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ABSTRACT 
 

With the cultivation of the government, the team of social workers continues to grow. The occupational mental 
health status of social workers has been paid more and more attention. Based on screening and combing the 
existing literature on occupational health psychology of social workers in China, this paper summarizes and reviews 
the research on psychological stress, anxiety and depression, and job burnout of social workers, extracts solutions 
and strategies from the existing research results, and hopes to be helpful to the construction and development of 
local social work talent team. 
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1. Introduction 

Since the reform and open to the outside world, with 

the continuous development of China's society and the 

improvement of economic level, there have also been a large 

number of social problems. As the transfer system of social 

welfare, social work can meet the needs of different people in 

service and help service objects to solve problems, which is 

conducive to promote social equity and pursue positive 

changes in society. Social workers are an integral part of 

helping groups, and their role has been paid more and more 

attention by the government and the public. To promote the 

development of social work, the national government has 

issued relevant policies and regulations. 

In 2006, the government released a document 

called Decision on Building a Socialist Harmonious Society, 

which proposes to build a huge team of the social worker.1 In 

2010, in the policy document, national long-term talent 

development program (2010-2020), the government stressed 

the need to focus on fostering a team of social workers.2 This 

document proposed a development goal to cultivate 200,000 

social workers by 2015 and 3 million social workers by 2020. 

Policy support has increased the total number of social workers 

increasing. As of 2019, the statistics of the Ministry of Civil 

Affairs show that the total number of social workers in the 

country has reached 543,000. 

Social workers refer to practitioners who agree and 

follow social work value guidelines and use social work 

methods to engage in professional social services (Wang, 2004). 

The particularity of the service object and the professional 

characteristics of social workers determine that they have to 

encounter negative things and become a vulnerable crowd of 

negative emotions. If these negative effects cannot get timely 

and effective relief, it will be detrimental to the mental health 

                                                 
1 Source: http://www.gov.cn/govweb/gongbao/content/2006/content_453176.htm 
2 Source: http://www.gov.cn/jrzg/2010-06/06/content_1621777.htm 

of social workers and even lead to resignation. Therefore, the 

mental health of social workers has gradually been concerned 

about. To understand the research situation of social workers' 

occupational mental health, this paper attempts to sort out and 

comment on the existing research results, hoping to help 

cultivate the team of social workers. 

2. Research on the occupational health psychology of social 

workers 
The research articles on the occupational health 

psychology of social workers in China are mainly divided into 

the following aspects: psychological stress, anxiety and 

depression, job burnout.  

2.1 Research on Psychological Pressure of Social 

Workers 
The first is the influencing factors of social workers' 

psychological pressure. Social workers' psychological stress 

comes from service objects, work context, mode, processes, 

assessment and risks, ethics, and position promotion (Wang, 

2012). In addition, the social environment, institutional 

management, work, and ability of social workers have also 

impacted the psychological pressure (Wu, 2018).  

The psychological pressure of social workers can be 

dealt with in the following ways. To begin with, social work 

institutions optimize members of the social work team, 

cultivate professional social workers in different services areas 

(Wang,2012). Formulate work incentive mechanisms, optimize 

institutional management and operation mechanism, carry out 

mental health training for social workers and improve 

supervision levels (Wu, 2018). In addition, the industry of 

social work ought to increase publicity to improve social 

recognition (Wang, 2012; Wu, 2018) and establish a platform 

to exchange (Wu, 2018). What’s more, the institutions and 

social workers work together to improve the ability of 

professional and self-mental health adjustment of social 

workers (Wu, 2018). 
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2.2 Research on the anxiety and depression of social 

workers 
In psychology, anxiety refers to a lasting and negative 

psychological response caused by an individual's premonition 

of fuzzy and uncertain external dangerous stimuli, but unable 

to take effective methods to avoid them (Wu, 2012). 

Depression is a state of continuous depression, accompanied 

by anxiety, pessimism, disappointment, self-blame, and 

physical discomfort (You, Yu, Liang, 2011). Anxiety and 

depression often appear together. 

