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Abstract

This study examines the relationship between mental health and job satisfaction among social workers, focusing on key
workplace factors such as emotional demands, workplace support, and work-life balance. A quantitative survey of 274
social workers was conducted using a 5-point Likert scale to assess their perceptions of job satisfaction and mental
health. Results indicate moderate overall job satisfaction, with an average score of 3.54. However, social workers
reported high emotional demands (average score: 3.26) and insufficient resources to cope with work-related stress
(average score: 2.96). While many participants felt they made a positive impact on their clients' lives, work-life balance
and long-term career sustainability were concerns. These findings highlight the need for improved organizational
support, access to mental health resources, and policies promoting better work-life balance to enhance the well-being
and retention of social workers. Future research should focus on longitudinal studies and targeted interventions to
address these challenges.
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1. Introduction

Mental health and job satisfaction are critical determinants of workplace well-being, particularly in high-stress
professions like social work. Social workers frequently face emotionally taxing situations due to the nature of their work,
which involves addressing complex social issues, supporting vulnerable populations, and navigating systemic
challenges (Lloyd, King, & Chenoweth, 2002). As such, mental health issues like burnout, compassion fatigue, and
emotional exhaustion are prevalent in the profession (Kim & Stoner, 2008). These issues not only affect the well-being
of social workers but also the quality of services provided to clients, making it essential to examine factors that
contribute to mental health and job satisfaction in this field. Previous research indicates that job satisfaction is closely
linked to various workplace factors, such as the availability of resources, organizational support, and the ability to
maintain work-life balance (Mor Barak, Levin, Nissly, & Lane, 2006). High job satisfaction has been associated with
better job performance, reduced turnover intentions, and improved mental health outcomes (Lee & Ashforth, 1996).
However, there remains a gap in the literature concerning the specific dynamics of mental health and job satisfaction
among social workers, especially with regard to the availability of psychological support, perceived emotional demands,
and resource adequacy.

This study aims to fill this gap by conducting a quantitative analysis of social workers' perceptions of their mental health
and job satisfaction. The data collected from 274 social workers through a survey will provide insights into the current

state of workplace well-being in the profession and highlight areas where improvements are necessary.

This research aims to achieve two primary objectives:
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e Assess the general levels of job satisfaction within the social work profession to understand how satisfied
social workers feel about their roles and responsibilities.

e Investigate the emotional demands placed on social workers and evaluate their ability to cope with these
challenges, focusing on the impact of these demands on their overall well-being.

By focusing on these two core objectives, the study aims to provide insights into the current state of workplace well-
being in the social work profession and highlight potential areas for improvement in supporting social workers' mental
health. The study is guided by the following key research questions:

e Whatare the general levels of job satisfaction among social workers?
e How do the emotional demands of the job affect social workers, and what coping mechanisms are available to
them?

This streamlined focus allows for a deeper exploration of job satisfaction and emotional demands within the social work
profession.

2. Literature Review

Social work is widely recognized as one of the most emotionally demanding professions, often exposing workers to high
levels of stress, burnout, and emotional exhaustion (Maslach, Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001). Burnout, a psychological
syndrome that involves prolonged response to chronic emotional and interpersonal stressors, is particularly prevalent
among social workers due to the intense nature of their responsibilities (Coyle, Edwards, Hannigan, Fothergill, &
Burnard, 2005). A study by Siebert (2005) found that 75% of social workers experienced high levels of emotional
exhaustion, with factors such as workload, client demands, and organizational pressures contributing to this
phenomenon. Furthermore, mental health challenges like compassion fatigue, secondary traumatic stress, and vicarious
trauma are common in the profession (Bride, 2007). Compassion fatigue occurs when social workers, repeatedly
exposed to the trauma and suffering of their clients, experience a diminished capacity to empathize and care. This, in
turn, can lead to feelings of helplessness, emotional numbness, and reduced job satisfaction (Figley, 2002). Research
has shown that adequate mental health support within organizations, such as access to counseling services and peer
support, can mitigate these adverse effects (Morrison, 2007). However, many social workers report insufficient access
to such resources, exacerbating their mental health struggles (O’'Neill, 2008).

