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ABSTRACT
Previous research has established that social work practitioners are especially vulnerable to
work-related psychological distress and burnout due to the high-stress nature of the profes-
sion, yet less research has focused on examining factors are associated with social worker
retention. Emerging research on compassion satisfaction suggests that this factor could miti-
gate professional burnout, yet there is a gap in research focusing explicitly on examining
compassion satisfaction among social workers. To address this gap in knowledge, this quan-
titative study collected survey data on practicing social workers who were alumni from a
large southeastern university (n¼ 120) to examine individual and organizational factors asso-
ciated with compassion satisfaction. Multiple regression analyses revealed that higher levels
of emotional intelligence, perceived work autonomy, and perceived work–life balance were
associated with an increase in compassion satisfaction among experienced, licensed social
work practitioners. Findings have implications for how social work employers can promote
compassion satisfaction through cultivating emotional intelligence among practitioners,
allowing social workers autonomy in decision making, and providing supportive work envi-
ronments. Recommended directions for future research include longitudinal studies with
large sample sizes that expound research on compassion satisfaction by examining the role
of additional factors, such as client population, job role characteristics, and super-
visor support.
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Introduction

Social work is a profession committed to address-
ing some of the most challenging social problems
in the world, including oppression, discrimin-
ation, poverty, and mental health issues.

When addressing these complex issues, social
work practitioners often experience stressful work
environments where they are met with high
needs and limited resources. These factors
increase their risk of experiencing job-related
psychological distress and burnout (Adams,
Boscarino, & Figley, 2006; Bride, 2007; Sanchez-
Moreno, de La Fuente Roldan, Gallardo-Peralta
& de Roda, 2015). Burnout is broadly defined as
“a psychological syndrome of emotional exhaus-
tion, depersonalization, and reduced personal
accomplishment that can occur among individu-
als who work with other people in some

capacity” (Zalaquett & Wood, 1997, p. 192), and
can manifest in symptoms such as “chronic phys-
ical and emotional fatigue, the depletion of the
empathic resources and of compassion, boredom,
cynicism, diminution of enthusiasm, temporary
distress and depression” (Diaconescu, 2015,
p. 57). These adverse responses can also lead pro-
fessionals to experience feelings of professional
failure that can be expressed in negative attitudes
toward the people they serve. Therefore, under-
standing potential protective factors that prevent
burnout is necessary not only for the well-being
of social work practitioners, but also for the pro-
tection of clients they serve.

Although much of the existing research in
social work has focused on risk factors that
increase burnout (such as work overload, insuffi-
cient resources, traumatic stress, compassion

CONTACT Junghee Bae jb36946@uga.edu School of Social Work, The University of Georgia, 279 Williams Street, Athens, GA 30602, USA.
� 2019 Taylor & Francis Group, LLC

JOURNAL OF SOCIAL SERVICE RESEARCH
https://doi.org/10.1080/01488376.2019.1566195

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/01488376.2019.1566195&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0486-5402
https://doi.org/10.1080/01488376.2019.1566195
http://www.tandfonline.com


fatigue, and negative relationship with coworkers
and managers; Butler, Carello, & Maguin, 2017;
Kim, 2011; Lloyd, King, & Chenoweth, 2002;
McFadden, 2018; Simon, Pryce, Roff, &
Klemmack, 2006), a few studies have used a
strengths-based lens to focus on examining pro-
tective factors that mitigate burnout. Such studies
have identified a negative relationship between
burnout and compassion satisfaction among
social work practitioners (Cummings, Singer,
Hisaka, & Benuto, 2018, Stamm, 2002), and have
suggested that compassion satisfaction may miti-
gate the undesired effects of burnout in the social
work profession (Conrad & Kellar-Guenther,
2006; Cummings et al., 2018). However, despite
the empirical evidence that increased rates of
compassion satisfaction are associated with lower
rates of burnout (Butler et al., 2017; Rossi et al.,
2012; Wagaman, Geiger, Shockley & Segal, 2015),
there is a limited amount of research that has
examined compassion satisfaction as a potential
protective factor associated with burnout reduc-
tion among social work practitioners specifically.
Research examining factors that promote com-
passion satisfaction has important implications,
as this knowledge can be used to protect social
work practitioners against burnout and improve
the well-being of both social work practitioners
and the clients they serve. To respond to the
above identified gap in knowledge, the aim of
this study is to examine factors that can increase
compassion satisfaction among social work
practitioners.