Yuan (2012) investigated 105 social workers in 

Shanghai and divided them into correctional social workers, 

anti-drug social workers, and juvenile affairs social workers. 

According to the data, compared with the other two types of 

social workers, juvenile affairs social workers generally have 

anxiety and depression and are more worried about work 

stress, health, career prospect, and income. When social 

workers serve teenagers with psychological problems, it is 

easy for them to have anxious emotions, due to the 

particularity of teenagers. 

Wu (2012) conducted a study on social workers in 

Nanjing and found that social workers who got a degree in 

high school education and below were more likely to get 

higher anxiety scores. Those without vocational qualification 

certificates are more likely to feel anxious. Among the 

surveyed, the depression level of female social workers is 

higher, while that of social workers with master's degrees or 

above was the most serious. The scholar proposed to solve 

social workers' mental health issues by the following methods: 

increase their salary, improve the management of social work 

organization and the supervision mechanism, and enhance the 

communication and support of their family and colleagues 

(Wu, 2012). 

There are few studies on anxiety and depression of 

social workers in China, and more scholars pay attention to job 

burnout. 

3. Research on Job Burnout of social workers 
 3.1 Definition and characteristics of job burnout 

  Among the studies on job burnout, the theory of 

Maslach and the theory of Pinas and Caffrey are the most 

representative. Most Chinese scholars use the definition of the 

theory of Maslach for reference. Job burnout is a state of 

physical and mental fatigue because the person cannot 

effectively relieve work pressure or properly deal with 

setbacks in work (Ka, Long, 2003; Jiang, 2006). Shen (2008) 

concluded that job burnout has the following characteristics. 

(1) Physical and emotional exhaustion. (2) Social behavior 

disorders, especially alienating service objects. (3) 

Psychological damage, especially point to self-intense. (4) A 

sense of organizational invalidation. (5) Job burnout consists 

of three dimensions: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, 

and low personal accomplishment. 

3.2 Research object of job burnout of social workers 

Chen Wen (2008) studied social workers born between 

1980 and 1989. Shen (2011) investigated 118 social workers in 

Shanghai Youth offices to analyze their job burnout and the 

level of organizational commitment. Chen (2014) surveyed 

294 social workers in Guangzhou. Zhang (2014) selected 100 

social workers from Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Dongguan, and 

Wuhan as the research object to explore the impact of social 

support and social environment on job burnout. Based on 

gender theory, Xu (2018) interviewed 13 social workers with 

qualitative research methods. 

From the research, domestic scholars mostly study the 

social workers of an institution and a certain area. More studies 

are using quantitative research methods. 

3.3 The performance of social worker’s job burnout 
Most of the research conclusions of job burnout can be 

summarized as emotional exhaustion, elimination of 

personality, and low sense of self-achievement. According to 

the survey of Zhang (2014), emotional exhaustion is the most 

serious, followed by personal achievement. In the 

measurement of the "remove personality" option, the score 

performs best. In addition, the performance of job burnout is 

analyzed from four aspects: physical exhaustion, mental 

exhaustion, emotional exhaustion, and behavioral disorder 

(Lan, 2013). 

3.4 Influencing factors of job burnout of social 

workers 
There are different ideas on the analysis of the 

influencing factors of social workers' job burnout. Chen (2008) 

pointed out that the impact factor is social work practice 

situation, organizational situation, and social context. Other 

scholars believe that the work, clients, social workers (Lan, 

2013; Wang, Zhang, 2018), and institutional management 

(Lan, 2013) also affect the burnout level of social workers. 

Shen (2008) summarizes domestic and international research 

and point out that three aspects of the impact on the 

occupational burnout of social workers: work factor, service 

object factor, and social workers factor. This research 

conclusion was recognized by many scholars. Based on the 

viewpoint of Shen, this paper adds demographic factors to 

summarize the influencing factors of social workers' job 

burnout. 

3.4.1 Demography Variable 
Scholars analyze the correlation between demographic 

variables and career burnout. Li (2014) believes that marital 

status is an important factor affecting social worker burnout. 

