
Understanding Caseload and 
Workload: 
Research Perspectives

Christian Ghanem



“Of course, I try to keep up to date with research. I use my offdays on weekends to read 
selected journal articles. That's not possible during working hours because there are too 

many cases.”

Ghanem, C., Schwegele, A., Pankofer, S., Kollar, I., & Fischer, F. (2016). Bewährungshilfe und Wissenschaft—Eine Annäherung (?). Bedingungen für eine evidenzbasierte Sozialarbeitspraxis aus Sicht von 
Bewährungshelfer_innen. In S. Borrmann & B. Thiessen (Hrsg.), Wirkungen Sozialer Arbeit. Potentiale und Grenzen der Evidenzbasierung für Profession und Disziplin (S. 373–394). Barbara Budrich.
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How many is too many?
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Who feels their workload is 
too high?



The Central Distinction: Caseload vs. Workload

CASELOAD

The number of cases
assigned to one officer

≠
WORKLOAD

All tasks, time & effort required
to effectively handle those cases

"It's not about numbers. It's about what officers do."  DeMichele & Payne, 2018, p. 41

DeMichele, M., & Payne, B. (2018). Taking officer time seriously: A study of the daily activities of probation officers. Probation Journal, 65(1), 39–60.



Ratio of probationers per one staff member

Aebi, M. F., Cid-Pozo, I., Molnar, L., & Hashimoto, Y. Z. (2024). SPACE II – 2024 – Council of Europe Annual Penal Statistics: Persons under the supervision of probation agencies. Council of Europe. 
Dominey, J. & Zelic Ferencic, V. (2022). CEP Audit. Unpublished report Confederation of European Probation.

“there are around 30 probationers for each 
probation staff member, but that ratio varies 

considerably across countries or administrative 
entities ranging from to 7.5 (Bulgaria) to 220 

(Monaco)” 
Aebi et al., 2025, p. 2

“there are around 30 probationers for each 
probation staff member, but that ratio varies 

considerably across countries or administrative 
entities ranging from to 7.5 (Bulgaria) to 220 

(Monaco)” 
Aebi et al., 2025, p. 2



How many is too many?

…can’t be answered without context 



KI generiert

Case- and workload in Germany - Survey
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Governmental services (2024/25)

• Service users (N = 103) and professionals of probation/supervision & court social 

service (N = 53)

Non-governmental probation services (2026/27)

• Service users (N = ?) and professionals of eight services (N = 55): forensic treatment, 

restorative justice, children affected by parental imprisonment and domestic violence, 

reentry service, domestic violence training, court-ordered community service



Workload
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• Caseload: Ø 64

Public Probation

• Caseload: Ø 15 - 200

NGO
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the higher the caseload, the higher the perceived workload 

(Pearson r = 0,456, p = 0,002)
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How many is too many?

Aebi, M. F., Cid-Pozo, I., Molnar, L., & Hashimoto, Y. Z. (2024). SPACE II – 2024 – Council of Europe Annual Penal Statistics: Persons under the supervision of probation agencies. Council of Europe. 
Ball, K., Buckley, L., & Moore, R. (2021). Caseloads, workloads and staffing levels in probation services. In: Her Majesty´s Inspectorate of Probation (ed.), Research & Analysis Bulletin 2021/02.
Geiran, V, & Durnescu I. (2019). Implementing Community Sanctions and Measures: Guidelines Council of Europe. https://rm.coe.int/implementing-communitysanctions-and-measures/1680995098

“Review staffing levels, particularly in jurisdictions with high 
probationer-to-staff ratios exceeding 30:1” 

Aebi et al., 2025, p. 2

“Review staffing levels, particularly in jurisdictions with high 
probationer-to-staff ratios exceeding 30:1” 

Aebi et al., 2025, p. 2

“Current probation practice in many European countries seems to suggest that limiting individual 
caseloads to between 40 to 60 clients per (fulltime) probation officer/supervisor at any time can 

ensure quality in probation services” 
Geiran & Durnescu, 2019, p. 14

“Current probation practice in many European countries seems to suggest that limiting individual 
caseloads to between 40 to 60 clients per (fulltime) probation officer/supervisor at any time can 

ensure quality in probation services” 
Geiran & Durnescu, 2019, p. 14

„caseloads of 50+ impair the overall 
quality of probation work“ 

Ball et al., 2021, p. 4

„caseloads of 50+ impair the overall 
quality of probation work“ 

Ball et al., 2021, p. 4



Caseload & probation outcome
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• Growing evidence for preventative effects of lower caseloads e.g. Ball et al., 2021; Fox et al., 2022 