Compassion satisfaction

Compassion satisfaction is defined as “the level of
satisfaction helping professionals find in their job
and the degree to which they feel successful in
their job” (Conrad & Kellar-Guenther, 2006,
p. 1074), and presents as “motivation, stamina,
interest, and a sense of accomplishment in aiding
clients” (Wagaman et al., 2015, p. 203). This con-
cept encompasses the rewards social workers
receive from observing improvements in client
functioning and growth, as the practitioner often
shares in experiencing the clients’ feelings of
empowerment, energy, and exhilaration (Rossi
et al., 2012). When social workers experience

compassion satisfaction, they also often experi-
ence increased positive perceptions of their work,
which can result in enhanced professional prac-
tice (Wagaman et al., 2015).

Factors associated with compassion satisfaction

Studies have identified several primary factors
associated with the concept of compassion satis-
faction, including emotional intelligence, work
autonomy, and work–life balance (Athey et al.,
2016; Ingram, 2013; Saragih, 2011; Skaalvik &
Skaalvik, 2014).

Emotional intelligence

Emotional intelligence refers to the ability to con-
trol individual emotions, the ability to influence
others’ emotions, and the utilization of emotions
in problem-solving contexts (Balakrishnan &
Saklofske, 2015). It has been identified as a “key
predictor of adaptive coping and interpersonal
success in the workplace,” and is thought to
“enhance life satisfaction and psychological and
physical health” (Kinman & Grant, 2011, p. 263).
Emotional intelligence has been established as
core component of social work practice, yet little
research has examined the specific relationship
between emotional intelligence and compassion
satisfaction among social workers (Ingram, 2013).

Work autonomy

Work autonomy refers to the amount of control
that individuals believe they have in their job to
make work-related decisions and includes issues
such as the perception of “workload, control,
reward, community, fairness, and values”
(Whitebird, Asche, Thompson, Rossom &
Heinrich, 2013). Research on helping professio-
nals (such as nurses and teachers) concludes that
work autonomy has been known to increase job
satisfaction (Athey et al., 2016; Skaalvik &
Skaalvik, 2014). Additionally, research has found
high levels of work autonomy to be associated
with factors that positively impact job perform-
ance, including increased motivation and satisfac-
tion, more control over job stress, and reduced
work and family conflict (Saragih, 2011).
However, the effects of work autonomy on
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compassion satisfaction among social work prac-
titioners have not yet been comprehen-
sively explored.

Work–life balance

Work–life balance is an additional factor that has
been associated with job satisfaction (Orkibi &
Brandt, 2015). As professions experience the
impact of demographic shifts that include
younger generations of employers within a soci-
ety of changing gender and familial norms, con-
cerns regarding manageable lifestyle factors that
allow for a balance between work and personal
life have been placed at high priority in choosing
a profession (Keeton, Fenner, Johnson &
Hayward, 2007). However, although recent stud-
ies have shown that work–life balance plays a
critical role in increasing general job satisfaction
(Athey et al., 2016; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2014),
there has yet to be extensive research conducted
on the impact of work–life balance among social
work practitioners specifically.

Summary of the literature and identified gaps

In summary, review of the literature reveals that
there is empirical evidence to suggest that com-
passion satisfaction could mitigate burnout
among social workers (Cummings et al., 2018;
Stamm, 2002), but there is a lack of research
comprehensively examining factors that can pro-
mote compassion satisfaction in this specific pro-
fession (Butler et al., 2017; Rossi et al., 2012;
Wagaman et al., 2015). Furthermore, while emo-
tional intelligence, work autonomy, and work–life
balance have been associated with increased com-
passion satisfaction among general employees,
there is a lack of studies examining the associ-
ation of these factors among social work practi-
tioners. Based on these identified gaps in the
literature, the purpose of this study is to explore
individual and organizational factors that are
associated with compassion satisfaction among
social work practitioners. Specifically, this study
examines the relationship between emotional
intelligence, work autonomy, work–life balance,
and compassion satisfaction to generate findings

that can enhance social work practice and guide
future research in this area.

