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Abstract

Job Satisfaction Among Social Workers

By

Monica Casillas

Master of Social Work

Purpose: The study explores job satisfaction among social workers.  Research Question:

Do social workers have more job satisfaction the longer they work in the field? Method:

This exploratory study was conducting by administering a structured questionnaire to a

recruited sample of 8 social workers from two agencies. The study explored the

relationship between length of time on a job and job satisfaction and also the job stress

of social workers.  Using a nonprobability sample size (n=8), a survey which included

demographic questions, job stress related items and a standardized measure were used to

collect data. The demographic survey and job stress items were created by the

researcher; the Job Satisfaction survey (Spector, 1994) was a standardized measure.

Results: The relationship between job stress and job satisfaction (as measured by Job

Satisfaction Survey, Spector, 1994) and length of time on the job was investigated using

Spearman rho correlation coefficient.  The results indicated no relationship between

length of time of employment and job stress, rho= .60, n= 8, p= .119, and no relationship

between length of time on the job and job satisfaction, rho=-.46, n=8, p=.248.

Discussion: The research question was not supported by the results of this study.
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Introduction

Job Satisfaction

Differences among social worker job satisfaction in various agencies have

been studied for decades and as changes in service delivery continue to occur,

job dissatisfaction is a major contributor to employee turnover (Barth, Lloyd,

Christ, Chapman & Dickinson, 2008).  Organizations vary among reasons why

social workers continue at their place of employment.  Among supervisory

support, promotional opportunities, benefits, (Barth, et al., 2004), salaries and

continuing education incentives, are reasons workers report job satisfaction

(Vinokur-Kaplan, 1991; Strand & Dore, 2009).  Economic changes and

funding cuts have been a consistent problem that has becomes a source of job

dissatisfaction for working conditions in the public domain (Vinokur-Kaplan,

1991).  Private agency studies reveal that organizational factors such as poor

supervision and salaries are among top reasons social workers (Vinokur-

Kaplan, 1991) have such high turnover rates (Faller, Grabarek & Ortega,

2010).  There are many factors that contribute to high turnover rates among

workers in both agencies but aside from various negative findings there are

social workers who have long lasting careers in the field (Poso & Forsman,

2013).

Employment Motivators

Understanding what motivates employees’ to stay at one agency over the

other directs us to find out what important factors of an organization contribute

to tenure over time.  Organizational and occupational commitment are

important to many employers who incur high costs recruiting and training new
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staff (Auerbach, McGowan, Ausberger, Strolin-Goltzman & Schudrich, 2010).

The Annie E. Casey Foundation (2012) delivers consultation services to public

child welfare agencies that helps strengthen front-line workers to enhance

organization and improve the way agencies operate.  Understanding the effects

of job retention even in the most strenuous of work environments such as child

welfare, is important for job satisfaction in both private and public agencies.

Job satisfaction contributes to the quality of work that workers produce.  Social

workers are faced daily with choices and responsibilities that involve stressful

and life changing decisions with clients (Faller, Grabarek & Ortega, 2010).

When social workers lack the support necessary to carry on these tasks they

experience less perceived efficacy about their work and the impact it has on

society (Auerbach et. al., 2010). Research indicates that a number of public

agencies report employee job satisfaction due to good supervisory support and

management (Poso & Forsman, 2013).  As good support decreases the

percentage of employee retention decreases (Auerbach et. al., 2010) indicating

that this is a major factor for organizations to consider in order to keep their

staff from leaving.

Problems with New and Veteran Workers

The current study explores job satisfaction in both public and private agencies

and could possibly contribute to the knowledge base of what is known among

the two.  However, most research available is based on child welfare workers

and many factors related to job satisfaction.  Child welfare studies are used due

to their large numbers of available data for both public and private agencies.