• Austrian experiment showed positive effects on employment services (e.g. faster job entry and 

cost-effectiveness) Böheim et al., 2023

• Positive effects on other probation outcomes (e.g. needs identification, task prioritization) Groome et 

al., 2024; Jalbert & Rhodes, 2012; Norman & Riciardelli, 2022

Böheim, R., Eppel, R., & Mahringer, H. (2023). The impact of lower caseloads in public employment services on the unemployed. Journal for Labour Market Research, 57(1), 31. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12651-
023-00357-4

Fox, C., Harrison, J., Hothersall, G., Smith, A., & Webster, R. (2022). A Rapid Evidence Assessment of the impact of probation caseloads on reducing recidivism and other probation outcomes. Probation Journal, 
69(2), 138–158. 

Groome, E., Blinkhorn, V., Kewley, S., Forshaw, M., Petalas, M., & McGuirk, L.-J. (2024). ‘The most stressful thing…was never the content, really’: The emotional impact PICS practitioners experience during 
consultation and formulation. European Journal of Probation, 16(3), 203–225. 

Jalbert, S. K., & Rhodes, W. (2012). Reduced caseloads improve probation outcomes. Journal of Crime and Justice, 35(2), 221-238.
Norman, M., & Ricciardelli, R. (2022). Operational and organisational stressors in community correctional work: Insights from probation and parole officers in Ontario, Canada. Probation Journal, 69(1), 86–106. 



Caseload & probation outcome
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• Broad consensus that caseload alone is insufficient for probation 

management

• Lower caseloads does not ‚automatically‘ lead to lower recidivism – 

some studies even show negative effects on recidivism and technical 

violations e.g. Bouchard & Wong, 2017; Jalbert & Rhodes, 2012

Bouchard, J., & Wong, J. S. (2018). Examining the Effects of Intensive Supervision and Aftercare Programs for At-Risk Youth: A Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis. International Journal of 
Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology, 62(6), 1509–1534.

Jalbert, S. K., & Rhodes, W. (2012). Reduced caseloads improve probation outcomes. Journal of Crime and Justice, 35(2), 221-238.

• Caseload interacts with organizational and individual factors



% of „particular challenging and labour-intensive cases“

work-related kilometeres per month

professional

service user



“There is an emerging 
theme across sectors that 
increased administrative 
burdens on workers mean 
that even less demanding 
cases generate 
considerable workload […]” 
Fox et al., 2021, S. 156

DeMichele, M., & Payne, B. (2018). Taking officer time seriously: A study of the daily activities of probation officers. Probation Journal, 65(1), 39–60.
Fox, C., Harrison, J., Hothersall, G., Smith, A., & Webster, R. (2022). A Rapid Evidence Assessment of the impact of probation caseloads on reducing recidivism and other 

probation outcomes. Probation Journal, 69(2), 138–158. 



“There is an emerging theme across sectors that increased administrative burdens on 
workers mean that even less demanding cases generate considerable workload and that the 

additional time spent with service users who receive a more intensive service is rarely 
equivalent to the amount of time dedicated to administrative tasks.“ Fox et al., 2021, S. 156Optimal Task Distribution (?) Schwarze 

et al., 2018

one third for direct casework is also 
found in observational studies 

Martin & Zeitler, 2021 

Martin, K. D., & Zettler, H. R. (2021). An Examination of Probation Officer Tasks by Officer-Caseload Type. Criminal Justice Policy Review, 32(7), 693–717.
Schwarze, C., et al. (2018). Qualitätskriterien forensischer Ambulanzen des Strafvollzugs. Forensische Psychiatrie, Psychologie, Kriminologie, 12(4), 369–379.