Theoretical foundations

To more thoroughly understand the factors that
are related to compassion satisfaction, this study
applied two prominent theories from the litera-
ture to identify factors that promote compassion
satisfaction: the job-demands resource (JD-R)
model and the conservation of resources
(COR) theory

The job-demands resource model

The JD-R model (Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner
& Schaufeli, 2001) has been used to examine the
influence of internal and external resources on
employee wellbeing (Demerouti & Bakker, 2011).
This model proposes that when job demands
(e.g., physical workload, time pressure) are high,
and job resources (e.g., rewards, supervisor sup-
port) are low, employees respectively experience
exhaustion and disengagement that result in
burnout. However, while the JD-R model pro-
vides a framework for understanding burnout as
a consequence of an imbalance between job
demands and resources (Bakker & Demerouti,
2007), it fails to highlight the role of internal
resources (e.g., strong coping skills, social sup-
port), which research has shown to be correlated
with the burnout process (Alvaro et al., 2010).
Therefore, as suggested by Ojedokun and
Idemudia (2014), this study builds upon the JD-R
model by incorporating COR theory’s inclusion
of personal and social resources in order to more
thoroughly examine compassion satisfaction.

The conservation of resources theory

The COR theory (Hobfoll, 1989) is an integrated
stress model positing that individuals seek to
obtain and conserve resources, and the loss of or
threat to such resources in the workplace results
in stress that may lead to job dissatisfaction.
However, while the COR theory does examine
the personal and social resources not included in
the JD-R model, it only examines factors in rela-
tion to burnout, and not the inverse relations
resulting in compassion satisfaction.
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Integrated resource model on compassion
satisfaction

Due to the above-identified gaps in these existing
theories, this study proposes a novel integrated
resource model on compassion satisfaction. This
model suggests that emotional intelligence (e.g.,
individual resource), work autonomy (e.g., organ-
izational resource), and work–life balance (e.g.,
individual and organizational resources) are all
factors that may influence compassion satisfac-
tion. Figure 1 presents this integrated conceptual
model to enhance understanding of the combined
influence of these variables on compassion
satisfaction.

Research questions and hypotheses

Informed by the above-discussed theoretical
foundations and the integrated resource model
on compassion satisfaction, the following research
question was generated to guide this study: What
factors determine compassion satisfaction among
social workers? Based on the review of existing
research, the following hypotheses emerged:

1. Emotional intelligence will be positively associ-
ated with compassion satisfaction.

2. Work autonomy will be positively associated
with compassion satisfaction.

3. Work–life balance dimensions will be associ-
ated with compassion satisfaction as follows:
work interference with personal life and per-
sonal life interference with work will be nega-
tively associated with compassion satisfaction,
and work/personal life enhancement will be
positively associated with compassion
satisfaction.

Methods

Sample

This study utilized a convenience sampling strat-
egy consisting of social work graduates from a
large southeastern university who graduated
between 1961 and 2016, and who registered their
email on the alumni networking database. All reg-
istered alumni were emailed an invitation to com-
plete the survey voluntarily, and a preliminary
qualifying question allowed only currently practic-
ing social work alumni to complete the survey. A
total of 120 participants responded (N¼ 120). 91%
(n¼ 109) of participants were female with an
average of 36.5 years of age (SD¼ 12.6;
range¼ 23–75). 86.7% (n¼ 104) of the partici-
pants identified as white, 8.3% (n¼ 10) identified
as black, 5% (n¼ 6) identified as “other.”
Approximately 77% (n¼ 92) of the participants
reported current active social work licensure sta-
tus, and 23% (n¼ 28) did not report active licen-
sure status. 65% (n¼ 78) of participants reported
engagement in direct practice with clients at the
time of the survey, while 35% (n¼ 42) of partici-
pants engaged in indirect practice.

Instruments

The survey questionnaire was created using exist-
ing validated instruments designed to examine
the following factors: compassion satisfaction,
emotional intelligence, work autonomy, work–life
balance, and socioeconomic characteristics.