Poso and Forsman (2013) “suggest that social work education should recognize
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that the subjective motivation to do social work may change during one’s

career and that social work may be simultaneously both stressful and

rewarding” (Paso & Forsman, p.1, 2013).  Furthermore, Poso & Forsman point

out that social work students should be aware in advance of the skills it takes to

cope with the stress involved in the field.  New social workers in the field, find

that important elements of the job are following guideline and providing proper

documentation (Poso & Forsman, 2013).  Veteran social workers who have

worked in the field between 2-10 years report worker and client relationships as

the most important aspect of their work and place all of the bureaucratic work

second (Poso & Forsman, 2013).  These studies highlight the changes that

social workers experience as they gain an understanding of their motivation to

help others. Strand and Dore (2009) report that public agency workers who go

on to hold supervisory or management titles spend years working in the public

domain but as years go by satisfaction decreases due to organizational

dysfunction.  Employee retention among private and public agencies, raises

concerns over the quality of services provided.  Workers with minimal

experience in the field are faced with having to make detrimental decisions that

can affect service recipients which is critical in child welfare (Faller et. al.,

2010).  Workers that are committed to their organization demonstrate overall

stability in their work environment (Shier, Graham, Fukuda, Brownlee, Kline,

Walji & Novik, 2013) and as previous studies indicate, problematic

organizations lead to high turnover rates (Faller et. al., 2010).  As service

delivery changes throughout the public and private domain, the use of studies

that explore how social workers feel about job satisfaction also changes.  The
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recruited sample of participants in this exploratory study can provide recent

findings of job satisfaction among social workers from both agencies.

Expanding Job Satisfaction Research

Most of the research of job satisfaction among social workers conducted in

the past 15 years, has revolved around child welfare in the public domain.

Subsequently, private or volunteer agencies have even fewer studies that have

been conducted.  This study aims to explore social worker job satisfaction in a

public hospital setting and length of time on the job.  Hospital social workers

provide services to a wide range of service recipients.  Like child welfare

services, hospital social work is faced with the ongoing dilemma of

organizational and bureaucratic conflict.  Job satisfaction studies in this arena is

limited in respect to hospital social worker.  Furthermore, this study explores

job satisfaction in a private agency of social workers who work with adults in a

day care health center.  Job satisfaction in this domain will be explored and can

conceivably contribute to further studies of social workers in private

organizations.  With the implementation of managed care and Obama care,

there were changes that occurred among public and private practice.  Acker

(2010) identifies that self-perceived confidence was statistically significant

with employee burnout in respect to social worker experience with managed

care.  Economic changes and budget cuts are as much an issue today as they

were in the 1980’s (Vinokur-Kaplan, 1991).  Practicing social workers are

employed in public and private agencies for various reasons but one important

factor remains, what attracts employees to agencies and what contributes to

tenure over time.
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Barth, Lloyd, Christ, Chapman & Dickinson (2008), found in a national study,

that several factors such as the quality of supervisory support was greatly

associated with job satisfaction in a public agency.  After review of present

literature on this topic, Diane DePanfilis and Joan Levy Zlotnik (2008) present

a common theme among social workers and state “that leadership and social

support provided both my managers and colleagues are seen as the most

essential elements in supporting social workers to continue in their work”

(Poso & Forsman, p. 2, 2013).  Similarly, a regional center conducted a study

using recent graduates from various social work schools and found that private

agency workers reported dissatisfaction due to poor supervision and

management (Vinokur-Kaplan, 1991).  Strand et al. (2009) conducted a study

in a public child welfare agency which revealed that workers who may be

satisfied with the salary and benefit components of the job, are still dissatisfied

with organizational functions.  These findings indicate that problems within the

organization lead to stressful working conditions and high employee turnover

(Strand et al., 2009).

Unlike private agencies, public agencies have higher job satisfaction rates in

salaries, promotions and benefits which appeals to social workers just entering

the field (Strand et al., 2009).  However, even as beginning social workers

commit to an agency taking these factors into consideration, they ultimately

base their decision based on the qualities of the job (Strand et al., 2009).

Within all human service agencies, social workers of every kind deal with the

constant stress and challenges of their work (Shier et al., 2013).  Secondary

trauma is a related factor that contributes to employee burnout and increases
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employee turnover rates (Shier et al., 2013).  Ultimately, research has shown

that job dissatisfaction trickles down and effects service delivery (Shier et al.,

2013) and the relationships workers have with clients (Auerbach et al., 2010).