Workload and external appointments
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External-Appointment-Index negatively correlates with perceived workload 

Kendall t = – 0,247, p = 0,056

Workload is associated with limited engagement with clients, and a shift toward reactive or administrative practices 

Ball et al., 2021; Groome et al., 2024; Norman & Ricardell, 2021 



“I think desistance is a bit like raising a 
child. You need a village. Desistance is 
a community thing. You need the 
community, work, family, relationships. 
So people who stay very office based 
are not using the community, then 
we’re not actually doing desistance.” 

The road from crime - Iriss

https://iriss.org.uk/resource/the-road-from-crime/


Fall- und erlebte Arbeitsbelastung 

23

Maintaining probation outcomes and a fair distribution of the ‘burden’ requires an 
understanding of workload as a multifaced concept which is closely linked with stuff well-

being, stress, burnout and anxiety 
Ball, 2021; Carr et al., 2025; Chon, 2024; DeMichele & Payne, 2018; Gladfelter & Haggis, 2024; Haggar & McDermott, 2025; Kenton & Moore, 2020; Leone et al., 2025

Ball, K., Buckley, L., & Moore, R. (2021). Caseloads, workloads and staffing levels in probation services. In: Her Majesty´s Inspectorate of Probation (ed.), Research & Analysis Bulletin 2021/02.
Carr, N., Annison, H., Burke, L., Millings, M., & Robinson, G. (2025). Constrained voice and complicated loyalty: Understanding reasons to leave or stay working in the probation service. Criminology & Criminal 

Justice. Advance online publication https://doi.org/10.1177/17488958251397117
Chon, D. S. (2024). Korean Probation Officers’ Perception of Positive Impact on Probationers’ Lives, Job Accomplishment, and Their Relationship with Job Satisfaction. International Criminology, 4(3), 293–305.
DeMichele, M., & Payne, B. (2018). Exploring probation officer styles and goals with individual, organizational, and social characteristics. European Journal of Probation, 10(3), 232–248.
Gladfelter, A. S., & Haggis, W. A. (2024). Burnout Among Probation Officers: The Importance of Resilience. International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology, 68(4), 336–352. 
Haggar, L., & McDermott, M. (2025). No Choice But to Leave’: Understanding Voluntary Resignations Amongst Probation Staff in England and Wales. The Howard Journal of Crime and Justice, 64(4), 421–434.
Kenton, O. & Moore, R. (2020). Impact of organizational inputs upon the quality of delivery (probation services). In: Her Majesty´s Inspectorate of Probation (ed.), Research & Analysis Bulletin 2020/1.
Leone, M. C., Lambert, E. G., Solinas-Saunders, M., Hines, C., Haynes, S. H., May, D. C., & Keena, L. D. (2025). A Preliminary Study of Different Types of Organizational Support Associated With Community 

Corrections Staff Job Satisfaction. Criminal Justice Policy Review, 36(6), 305–327. 



• Increasing evidence that organisational circumstances (e.g. recognition, autonomy, values) are 
key drivers for workload capacity

• Resources and job demands predict health issues and attrition Gladfelter et al. 2022

• Restructuring probation “from an ethos of social work to a rhetoric of public protection” Haggar & 

McDermott, 2023, p. 422 contributes to workload capacity

“workplace harm” 
Walker et al., 2019

“moral distress” 
Palma Contreras & Pardo Adriasola, 2024

Haggar, L., & McDermott, M. (2025). No Choice But to Leave’: Understanding Voluntary Resignations Amongst Probation Staff in England and Wales. The Howard Journal of Crime and Justice, 64(4), 
421–434.

Palma Contreras, A. M., & Pardo Adriasola, M. A. (2024). Moral Distress in Social Work: A Systematic Literature Review. The British Journal of Social Work, 54(7), 3053–3072.
Walker, S., Annison, J., & Beckett, S. (2019). Transforming Rehabilitation: The impact of austerity and privatisation on day-to-day cultures and working practices in ‘probation’. Probation Journal, 

66(1), 113–130. 



maturity

risk and/or needs level

responsivity

location

expertise

tasks beyond casework

intervention type

frequency

organisational circumstances

caseload

professional client

factors are not only additive 
→ fit between subjective and structural factors determine workload

factors are not only additive 
→ fit between subjective and structural factors determine workload



• Evaluation of the implementation of Good Lives Model (GLM) in probation (ethnography & 
interviews) Anke, 2026; Fackler, 2026

• GLM as a “psychological self-care” within a risk-oriented structure which doesn’t fit to own 
identity and values (“moral distress”)

• The care-control tension becomes subjectively more manageable; however, the structural 
conditions themselves are not changed → e.g. “double bookkeeping”

Anke, P. (2026). Umsetzung des Good Lives Model (GLM) in Beratungsgesprächen der bayerischen Bewährungshilfe: Eine qualitative Untersuchung. Unpublished Masterthesis. Technische Hochschule 
Nürnberg.

