
occupied beds could be a practical method for estimating the number of needed
social workers in hospitals.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

INTRODUCTION

The workforce is a crucial factor in enhancing
productivity = and  improving  organizational
performance. It is considered quantitatively as the
proportionality of its number with the volume of
tasks and activities, and qualitatively as possessing the
necessary knowledge and skills to perform job duties
properly.

In analyzing the challenge of human resources
in the field of health, hospitals are of significant
importance as they have allocated more than 50% of
health workers to themselves. One of the important
yet overlooked services in hospitals is Social Work
Services (SWSs), a fundamental profession in the
country’s healthcare system with over 60 years of
history. Nowadays, due to the increase in social harms
and more people seeking social workers in hospitals,
the workload of social workers has significantly
increased.

With the aim of organizing, planning, and
providing support to patients in medical centers and
improving the quality of services, the Ministry of
Health has redefined the service provision program. It
has developed specialized psychosocial interventions
with a case management model, which was compiled
and implemented in the form of a comprehensive
protocol for specialized SWSs. Since early 2020, it
has been notified to all affiliated universities/faculties
of medical sciences and healthcare services. If the
workforce does not match the volume of services
and the number of clients, the quality of service
will significantly decrease. Therefore, the accurate
determination and estimation of the workforce with
the correct model is one of today’s necessities for work
measurement and time measurement of SWSs. In this
regard, the present article introduces a model of work
and time measurement of SWSs.

METHODOLOGY

This descriptive-explanatory study was conducted
cross-sectionally using a quota sampling method in 58
government hospitals during 2019-2020. The samples
were purposefully selected from 10 regions of the
country’s higher education spatial planning. Given
the importance of measuring the volume of Social
Work Services (SWSs) in all types of specialized and
sub-specialized hospital beds, three general hospitals
were selected from each region. Depending on the
frequency of single-specialty hospitals in the country,
one to five cases of each were included, resulting in
a total of 32 general hospitals and 26 single-specialty
hospitals, including pediatrics, psychiatry, gynecology
and obstetrics, heart, eye, burn, dermatology, and
oncology.

Data were collected using a form to document
the social services delivered to patients. The
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services/activities captured by this form, based on a
comprehensive protocol recently developed by the
Ministry of Health, included individual, group, and
family counseling; individual, group, and family
training; finding psychosocial support inside and
outside the organization; finding economic support
inside and outside the organization; intervention in
a crisis; comprehensive assessment; referring to other
organizations; home visits; follow-up after discharge;
training colleagues; attending committees; and other
activities. Social workers were asked to complete their
daily performances in terms of quantity and time of
services for six days. The content validity of the form
was confirmed by the research team.

In addition to the form for recording daily activities,
another form was used to record non-continuous and
periodical activities throughout the year. The standard
time of the activities was estimated by an expert group
using the timing method. During the data collection
phase, social workers from the selected hospitals were
asked to complete a daily activity diary for six work
days over a two-week period. Their activities were
recorded for six working days. The data were controlled
by two members of the research team and corrected if
needed. The research team also entered the statistics
of the number of active beds and occupied beds on
the dates of performing work measurement into Excel
files, enabling statistical calculations. To determine
the average time of interventions, the completed
information was discussed and analyzed during a
meeting with the participation of five experienced
social work experts and four members of the research
team. The average time of performing social work
activities was determined by the expert group method.

The data were transcribed into an Excel database
to calculate the total working time. Excel software was
used for data analysis. Initially, the daily average of the
number of social work interventions recorded over six
working days was extracted according to the type of
activities for each hospital. Subsequently, by applying
the average time of performing the activities, the total
time needed (in minutes) for SWSs of hospitalized
patients during one working day was calculated. This
was done by dividing the result by the number of
occupied beds, thus calculating the workload per one
bed/working day.

To calculate the expected workload per year, the
aforementioned value was calculated for a maximum
of 312 working days per year (52 weeks and 6 working
days per week). After converting this time into
hours and considering the annual available working
time of 1675 hours, a coeflicient in terms of Full-
Time Equivalent (FTE) was calculated for all types
of occupied hospital beds. To operationalize this
coefficient for estimating the number of social work
experts for hospitals, the normal FTE social work
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experts per one hundred occupied beds was calculated
separately for specialized/sub-specialized beds.