Poso & Forsman (2013) report that experienced social workers in a public child

welfare agency found that in the end a workers commitment was to serving

children and families and making a positive impact in their lives and this was a

valuable reason to continue the work they do.

Previous Efforts

Various research demonstrates the different attempts agencies have tried to

improve job satisfaction and overall retention rates. Vinokur-Kaplan (1991)

recognized that recent graduates who trained in child welfare reported job

satisfaction with their current employment.  These statements argued that

specialized training in a particular human service has a positive effect on how

social workers perceive job satisfaction with their overall career choice.

Another suggestion is the use of “Realistic Job Previews” (RJP’s), which

provides a job applicant with detailed information about the position they are

interested in applying for (Faller et al., 2010).  RJP’s are used to introduce an

applicant to all aspects of the work involved and if hired, they aren’t surprised

by something unexpected (Faller et al., p. 2, 2010).  RJP’s are a good tool

organizations can implement to eliminate unnecessary interviewing and

training that becomes time consuming and costly.  Shier et al. (2013), studied

the overall influences of job satisfaction, profession and personal life and found

that “higher rates of life satisfaction reduced intentions to leave” (p. 14).  This

study has made an effort to understand how other factors that revolve outside
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of the workplace affect job satisfaction among social workers. Given all of the

information provided above, this study will take the approach of exploring job

satisfaction among social workers and determinants of length of time on the

job.  Research has provided a vast amount of data pertaining to specific factors

that contribute to job satisfaction, job retention and employee turnover.

Therefore this study will explore aspects of job stress and length of time on the

job with job satisfaction to build a foundation for future studies on job

satisfaction of social workers.
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Method

Participant Characteristics

There were 8 participants in the study, 4 were full time workers from a county

hospital and 4 full time workers from an adult day health center with various social

work job titles and roles as shown in Table 1: Social Worker Job Titles and Roles (See

Appendix A).  All participants had a BS (25%) or MSW (75%) level of education and

only 1 participant was a Licensed Clinical Social Worker.  The gender of the

participants were 7 females (87.5%) and one male (12.5%). The ethnicity of workers

were White (n=5, 62.5%) Hispanic or Latino (n=2, 25%) and Black or African

American (n=1, 12.5%). Social workers had less than a year up to 15 years of prior

experience in the field of human behavior. Social workers have been employed with

their respective agency from 6 months to 4 years. Demographic data frequencies are

listed in Table 2: Participant Demographics (See Appendix B).

Sampling Procedures

Using a nonprobability sample size (n=8), the sample included staff from both

agencies that worked under the title of “social worker”.  The enlistment of the

participants was done through their agency supervisors who permitted the researcher

to contact each of them.

Measures

The survey included a section which was created by the researcher that contained 9

demographic questions including age, gender, ethnicity, years of college completed,

license, years worked in the field of human behavior, current employer, and length of

time at current agency.  The survey also contained 8 Likert scale questions related to

job stress (See Appendix D).
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In addition, a standardized measure, the Job Satisfaction Survey (Spector, 1994),

was included.  The 36-item scale assessed employment satisfaction such as salary,

promotion, benefits, colleagues, communication, supervisor, organization, work load

and responsibilities (See Appendix C).  These items were measured using a 6-point

Likert scale that ranged from “Disagree very much” to “Agree very much”.

Research Design

In a survey design and with a small sample size (n=8) of convenience,

this study explored the characteristics of work environments among social workers and

the relationships between years on the job and job stress and employee job

satisfaction.

Procedure

Approval was obtained from California State University, Northridge Institutional

Review Board. The researcher, based on published literature created a survey that

included demographic and job related items and a standardized scale, The Job

Satisfaction Survey (Marriott, Sexton & Staley, 1994). The supervisors of both

agencies, were provided with a packet of information that included details and purpose

of this study.  Once supervisors decided to allow the researcher to invite their

employees to participate in the study, they notified their workers and all social workers

agreed to participate.  The researcher handed out a consent form to each social worker

individually.  When the consent form was completed it was given to the researcher and

a survey was handed out to complete.  At completion, the researcher collected the

surveys and each participant was given a five dollar gift card to Starbucks for

volunteering their time.
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Results

Descriptive Statistics

The demographics of the sample (n=8) were reported using frequencies which

includes employee titles/roles (See Table 1: Social Worker Job Titles and Roles,

Appendix A), age, gender, ethnicity, years of college, MSW degree, license, years of

experience in human behavior and length of time at current job (See Table 2:

Participant demographics, Appendix B).