The level of depersonalization of married social workers is 

higher than that of unmarried social workers (Li, 2014). Shen 

(2008) found that there was no significant relationship between 

education, professional background, professional certificate, 

length of employment, and job burnout.  

Scholars have different views on the impact of gender 

variables on job burnout. One view is that there is no 

correlation between gender and job burnout (Shen, 2008). 

Gender is not a variable affecting social workers' job burnout. 
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There is no significant difference between male and female 

social workers in job satisfaction (Peng, 2012).  

Another point of view believes that the gender factor is 

an influencing factor in occupational burnout. Lin and Zhang 

(2015) believe that the job burnout level of female social 

workers is lower than that of male social workers because 

female social workers play a similar role in both work and 

family situations. Women's emotional expression in the family 

is more like a hygiene factor. The boundary integration 

between family and work enables female social workers to 

promote both life and work skills, helping to reduce job 

burnout. Male social workers are more likely to bear the dual 

pressure of male social role expectation and feminist work role 

expectation (Lin and Zhang, 2015). Lack of emotional 

catharsis and greater life pressure make male social workers 

more prone to emotional exhaustion (Sun, 2015). 

3.4.2 Work factor 
Social workers are generally in a stable working 

environment, thus are inevitably affected by work factors. In 

organizational situations, the professionalism of organizational 

leaders and the nature and working environment of the 

organization will affect the job burnout of social workers 

(Chen, 2008). Wang, Zhang (2018) divided work factors into 

three parts: social workers' work, work content, work 

environment (Chen Wen, 2008). In terms of job content and 

workload, a large number of non-professional work will lead 

to a social worker role ambiguity (Lu, 2016). The more 

workload, the more difficult work, and the more serious 

emotional exhaustion, the more serious job burnout will be 

(Zhao, 2017). Moreover, some scholars pointed out that the 

sense of institutional belonging and the support of colleagues 

and friends can significantly affect the job burnout of social 

workers, and the degree of influence increases in turn (Zhang, 

Zheng, 2014). 

3.4.3 Service object factor 
As a person who receives service and gives feedback, 

the service object will also have an impact on social workers. 

There are several reasons for the impact of job burnout on 

social workers. First, the severity of the service object 

problem. Second, the length of interaction between social 

workers and service objects. Third, social workers' satisfaction 

with the service objects (Zhang, Wu, et al., 2010). Fourth, the 

complexity of service objects. Finally, the bad habits of service 

objects (Chen, 2008). 

3.4.4 Social worker factor 
Social workers' factors will affect the level of job 

burnout. Firstly, social workers are insufficient in personal 

professional ability (Yin, 2020). Professional competence not 

only affects the service process and service results, but also 

affects the social workers who provide services. Secondly, 

social workers set limits on themselves (Chen, 2008). Thirdly, 

social workers are unclear with their career plan (Liu, 2013). 

The lack of clear goals in work for a long time will accelerate 

the dissipation of social workers' work enthusiasm. 

3.4.5 Social factors 
Low social identity, imperfect social support system 

and difficult establishment in the professional authority of 

social work cause job burnout of social workers (Chen, 2008). 

Social support has a great impact on social workers. It is the 

material and spiritual help and support provided by all parties 

in the society to individuals. Zhao (2017) found that the greater 

social support for social workers, the lower level of job 

burnout. 

3.5 Coping methods of social workers' Job Burnout 

3.5.1 Measures of social workers 
In the face of job burnout, social workers must take 

action to deal with it. First of all, social workers should 

strengthen identity of their careers, perceive themselves 

regularly and care about themselves appropriately (Chen, 

2008). In addition, learn how to regulate emotions and reduce 

stress (Shen, 2008). When encountering work difficulties and 

negative emotions, social workers take the initiative to adjust 

themselves (Chen, 2018). Of course, strengthen the 

communication skills with service objects and colleagues 

(Shen, 2008). The support of colleagues and friends has a 

significant impact on the level of job burnout of social workers 

(Zhang, Zheng, et al., 2014). Finally, social workers should 

learn to distinguish the boundaries of work and life, reduce the 

troubles brought by work (Chen, 2018). 