Compassion satisfaction

One of the three concepts measured in the
Professional Quality of Life Scale (ProQOL; Stamm,
2010) is compassion satisfaction. This concept was

Emotional Intelligence

Work Autonomy

Work-life Balance

Compassion Satisfaction

Figure 1. Integrated resource model on compassion satisfaction.
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assessed using participant ratings in response to
statements in the ProQOL related to key constructs
of compassion satisfaction using a five-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (very often). An
example of a statement on this scale is: I get satis-
faction from being able to [help] people. Higher
scores indicate that a person finds greater satisfac-
tion in his or her ability to be an effective caregiver
in his or her professional role. The Cronbach’s
alpha for our sample was .92, which was compar-
able to that of .88 found by Stamm.

Emotional intelligence

Emotional intelligence was measured using the
Brief Emotional Intelligence Scale (BEIS-10;
Davies, Lane, Devonport, & Scott, 2010). The
shortened scale was adapted from the original 33-
item Schutte Emotional Intelligence Scale (SEIS;
Schutte et al., 1998) and Salovey and Mayer’s
(1990) Emotional Intelligence Framework. The
BEIS-10 includes 10 statements (e.g., I know why
my emotions change) and uses a five-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (strongly agree) to 5
(strongly disagree). Responses were reverse coded
such that high scores on all items indicated
higher emotional intelligence (a¼ .68).

Work autonomy

Work autonomy was measured using Breaugh’s
(1999) Work Autonomy Scale. This scale consists
of nine items on a seven-point Likert scale rang-
ing from 1 (strongly agree) to 7 (strongly dis-
agree). The scale measures three dimensions of
autonomy: methods autonomy (e.g., I am allowed
to decide how to go about getting my job done),
scheduling autonomy (e.g., I have control over the
scheduling of my work), and criteria autonomy
(e.g., My job allows me to modify the normal way
we are evaluated so that I can emphasize some
aspects of my job and play down others). Higher
scores reflected greater levels of work autonomy.
The Cronbach’s alpha was .91, which was com-
parable to the reliability reported by Breaugh.

Work–life balance

Hayman’s (2005) Work–life Balance Scale was
used to measure work–life balance. This scale

consists of three dimensions: work interference
with personal life (WIPL; e.g., personal life suffers
because of work), personal life interference with
work (PLIW; e.g., personal life drains me of
energy for work), and work/personal life enhance-
ment (WPLE; e.g., personal life gives me energy
for my job). The scale consists of fifteen items
and is measured on a five-point Likert scale rang-
ing from 1 (not at all) to 5 (almost all of the
time; Agha, Azmi & Irfan, 2017). The WIPL and
PLIW sub-scale items with higher means indicate
lower levels of work–life balance. However,
higher means on the WPLE sub-scale indicate
higher levels of perceived WLB. The Cronbach’s
alpha coefficients in the sample for WIPL (.79),
PLIW (.84), and WPLE (.80) were comparable to
those reported by Hayman.

Sociodemographic variables

Several sociodemographic factors were included as
control variables in analyses: gender (male¼ 0,
female¼ 1), race (White¼ 0, Black¼ 1, other
races¼ 2), marital status (single¼ 0, married¼ 1,
other =2), length of professional social work
practice (in years), and currently a licensed social
worker (yes¼ 0, no¼ 1). Also, practice role indi-
cating whether participants worked directly with
clients or in indirect services (such as manage-
ment, supervision, planning, etc.) was coded as a
binary measure (direct practice¼ 0, indir-
ect practice¼ 1).

Procedures

Data were collected from January 9, 2017 to
February 5, 2017 through an online survey using
Qualtrics (2016). A link to the survey was sent to
2,100 potential participants who completed bach-
elor’s degree in social work (i.e., BSW) or/and
master’s degree in social work (i.e., MSW) at a
large southeastern university between 1961 and
2016 via email addresses obtained from an offi-
cial school alumni list. Following standard proto-
col for online survey administration suggested by
Dillman (2000), an initial pre-notice invitation
email followed by another email a week later
with the cover letter/invitation, and link to
participate was used to collect the data. An
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invitation to participate along with the survey
link was also posted on social media (Twitter and
Facebook) at the time the invitation email was
sent out. To decrease respondent burden and
increase the likelihood of participation, the survey
instrument was designed to not be too long,
approximately 15 minutes to complete (Dillman,
Smyth, & Christian, 2014).

All analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS,
Version 22. Univariate, bivariate and multivariate
analyses were performed on the data. One-way
analyses of variance (ANOVA) and Pearson
correlations were used to examine the bivariate
relationship between the dependent variable and
each independent variable. Multiple regression
analysis was used to analyze the relationship
between the continuous dependent variable,
compassion satisfaction, and the independent
variables (i.e., emotional intelligence, work
autonomy, work–life balance) while controlling
for sociodemographic characteristics. A power
analysis using G�Power 3.1 software suggested a
sample size of 95 in order to detect medium-
sized effects given our modeling strategy (linear
modeling approach with 11 predictors, detection
of effect sizes .30 or greater), which was achieved
in our sample size (Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner &
Lang, 2009).

Results

Descriptive analysis

A brief summary of descriptive statistics is pre-
sented in Table 1. Overall, participants reported
levels of compassion satisfaction at a mean score
of 38 (SD¼ 12.2). Respondents in this study
scored a mean of 37.1 (SD¼ 12.4) on emotional
intelligence and 5.1 (SD¼ 1.3) on work auto-
nomy. Regarding the sub-scales of work–life
balance, they reported an average work interfer-
ence with personal life of 2.5 (SD¼ 0.7), personal
life interference with work of 1.8 (SD¼ 0.7) and
work/personal life enhancement of 3.3 (SD¼ 0.8).

Bivariate analysis

The results of bivariate analysis between compas-
sion satisfaction and each independent variable
are shown in Table 2. The findings showed that

at the bivariate level, emotional intelligence, work
autonomy, work/personal life enhancement, years
of practice experience, and active social work
licensure status were all factors that positively
correlated with compassion satisfaction (p <. 05).
Work interference with personal life and personal
life interference with work were negatively corre-
lated with compassion satisfaction (p < .05).

Multivariate analyses

Multivariate models of compassion satisfaction
are presented in Table 3. In the first model which
included emotional intelligence as an independ-
ent variable, emotional intelligence had a

Table 1. Sample demographic characteristics and distribution
of study variables.

n ( %) M SD Range

Compassion Satisfaction 119 38.0 12.2 0–50
Emotional Intelligence 118 37.1 12.4 0–50
Work Autonomy 100 5.1 1.3 1–7
Work Interference with Personal Life 108 2.5 0.7 1.29–5
Personal Life Interference with Work 107 1.8 0.7 1–4.25
Work/Personal Life Enhancement 108 3.3 0.8 1.75–5
Age 119 36.5 12.6 23–75
Years of Practice 118 10.9 11.5 0–50
Gender Male 8 (6.7)

Female 109 (90.8)
Race White 104 (86.7)

Black 10 (8.3)
Other Races 6 (5.0)

Marital Status Single 44 (36.7)
Married 60 (50.0)
Other 16 (13.3)

Currently Licensed Yes 92 (76.7)
No 28 (23.3)

Practice Role Direct Service 78 (65.0)
Indirect Service 42 (35.0)

Table 2. Bivariate analysis between compassion satisfaction
and independent variable.
Variables Pearson’s r M t or (F)

Emotional Intelligence 0.808��
Work Autonomy 0.335��
Work Interference with Personal Life �0.254��
Personal Life Interference with Work �0.491��
Work/Personal Life Enhancement 0.493��
Years of Practice 0.226�
Gender Male 38.50 0.051

Female 38.28
Race White 37.84 (0.779)