Job Stress and Job Satisfaction

The relationship between job stress and job satisfaction (Spector, 1994) and length

of time on the job was tested using Spearman rho correlation coefficient.  The results

indicated no relationship between length of time of employment and job stress, rho=

.60, n= 8, p= .119, and no relationship between length of time on the job and job

satisfaction, rho=-.46, n=8, p=.248.
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Discussion

The research question, “do social workers have more job satisfaction the longer

they work in the field?” was not supported by the results of this study. The

limitations of this study can contribute to future studies that may want to examine the

question using a larger sample. Nevertheless, previous research indicates that certain

aspects of job satisfaction and job stress are contributors of job dissatisfaction in the

workplace (Lizano & Mor Borak, 2015).  Additionally, other characteristics of the

data such as age, ethnicity, gender and previous experience are also important factors

that can be considered for future studies of job satisfaction and tenure among social

workers in general.  The vast majority of job satisfaction, job stress and job retention

studies involve child welfare workers which demonstrates the need for expanding the

literature base of social work outside of child welfare. The need for continuous

research on job satisfaction is important for employee well-being as well as for

employers who are affected by the quality of services within their organization and

the impact dissatisfied employees has on the clients they work with.  The value of

future research is needed to understand and keep up with the ongoing trends that

affect not only current social workers but future students who will one day chose to

enter the field of social work.
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Appendix A

Table 1: Social Worker Job Titles and Roles
Employee Titles Roles N (%)
Psychiatric social worker, ASW (Associate
Clinical Social Worker)

Hospital Social Work 3 (37.5%)

Assistant Social Worker Social Services/Case Manager 2 (25%)

Social worker, ASW (Associate Clinical
Social Worker)

Social Services/Case Manager 1 (12.5%)

Social Worker, ASW Lead Social Worker/Director 1 (12.5%)

LCSW Trauma/Emergency Room
LCSW

1 (12.5%)
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Appendix B

Table 2: Participant Demographics
Demographics N (%)
Ages

22 (12.5%)
28 (12.5%)
29 (12.5%)
30 (25%)
32 (25%)
49 (12.5%)

Gender
Female
Male

7 (87.5%)
1 (12.5%)

Ethnicity
White
Hispanic or Latino
Black or African American

5 (62.5%)
2 (25%)
1 (12.5)

Education
Years of College Completed
4 years
5 years
6 years
7 years
8 years

MSW
Yes
No

LCSW
Yes
No

1 (12.5%)
1 (12.5%)
3 (37.5%)
2 (25%)
1 (12.5%)

6 (75%)
2 (25%)

1 (12.5%)
7 (87.5%)

Work Experience
Years worked in the field of Human Behavior
0-2
3-5
6-10
11-15

Length of time on the job
1 year or less
3 years
4 years

2 (25%)
2 (25%)
2 (25%)
2 (25%)

6 (75%)
1 (12.5%)
1 (12.5%)
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Appendix C

Job Satisfaction Survey (Spector, 1994), p. 1

JOB SATISFACTION SURVEY

Copyright Paul E. Spector 1994, All rights reserved.

PLEASE CIRCLE THE ONE NUMBER FOR EACH
QUESTION THAT COMES CLOSEST TO

REFLECTING YOUR OPINION

ABOUT IT.