3.5.2 Measures of social work organization 
Organizational environment has a direct impact on the 

career burnout of social workers (Shen, 2008; Zhang, Zheng, 

et al., 2014). First, social work institutions should be set out 

the requirements and responsibilities of the different social 

jobs (Shen, Liu, 2011). Help social workers carry out career 

management and create conditions to promote the development 

of social workers. Second, the quality of institutional 

management personnel has an impact on the atmosphere of the 

organization. Chen (2008) proposed to improve the quality of 

the leader. Coordinate the relationship between leaders and 

social workers in the work. Provide opportunities for social 

workers to participate in institutional management and 

decision-making.  

Third, institutions should build a platform for social 

workers to communicate. Effective internal communication 

will reduce the job burnout. For example, establish a workshop 

to reduce stress of social workers, let them have the 

opportunity to share their experiences and sentiments (Chen, 

2008). Fourth, open up the professional promotion channel for 

social workers. To meet the different preferences of 

professional social workers, social work agencies are supposed 

to provide two different career paths between the management 

positions and technical positions (Shen, Liu, 2011).  

Fifth, establish and improve the incentive system. 

Incentives include material rewards and spiritual support. 

Social work institutions ought to establish a reasonable salary 

system and balance the relationship between social workers' 

income and work input. Increase spiritual encouragement, 
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providing a chance to deepen progress (Shen, 2007). 

Increasing the investment of social workers' resources will 

reduce the degree of job burnout (Lin, Zhang, 2015). 

Finally, the sense of organizational support is one of 

the important sources of work motivation, and social work 

institutions are supposed to provide support for social workers 

(Chen, Shang, 2014). It can not only increase the work 

motivation of social workers, but also increase their sense of 

belonging to the organization. Zhang and Zheng (2014) 

surveyed 100 social workers. There is a significant difference 

between social workers' sense of belonging to institutions and 

the degree of job burnout, and there is a negative correlation 

between them. Therefore, social work institutions can help 

social workers reduce job burnout by increasing social support. 

3.5.3 Measures of Government  
The main funds and resources of China's social work 

institutions come from the government. The policy support and 

coordination of government departments is a important social 

support system for social work (Chen, 2008). Government 

departments coordinate the cooperative relationship and roles 

between social workers and various systems to avoid conflicts. 

The government needs to assist all departments of district and 

county to clarify how to manage social work institutions 

(Shen, Liu,2011). Accelerate legislation and issue standardized 

regulations on the management of social work industry (Chen, 

2018). 

Unreasonable salary is easy to cause dissatisfaction of 

social workers. Generally, the salary level is negatively 

correlated with the probability of job burnout. The lower level 

of salary, the higher level of the probability of job burnout 

(Shen, Liu, 2011). Therefore, the government should formulate 

a wage standard policy. Help the social work industry establish 

a reasonable salary system and improve incentive policies. In 

addition, enhance the public's recognition of social work 

(Zhao, 2017). 

3.5.4 Measures of Media  
The publicity of social work culture should be 

strengthened (Chen, 2008). Give full play to the publicity 

function of the media. It actively publicizes and reports social 

work and increases the public's understanding and recognition 

of social work (Shen, Liu, 2011). However, it should also be 

noted that the media should publicize the professionalism of 

social work and should not exaggerate the ability of social 

workers. Reporting cannot shape social workers into a 

"omnipotent good person" to avoid aggravating social workers' 

moral burden (Shen, 2008). 

4. Conclusions 

By summarizing the existing domestic research 

literature, it is found that more and more scholars pay attention 

to the mental health problems of social workers. On the one 

hand, scholars have made a detailed study on the status, 

performance, influencing factors and coping strategies of 

social workers' job burnout. However, the conclusion of 

coping methods is lack of innovation. On the other hand, there 

are few studies on social workers' psychological stress, anxiety 

and depression, alternative trauma, compassion fatigue and 

other mental health, which need to be supplemented. 
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