Job satisfaction in social work is multifaceted and influenced by both intrinsic and extrinsic factors. Intrinsic factors,
such as a sense of purpose, alignment with personal values, and the perceived impact on clients, are often cited as
sources of job satisfaction in the field (Poulin & Walter, 1993). A study by Acker (1999) found that social workers who
felt they were making a positive impact on their clients’ lives reported higher levels of job satisfaction, even when faced
with significant job-related stressors. Conversely, extrinsic factors such as workload, remuneration, and organizational
support play a crucial role in determining overall job satisfaction (Siefert, Jayaratne, & Chess, 1991). Theoretical
frameworks such as Herzberg’s Two-Factor Theory (1959) have been applied to social work to understand how
different aspects of the job contribute to satisfaction or dissatisfaction. Herzberg posited that motivators (intrinsic
factors) such as achievement and recognition contribute to job satisfaction, while hygiene factors (extrinsic factors)
such as salary and work conditions can lead to dissatisfaction if not adequately addressed. In social work, motivators
such as the ability to help others and professional autonomy are significant contributors to job satisfaction, while poor
pay and high caseloads often contribute to dissatisfaction (Tham & Meagher, 2009). Research has also highlighted the
relationship between job satisfaction and turnover in social work. High levels of job dissatisfaction have been linked to
increased turnover intentions, which can disrupt service delivery and increase the burden on remaining staff (Mor
Barak et al,, 2001). Studies suggest that improving job satisfaction through better organizational support, reasonable
caseloads, and opportunities for professional development can reduce turnover and improve job performance (Kim &
Stoner, 2008).

Workplace support is a critical factor in promoting mental health and job satisfaction among social workers. Support
from supervisors, colleagues, and the broader organization can help mitigate the negative impacts of stress and
emotional exhaustion (Cherniss, 1980). Supervisory support, in particular, has been found to play a significant role in
buffering the effects of job-related stress (Shirey, 2006). When social workers perceive their supervisors as
approachable, empathetic, and supportive, they are more likely to report higher levels of job satisfaction and lower
levels of burnout (Collins-Camargo & Millar, 2010). Peer support is another crucial element in maintaining mental
health and job satisfaction. Social workers who have access to a supportive peer network are better equipped to cope
with the emotional demands of the job (Sloan, 2011). Studies have shown that peer support groups can provide a space
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for social workers to share their experiences, seek advice, and process their emotions, reducing feelings of isolation and
stress (McFadden, Campbell, & Taylor, 2015). In addition to interpersonal support, the availability of organizational
resources, such as professional development opportunities and mental health services, is essential for workplace well-
being. Research indicates that social workers often face insufficient resources to meet the demands of their job, which
can contribute to stress and job dissatisfaction (Lloyd et al., 2002). Addressing these resource gaps, such as by providing
access to mental health counseling and reducing caseloads, can significantly improve job satisfaction and mental health
outcomes (Zlotnik, DePanfilis, Daining, & Lane, 2005).

The ability to maintain work-life balance is a key predictor of job satisfaction and mental health in the social work
profession. Social workers frequently report difficulties in separating their professional responsibilities from their
personal lives, which can lead to burnout and reduced job satisfaction (Rupert, Stevanovic, & Hunley, 2009). Studies
show that social workers who can effectively manage work-life boundaries tend to experience lower levels of stress and
higher overall job satisfaction (Halbesleben & Buckley, 2004). Organizational policies that promote flexible work
arrangements, such as telecommuting and adjustable work hours, have been found to improve work-life balance and
reduce job-related stress (Allen, Herst, Bruck, & Sutton, 2000).

3. Methodology

This study employed a quantitative, cross-sectional research design to examine the relationship between mental health
and job satisfaction among social workers. The use of a survey allowed for the collection of self-reported data from a
broad sample of social workers, providing a snapshot of their perceptions at a single pointin time. A Likert scale ranging
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) was used to gauge participants' responses to statements related to job
satisfaction, mental health, and workplace resources. A total of 274 social workers participated in the study. The sample
included professionals from various social work settings, such as child welfare, mental health, and community services.
Participants were selected through purposive sampling to ensure a diverse representation of the profession. While
demographic details such as age, gender, and years of experience were not the primary focus, their inclusion helped
contextualize the findings. Data were collected via an online survey distributed through professional social work
networks and organizations. The survey included 10 questions covering areas such as job satisfaction, emotional
demands, workplace support, and work-life balance. Each question was designed to measure participants' agreement
or disagreement with statements about their professional well-being. Participation in the survey was voluntary, and
responses were anonymous to encourage honest reporting. The data were analyzed using descriptive statistics to
calculate the mean scores for each question. These scores provided an overview of the general trends in mental health
and job satisfaction among the participants. Additionally, frequency distributions were generated to examine how
respondents’ answers were spread across the Likert scale. The results were then interpreted in the context of existing
literature to identify patterns and potential areas for intervention.