RESULTS

The estimates for the number of social work
experts required by hospitals, in terms of the number
of FTE per one hundred occupied beds, separated by
specialized and sub-specialized beds, are provided
in the table below. The minimum and maximum
norms for the main beds (inpatient beds with a stay
of more than 24 hours) ranged from 0.42 to 5.48. The
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highest coeflicient was related to oncology, psychiatry,
and ophthalmology, while the lowest value was
observed in sub-specialized wards of ophthalmology,
immunology, and postpartum

According to the following table, in a group of
beds, namely, the “starred beds” (i.e. outpatient beds
with patients staying less than 24 hours), The highest
norm was observed in chemotherapy beds, while the
lowest norm was seen in thalassemia beds.

When comparing the share of each activity
in the total SWSs package, it was observed that

Table 1. Extracted norms to estimate social workers (FTE) per 100 occupied bed

Specialized bed Norm Specialized bed Norm
- Internist/pulmonologist

Sub-specialist —ophthalmology 0.42 Sub-specialist 1.68
Immunology 0.63 Sub-specialist-urologist/Pediatrician 1.73
Post-partum 0.70 General ICU 1.75
Sub-specialist - immunology/children allergy 0.71 Neurosurgery 1.75
Sub-specialist - kidney transplant 0.75 Gynecology and obstetrics surgery 1.76
Sub-specialist - immunology allergy 0.80 Sub-specialist - repairing surgery 1.82
Sub-specialist —internist liver and digestion 0.83 NICU 1.84
ICU OH 0.84 ICU-other 1.93
Complementary medicine 0.90 Sub-specialist - pediatric neurology 1.94
Sub-specialist - Pediatric digestion 0.98 Poisoning 1.95
Sub-specialist - liver transplant 1.06 Burn ICU 1.96
Sub-specialist — lung transplant 1.06 Orthopedic 1.98
Sub-specialist - Maxillofacial surgery 1.15 Urology 2.00
Sub-specialist - Pediatric surgery 1.24 Pediatric 2.01
Sub-specialist - internist hematology Oncology 1.26 Sub-specialist - pediatric orthopedic** 2.01
Neonatal 1.31 Sub-specialist - pediatric rheumatology** 2.01
Internist 1.32 Sub-specialist - neonatal lung** 2.01
Post-angiography 1.32 Sub-specialist — internist rheumatology 2.02
Sub-specialist — spinal cord surgery 1.32 Infectious 2.05
Sub-specialist - internist kidney 1.34 Heart and POST CCU 2.34
Sub-specialist - infectious pediatric 1.38 Sub-specialist - heart pediatric 2.40
General surgery 1.41 Sub-specialist 2.55
Sub-specialist - knee surgery* 1.41 Ear, Nose, and Throat (ENT) 2.59
Sub-specialist — hand surgery* 1.41 Skin 2.67
Sub-specialist - Proctology surgery* 1.41 ICU surgery 2.92
Sub-specialist - Endocrinology 1.41 Sub-specialist - pediatric endocrinology 2.96
CCU 1.50 Sub-specialist - cardiac surgery 3.24
Internal ICU 1.54 PICU 3.83
Sub-specialist - Bone marrow transplant 1.59 Oncology (radiotherapy) 3.85
Burn 1.60 Eye 4.03
Internal neurology 1.63 Psychiatry 4.51
Maternity bed 1.64 Sub-specialist - pediatric psychiatry*** 4.51
Sub-specialist - Thorax surgery 1.65 Sub-specialist - pediatric hematology-oncology 548
Nuclear medicine 1.66

*It is assumed to be the norm equivalent of liver transplantation; **It is assumed to be the norm equivalent of general surgery; ***It is assumed to be the norm

equivalent of pediatrics; ****It is assumed to be the norm equivalent of psychiatry.

Table 2. The extracted norms for the number of social workers

Specialized beds Norm
Thalassemia 0.13
Blood/peritoneal dialysis 0.60
Emergency beds - under observation (acute and sub-acute) 1.37
Hemophilia 3.6
Chemotherapy 9.35
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chart 1: The relative frequency of workload of SWSs in the
selected hospitals (n=55)

Reference to companion homes = 0.6%
= 0.6%
mm 1.4%

Group training and counseling
Following up after discharge
Home visit

Crisis intervention

Family training and counseling

Socio-psychological support
Inter-/intra-organizational reference
Telephone follow-up and support

Individual training and counseling

Visiting legal or support organizations

0.0% 5.0%

approximately a fifth of the daily working time of
social workers in hospitals is spent visiting support or
legal organizations. Psychosocial assessment (13.1%)
and individual education and counseling (11.6%) for
patients were ranked second and third, respectively.
Activities such as visiting clients’ homes, follow-up
after discharge, group training and counseling, and
referral to patient companion homes were performed
less frequently.