D
is
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h

1 I feel I am being paid a fair amount for the work I do. 1     2     3     4     5     6

2 There is really too little chance for promotion on my job. 1     2     3     4     5     6

3 My supervisor is quite competent in doing his/her job. 1     2     3     4     5     6

4 I am not satisfied with the benefits I receive. 1     2     3     4     5     6

5 When I do a good job, I receive the recognition for it that I
should receive.

1     2     3     4     5     6

6 Many of our rules and procedures make doing a good job
difficult.

1     2     3     4     5     6

7 I like the people I work with. 1     2     3     4     5 6

8 I sometimes feel my job is meaningless. 1     2     3     4     5     6

9 Communications seem good within this organization. 1     2     3     4     5     6

10 Raises are too few and far between. 1     2     3 4     5     6

11 Those who do well on the job stand a fair chance of being
promoted.

1     2     3     4     5     6

12 My supervisor is unfair to me. 1     2     3     4     5     6

13 The benefits we receive are as good as most other
organizations offer.

1     2     3     4     5     6

14 I do not feel that the work I do is appreciated. 1     2     3     4     5     6

15 My efforts to do a good job are seldom blocked by red
tape.

1     2     3 4     5     6

16 I find I have to work harder at my job because of the
incompetence of people I work with.

1     2     3     4     5     6

17 I like doing the things I do at work. 1     2     3     4     5     6

18 The goals of this organization are not clear to me. 1     2     3     4     5     6
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Job Satisfaction survey (Spector, 1994), p. 2.

PLEASE CIRCLE THE ONE NUMBER FOR EACH
QUESTION THAT COMES CLOSEST TO

REFLECTING YOUR OPINION

ABOUT IT.

Copyright Paul E. Spector 1994, All rights
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19 I feel unappreciated by the organization when I think
about what they pay me.

1     2 3     4     5     6

20 People get ahead as fast here as they do in other places. 1     2     3     4     5     6

21 My supervisor shows too little interest in the feelings of
subordinates.

1     2     3     4     5     6

22 The benefit package we have is equitable. 1     2     3     4     5     6

23 There are few rewards for those who work here. 1     2     3     4     5     6

24 I have too much to do at work. 1     2     3     4     5     6

25 I enjoy my coworkers. 1     2     3     4     5     6

26 I often feel that I do not know what is going on with the
organization.

1     2     3     4     5     6

27 I feel a sense of pride in doing my job. 1     2     3 4     5     6

28 I feel satisfied with my chances for salary increases. 1     2     3     4     5     6

29 There are benefits we do not have which we should have. 1     2     3     4     5     6

30 I like my supervisor. 1     2     3     4     5     6

31 I have too much paperwork. 1     2     3     4     5     6

32 I don't feel my efforts are rewarded the way they should
be.

1     2     3     4     5     6

33 I am satisfied with my chances for promotion. 1     2     3     4     5     6

34 There is too much bickering and fighting at work. 1     2     3     4     5     6

35 My job is enjoyable. 1     2     3     4     5     6

36 Work assignments are not fully explained. 1     2     3     4     5     6
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Appendix D

Demographics and Survey

Demographics

1. What is your age? _______
2. What is your gender? _____
3. What is your ethnicity?

____White
____Hispanic or Latino
____Black or African American
____Asian
____American Indian or Alaskan Native
____Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander
____Other

4. How many years of college have you completed? _______
5. Do you have an MSW?

____Yes
____No

6. Are you licensed as a:
____LCSW
____Psychologist
____MFT

7. How many years have you worked in the field of Human Behavior? _______
8. Are you currently working at:

____Ventura County Medical Center
____Ventura County Adult Day Health Center

9. How long have you worked at this agency? _______

Please indicate your level of agreement with each of the
following:

1. My job is stressful.
____Strongly Agree
____Agree
____Disagree
____Strongly Disagree

2. I often need to take my work home with me.
____Strongly Agree
____Agree
____Disagree
____Strongly Disagree
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3. My job interferes with my personal life.
____Strongly Agree
____Agree
____Disagree
____Strongly Disagree

4. My job affects me, negatively.
____Strongly Agree
____Agree
____Disagree
____Strongly Disagree

5. My job affects me, positively.
____Strongly Agree
____Agree
____Disagree
____Strongly Disagree

6. I have considered switching to another field or line of work.
____Strongly Agree
____Agree
____Disagree
____Strongly Disagree

7. There are more stressors involved in this line of work than I expected.
____Strongly Agree
____Agree
____Disagree
____Strongly Disagree

8. I am optimistic about my future in this field.
____Strongly Agree
____Agree
____Disagree
____Strongly Disagree