4, Results

The results of the survey highlight various aspects of mental health and job satisfaction among social workers. The data
were analyzed based on the responses of 274 participants to 10 key questions. Below is a summary of the findings,
followed by a table presenting the full dataset.

The overall job satisfaction among social workers appears to be moderate, with an average score of 3.54 on the 5-point
Likert scale. A substantial proportion of respondents (37.6%) agreed that they feel satisfied with their profession, while
22.6% remained neutral, and 19.4% expressed dissatisfaction to varying degrees. This suggests that while many social
workers are generally satisfied, there is a significant portion experiencing ambivalence or dissatisfaction. The emotional
demands of social work were notably high, with 32.5% of respondents agreeing that their work is emotionally taxing,
and an additional 14.2% strongly agreeing. The average score for this question was 3.26, indicating that emotional
exhaustion is a prevalent issue. In terms of coping resources, social workers reported inadequate resources for
managing stress, with an average score of 2.96, and only 9.1% strongly agreeing that they have sufficient resources.
Workplace support was moderately perceived, with an average score of 3.35. Approximately 34.7% of participants
agreed that they felt supported by colleagues and supervisors. However, work-life balance remains a concern, as the
average score for this item was 2.97. A considerable percentage of respondents (22.3%) disagreed that they were
satisfied with their work-life balance. Social workers generally felt that they made a positive impact on their clients’
lives, with a high average score of 3.68, and 40.9% agreeing with the statement. However, when asked about their long-
term commitment to the profession, responses were more varied, resulting in an average score of 3.38. This suggests
some uncertainty about career sustainability in the field.
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The table below provides detailed survey results, including the distribution of responses and the calculated averages
for each question.

5. Discussion

The results of this study offer important insights into the mental health and job satisfaction of social workers. While the
overall job satisfaction levels were moderately high, with an average score of 3.54, there is significant variation across
individual responses, indicating that satisfaction in the profession is far from universal. These findings are consistent
with earlier research showing that social workers often experience conflicting emotions about their work, deriving
satisfaction from helping others but simultaneously facing high emotional demands (Acker, 1999; Siebert, 2005). One
of the most notable findings of this study was the emotional toll of social work, with respondents highlighting the
emotionally taxing nature of their job (average score: 3.26). Previous research has consistently found that social work
is emotionally demanding due to the nature of the work, which often involves engaging with vulnerable and traumatized
populations (Kim & Stoner, 2008; Maslach et al, 2001). Burnout and compassion fatigue are well-documented
consequences of the prolonged emotional labor required in the profession (Figley, 2002). This study's results align with
these findings, as a significant portion of respondents reported feeling emotionally exhausted. Despite this, the
availability of resources to cope with stress was rated relatively low (average score: 2.96). Only a small percentage of
respondents (9.1%) strongly agreed that they had sufficient resources to manage work-related stress. This lack of
coping resources is a critical issue, as research has shown that inadequate organizational support and insufficient
resources exacerbate the risk of burnout and job dissatisfaction (Lloyd et al., 2002; McFadden et al.,, 2015). Moreover,
limited access to psychological support and professional supervision can lead to feelings of isolation and helplessness
in the workplace (Morrison, 2007; Collins-Camargo & Millar, 2010). This suggests a clear need for organizations to
provide more robust support systems, including access to mental health services and better workload management
strategies. The perception of workplace support was another area of moderate concern. While 34.7% of respondents
agreed that they felt supported by colleagues and supervisors, a significant proportion remained neutral or disagreed
(average score: 3.35). These findings highlight the importance of supervisory and peer support in mitigating job-related
stress and promoting job satisfaction. Studies have demonstrated that social workers who feel supported by their
supervisors are less likely to experience burnout and are more likely to stay in the profession (Shirey, 2006; Rupert et
al,, 2009). Peer support networks also play a vital role in creating a sense of community and shared understanding,
which can help social workers cope with the emotional demands of their job (Sloan, 2011). Work-life balance emerged
as a critical issue, with respondents expressing mixed feelings about their ability to separate work from personal life
(average score: 3.09) and their satisfaction with work-life balance (average score: 2.97). Research has shown that work-
life conflict is a major contributor to burnout in social work, as the demanding nature of the job can make it difficult to
establish clear boundaries between professional responsibilities and personal time (Halbesleben & Buckley, 2004).
Poor work-life balance is associated with higher levels of stress, job dissatisfaction, and turnover intentions (Allen et al.,
2000). The findings of this study suggest that many social workers struggle to maintain this balance, which can have
long-term implications for their well-being and career sustainability. Despite the challenges highlighted, many social
workers reported feeling that they make a positive impact on their clients' lives, with an average score of 3.68. This is
consistent with previous research, which has shown that the intrinsic rewards of social work, such as the ability to help
others and improve clients' lives, are significant contributors to job satisfaction (Poulin & Walter, 1993; Tham &
Meagher, 2009). However, the relatively low score for long-term career commitment (average score: 3.38) suggests that
while social workers may find meaning in their work, the emotional demands and lack of resources may lead them to
question the sustainability of their careers in the long run. These findings echo studies that have linked high levels of
emotional exhaustion with turnover intentions in the social work profession (Mor Barak et al., 2001).