Black 35.80
Other Races 43.50

Marital status Single 35.74 (2.024)
Married 40.17
Other 35.63

Currently Licensed Yes 39.95 2.475�
No 31.50

Practice role Direct Service 37.05 �1.100
Indirect Service 39.62

�p < .05,��p < .01.
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significant, positive association with compassion
satisfaction (B¼ 0.729, p < .001) after controlling
for sociodemographic variables. In the second
model (which included work autonomy as an
independent variable) individuals who had
higher work autonomy experienced a significantly
higher level of compassion satisfaction (B¼ 1.442,
p < .01) when controlling for sociodemographic
variables. In the third model (which included
three sub-scales of work–life balance) individuals
who had higher personal life interference with
work had a significantly lower level of compas-
sion satisfaction (B¼�3.024, p < .01). However,
individuals who had higher work/personal life
enhancement reported a higher level of compas-
sion satisfaction (B¼ 2.953, p < .001). In the
integrated model which included all three
independent variables in this study, work auto-
nomy (B¼ 1.153, p < .01) and work/personal life
enhancement (B¼ 2.534, p <.01) were positively
associated with compassion satisfaction. Also,
there was a negative association between personal
interference with work and compassion satisfac-
tion (B¼�3.043, p <.01). Emotional intelligence
and work interference with personal life were not
significant factors in the integrated model.

Discussion

This study explored whether emotional intelli-
gence, work autonomy, and work–life balance
were factors that contributed to compassion
satisfaction among social work practitioners.

Results concluded that emotional intelligence,
work autonomy, and work–life balance were all
factors significantly associated with compassion
satisfaction when controlling for gender, race,
marital status, license status, practice role, and
years of practice. These findings have important
implications for combatting burnout among
social workers.

Regarding emotional intelligence, results
showed that social workers who had higher emo-
tional intelligence experienced more compassion
satisfaction. This finding provides empirical evi-
dence supporting a previous conceptual study by
Ingram (2013), which argued that emotional
intelligence among social workers contributes to
the core process of social work practice and the
development of positive interaction between prac-
titioners and service users (Ingram, 2013).
Additionally, findings are consistent with existing
research by Grant, Kinman, and Alexander
(2014), who concluded that that developing emo-
tional intelligence among social work students
decreases their psychological distress (Grant
et al., 2014). Having a greater insight into others’
and one’s own emotions during the helping pro-
cess may improve a social worker’s ability to
manage the stress that is associated with working
with distressed clients thereby increasing compas-
sion satisfaction. Consistent with Ingram’s find-
ings, results from this study suggest that at the
individual level, social workers should be encour-
aged to cultivate emotional intelligence as not
only a relevant practice skill, but also as a

Table 3. Multivariate analyses of compassion satisfaction.
Emotional
Intelligence

Model

Work
Autonomy
Model

Work–life
Balance Model

Integrated
Model

B SE B SE B SE B SE

Gender (Female) 3.829 2.946 2.061 2.151 3.185 2.000 1.047 1.949
Race Black 0.399 2.572 4.943 1.995 3.844 1.828 4.732 1.695

Other races 3.457 3.307 4.695 0.046 2.095 2.079 2.574 1.934
Marital Status Single �0.783 1.650 �0.288 1.277 �0.006 1.079 0.407 1.056
Other �1.411 2.147 �0.659 1.609 �1.753 1.484 �0.964 1.382
Currently Licensed (Yes) 3.128 1.877 0.603 1.46 �0.082 1.301 �0.272 1.206
Practice Role 0.904 1.491 �0.127 1.164 0.979 0.985 0.507 0.981
Years of Practice 0.099 0.069 0.034 0.051 0.053 0.045 0.02 0.043
Emotional Intelligence 0.729 0.061 0.114 0.134
Work Autonomy 1.442 0.449 1.153 0.38
Work Interference with Personal Life 1.608 0.879 1.477 0.84
Personal Life Interference with Work �3.024 0.876 �3.043 0.848
Work/Personal Life Enhancement 2.953 0.719 2.534 0.716
�p < .05,��p < .01,���p < .001.
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protective factor that may increase professional
longevity. Such a goal can be achieved through
the increased inclusion of emotional intelligence
content in social work undergraduate and gradu-
ate education, continuing education, and work-
place training.