Fackler, L. (2026). Das Good Lives Model (GLM) in der bayerischen Bewährungshilfe: Eine qualitative Studie zu Implementierung, Rahmenbedingungen und Anforderungen an die Fachkräfte. Unpublished 
Masterthesis. Technische Hochschule Nürnberg.



maturity

risk and/or needs level

responsivity

location

expertise

tasks beyond casework

intervention type

frequency

level of digitalisation

organisational circumstances

caseload

professional client



Digitalisation – a Janus-faced phenomenon
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Negative effects on workload e.g. Phillips 

et al., 2021

Garrett, P. M. (2026). Social work’s ‘electronic turn’: Notes on the deployment of information and communication technologies in social work with children and families. Critical Social Policy, 25(4), S. 529-
553

Phillips, J., Westaby, C., Ainslie, S., & Fowler, A. (2021). ‘I don’t like this job in my front room’: Practising probation in the COVID-19 pandemic. Probation Journal, 68(4), 426-443.
Sturm, A., Robbers, S., Henskens, R., & De Vogel, V. (2021). ‘Yes, I can hear you now …’ Online working with probationers in the Netherlands: New opportunities for the working alliance. Probation Journal, 

68(4), 411–425.

Positive effects on workload e.g. 

Sturm et al., 2021 

„you had your caseload, you could 

focus on that. Now, there’s Teams 

channels firing off information. You’re 

getting emails about this and that” Carr 

et al., 2025, p. 12

2024: 21 % of UK social 

workers had used 

unauthorised AI tools Garrett 

2026, S. 378f., 386f.

fully agree fairly agree draw fairly disagree fully disagree

public probation court social services

„Digital infrastructure is sufficient“



„[…] the justice system has been desribed as „an innovation free zone“ (Shelupanov, 2017), resistant to 
social innovations like collaborative partnership models and user-informed service design, and to 

techological innovations.“ Ross, 2018, S. 53

Ross, S. (2018). Policy, practice and regulatory issues in mobile technology treatment for forensic clients. European Journal of Probation, 10(1), 44-58.



Confederation of European Probation (2024). Practice recommendations regarding technologies in probation. https://www.cep-probation.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Practice-rec-Technology_final.pdf 
https://search.coe.int/cm#{%22CoEIdentifier%22:[%220900001680b1d0e4%22],%22sort%22:[%22CoEValidationDate%20Descending%22]}
https://www.europris.org/expert-groups/ict-in-prisons/ 

How to digitalize…

https://www.cep-probation.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Practice-rec-Technology_final.pdf
https://search.coe.int/cm#{%22CoEIdentifier%22:[%220900001680b1d0e4%22],%22sort%22:[%22CoEValidationDate%20Descending%22]}
https://www.europris.org/expert-groups/ict-in-prisons/


christian.ghanem@th-nuernberg.de 
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Educated

Industrialised

Rich

Democratised



Synthesis: Key Takeaways Across All Three Perspectives

01

Caseload ≠ Workload

The number of cases is an incomplete proxy. Effort depends 
on risk level, case complexity, service standards, and 
organizational conditions.

02

No universal ideal number

Decades of research show no single figure works across 
contexts. 'Ideal caseloads' vary from 10 to 200 depending on 
client type and service model.

03

Conditions matter more than numbers

Reduced caseloads only improve outcomes when combined 
with ‘good practice’, trained officers, and organizational 
support.

04

Organizational factors drive stress

Burnout and job satisfaction are more strongly linked to 
autonomy, management quality, team climate, and 
recognition than to caseload size alone.

05

Digitalization is both gap and opportunity

The implementation of digital technologies must be part of 
an overall strategy
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