Upon reviewing the additional and periodical
activities of the social work unit experts carried out
over a year, it was observed that the relevant workload
in the selected hospitals varied from 0.07 to 0.20 FTE.
The main activities recorded in this group included
participation in hospital committee meetings, annual
hospital accreditation, registering activity data in the
systems, and collecting and sending some statistical
items to the university or external organizations such
as charities.

DISCUSSION

After comparing the norms of social workers in
hospital wards, it is observed that the highest values
are associated with patients hospitalized in oncology,
psychiatry, and ophthalmology wards. Deshields and
colleagues (2021) assert that cancer patients face
various psychological and social pressures caused by
the disease. However, due to the lack of specialist staft
in the field of cancer social work, many of the demands
and problems of these patients are overlooked, and
their observable physical or economic problems
receive priority for intervention. Jones and colleagues
(2018) determined the standards of psychosocial
support in children with cancer and concluded that
every five children with cancer and their families
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need at least one social worker. In the present study,
the highest predicted number of social workers per
100 patients/occupied beds is related to the pediatric
oncology ward with a ratio of 5.48, or in other words,
one social worker per 18 hospitalized children with
cancer, which is far from the recommended ratio of
the aforementioned study.

Furthermore, in patients hospitalized in
psychiatric wards, due to the long and chronic nature
of the disease and the urgent need for psychological
and social support, a high norm can be expected. The
studies of Shepherd (2004) and Pfoh (2022) show that
mental patients need extensive SWSs, especially in the
field of re-establishing ties with society and family, and
these interventions require continuous and long-term
contact of social workers with these patients. Regarding
the patients hospitalized in the ophthalmology ward,
due to the fact that the severity of the disease or the
economic costs are not comparable with the previous
two wards, the most important factor affecting the
social worker’s norm could be the high bed turnover
rate, and therefore more new patients to the ward.

Regarding the SWSs of the “starred” beds, where
the majority of patients require hospitalization for
less than 24 hours, the volume of services required
in the thalassemia and dialysis wards is minimal.
To justify this, it can be said that the patients of
the mentioned wards are repeat cases; they come
periodically, for example, monthly (e.g., thalassemia)
or twice a week (e.g., dialysis) to receive diagnostic
and treatment services. On the other hand, the norm
of chemotherapy beds is the highest, which is in
line with the norm of the oncology inpatient ward,
confirming the high need of the patients of this
group for psycho-supportive and economic services.
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The results of the study of McGregor and colleagues
(2018) in a systematic review showed that social
workers, by providing self-management training to
chronic patients such as patients who need dialysis,
made a significant contribution to reducing pain and
issues caused by long-term treatment. They act as a
bridge between patients, the treatment center, and the
social care provider systems by facilitating access to
the needed services and social support of patients. In
a similar study, Hsu and colleagues (2021) concluded
that interdisciplinary interventions and the presence
of social workers alongside the treatment staff are
particularly effective in accelerating the recovery
process in chronic and incurable patients, but the
shortage of workforce can hinder the process and
quality of services.

This study did have some limitations. Firstly, the
activities were collected over a two-week period,
which may not be representative of other periods
throughout the year. Secondly, the number of single
specialty hospitals in the sample was small, which
necessitates caution when generalizing the results.
Lastly, the recording of SWSs by social workers could
potentially lead to an overestimation in the recording
of services delivered to clients. These factors should
be taken into account when interpreting the findings
of the study.

CONCLUSION

This study was the first to attempt to determine the
norms of social work manpower, taking into account
the type of hospital beds and client problems. By
using a practical approach based on the real workload
of social workers, the results could be effectively
used to address the shortage of social workers in
governmental hospitals. Moreover, the findings could

Workload Measuring in Social Work Services...

provide an opportunity to modify the hiring policy of
the Ministry of Health regarding Social Work Services
(SWSs). The extracted norms could be easily applied
at national and local levels to estimate the number
of needed hospital social workers. This could enable
individual hospitals to predict the correct number of
social workers needed to meet the psychological and
supportive needs of patients.

Future studies are suggested to evaluate the
applicability of these norms in teaching and non-
teaching hospitals. Moreover, this information is
important for researchers interested in the area of
human resource planning, who can use these norms
in subsequent works aimed at determining the
shortage or surplus of social workers among Iranian
governmental hospitals
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