Regarding work autonomy, the results found
that social workers who had a higher level of per-
ceived work autonomy reported higher levels of
compassion satisfaction. Findings are consistent
with previous studies identifying a positive rela-
tionship between work autonomy and job satis-
faction among other professions (Athey et al.,
2016; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2014), and provide
empirical evidence expanding this conclusion to
social work practitioners specifically. Prior
research examining the relationship between
social workers’ perceptions of their jobs and
burnout found that social workers often experi-
ence ambiguous job roles and responsibilities,
which can contribute to burnout (Lloyd et al.,
2002). The finding that work autonomy was
related to increased compassion satisfaction
implies that when social workers perceive more
independence and freedom to control tasks in
their job role, they experienced a greater realiza-
tion of fulfillment and efficacy in helping others.
This finding suggests that employers should con-
sider how to allow social workers more inde-
pendence in decision making and more control
over their work.

Regarding work–life balance, the results dem-
onstrated that work/personal life enhancement
was associated with higher levels of compassion
satisfaction while personal life interference with
work was associated with lower levels of compas-
sion satisfaction. This lends support to existing
literature on work–life balance, which found that
employees’ perception of achieving work–life bal-
ance is associated with job satisfaction and men-
tal wellbeing (Jang, Park & Zippay, 2011; Orkibi
& Brandt, 2015), and provides evidence for social
workers. The perception of work–life balance
may be particularly salient for social workers who
often work in human service organizations that
are underfunded, understaffed, and highly bur-
eaucratic (Lloyd et al., 2002). This finding sug-
gests that employers should provide supportive
work environments that minimize conflicts

between personal life and work demands.
Work–life balance programs and policies that
promote self-care, flexible work scheduling, and
family friendly leave policies might be considered
to increase employee wellbeing (Jang et al., 2011).

These results have implications for how the
executive directors of social service organizations
should support their employees. They should
promote emotional intelligence of employees,
encourage work autonomy of employees, and
secure better work–life balance through trans-
formational leadership that empowers employees
(Fisher, 2009). In contrast to transactional leader-
ship based on rewards and punishment in return
for doing a job, transformational leadership
inspires employees, intellectually stimulates them,
and considers them individually (Bass, 1999;
Fisher, 2009). Based on this perspective, a leader
is defined as “anyone who takes responsibility for
finding the potential in people and processes, and
who has the courage to develop that potential”
(Brown, 2018, p. 4). This transformational leader-
ship style is congruent with social work principles
that value the empowerment of individuals and
the interaction of individuals in a system (Fisher,
2009) and has been known to increase compas-
sion satisfaction among employees (Tafvelin,
Hyv€onen, & Westerberg, 2014). Rather than lean-
ing on leadership styles based on compliance and
control that uses fear to motivate employees
(Brown, 2018), transformational leadership that
inspires emotional intelligence and work auton-
omy of employees is needed for social work lead-
ers to increase compassion satisfaction.

Limitations

While this study adds to the scant literature
examining factors that contribute to compassion
satisfaction among social workers, there are sev-
eral noteworthy limitations. First, this study uti-
lized a cross-sectional design, and thus causation
cannot be assumed from the results (Rubin,
2013). Second, the sample size was limited, and
additionally was largely homogenous in terms of
race and gender in comparison to the general
population, which thus limits generalizability.
Lastly, this study did not examine client popula-
tion, job role characteristics (e.g., workload,
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time-consuming paperwork), or other organiza-
tional factors (e.g., social support from supervisor
and coworkers) that could also contribute to
compassion satisfaction among social workers.

Conclusion

Despite these limitations, this study contributes
to a richer understanding of what factors contrib-
ute to compassion satisfaction among social
workers that have been discussed little so far.
This study found that emotional intelligence,
work-autonomy, and work–life balance play
important roles in increasing the compassion sat-
isfaction of social workers. Examining compas-
sion satisfaction shifts the narrative to a
strengths-based perspective focused on what
keeps social workers in the profession, and this
knowledge can be used to increase retention.
Furthermore, these findings suggest that trans-
formational leadership that inspires employees is
needed. Future research may contribute to the
further understanding of compassion satisfaction
among social workers by conducting a longitu-
dinal study with larger sample size and examin-
ing other factors such as client population, job
role characteristics, and support from supervisors
and coworkers.
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