5.1. Implications for Practice

The findings of this study have several practical implications for improving the mental health and job satisfaction of
social workers. First, there is a clear need for organizations to provide more comprehensive mental health resources
and support systems. This could include access to counseling services, stress management programs, and regular
supervision that focuses on emotional well-being (Zlotnik et al., 2005). Given the emotional demands of social work, it
is essential that social workers have the tools and resources to manage their mental health effectively. Second,
improving work-life balance should be a priority for organizations. Flexible work arrangements, such as adjustable
hours and opportunities for remote work, can help social workers better manage their personal and professional
responsibilities (Allen et al., 2000). Additionally, reducing caseloads and providing sufficient time for recovery and self-
care could alleviate some of the stress associated with the profession.

Finally, organizations should focus on fostering a supportive workplace culture. Supervisory and peer support have
been shown to be critical in reducing burnout and promoting job satisfaction (Shirey, 2006; Collins-Camargo & Millar,
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2010). Providing regular opportunities for social workers to connect with their colleagues, share their experiences, and
receive guidance can create a more resilient workforce. Furthermore, training supervisors to recognize signs of burnout
and to offer appropriate support can make a significant difference in the well-being of social workers.

Limitations

This study is not without limitations. First, the reliance on self-reported data may introduce bias, as participants may
underreport or overreport their experiences due to social desirability or recall bias. Additionally, the cross-sectional
design limits the ability to draw causal conclusions about the relationships between mental health, job satisfaction, and
workplace factors. Longitudinal studies would provide a more comprehensive understanding of how these variables
interact over time. Moreover, the sample size, while adequate for descriptive analysis, may not be fully representative
of the entire social work population. Future research should aim to include a more diverse sample, particularly with
respect to geographic location, years of experience, and specific fields of social work practice.

Future Research Directions

Future studies should focus on longitudinal designs to better capture the dynamic relationship between mental health
and job satisfaction in social work. Additionally, exploring the impact of specific organizational interventions, such as
enhanced supervisory support or stress management programs, could provide valuable insights into how best to
support social workers in the field. Given the increasing prevalence of remote work, it may also be valuable to examine
how telework arrangements affect social workers’ mental health and job satisfaction.

6. Conclusion

This study provides a detailed examination of the mental health and job satisfaction of social workers, highlighting key
areas of concern and opportunities for improvement. The findings indicate that while many social workers report
moderate levels of job satisfaction, they also face significant emotional demands and stressors in their daily work.
Emotional exhaustion remains a prevalent issue in the profession, with a large portion of social workers feeling
emotionally taxed and lacking adequate resources to manage work-related stress. Workplace support, particularly from
colleagues and supervisors, emerged as a critical factor in promoting well-being and reducing burnout. However, the
availability of such support varied across respondents, suggesting that some social workers may lack the necessary
social and professional networks to thrive in their roles. Furthermore, work-life balance continues to be a challenge for
many in the profession, which may contribute to long-term dissatisfaction and turnover intentions. Despite these
challenges, social workers generally feel that they are making a positive impact on their clients' lives, a finding that
aligns with existing literature on the intrinsic rewards of social work. However, the moderate score for long-term career
commitment suggests that, for many social workers, the emotional demands and lack of resources may outweigh the
rewards over time, potentially leading to burnout and early exit from the profession. To address these issues, social
work organizations must prioritize the mental health and job satisfaction of their employees. Providing adequate
resources for stress management, fostering supportive workplace environments, and implementing policies that
promote work-life balance are essential steps toward improving the well-being of social workers. In doing so,
organizations can not only enhance the quality of care provided to clients but also retain a motivated and healthy
workforce. The findings of this study underscore the importance of ongoing research into the well-being of social
workers. By continuing to explore the factors that contribute to job satisfaction and mental health, future studies can
provide valuable insights that inform organizational practices and policy changes, ultimately creating a more
sustainable and supportive work environment for social workers.
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