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Higher-than-average levels of 
attrition, stress and burnout 
among social workers prompt-

ed some Calgary researchers to try 
to unlock the secrets to happiness in 
the workplace for these vital work-
ers. Now, they hope some of their 
findings will be embraced by policy-
makers to help make the jobs more 
attractive.

“There are billions of dollars be-
ing spent on human services in Al-
berta, and social workers are found 
throughout the system,” says John 
Graham, a professor of social work 
at the University of Calgary.

Starting in 2006, he teamed up 
with PhD candidates — current-
ly Andrea Newberry and Micheal 
Shier — to focus on what made so-
cial workers happy, versus focusing 
on the well-documented sources of 
stress and burnout. “I’m more inter-
ested in what is keeping social work-
ers in the discipline,” Graham says.

U.S. data show that about six per 
cent of nurses and eight per cent of 
teachers left their occupations in 
any given year from 1992-2001. That 
number jumps to 15 per cent among 
social workers. Graham and his 
team suspect the numbers in Can-
ada are very similar.

To find out what makes social 
workers happy at work, they sent 
a survey to 2,500 registered social 
workers in Alberta with about 700 
respondents taking part.

Of that group, they took the 13 
“happiest” social workers and close-
ly investigated their lives at home, 
at work and through in-depth inter-
views and job shadowing.

What they found was that the 
happiest social workers reported 
higher levels of fulfilment in areas 
such as flexible work schedules, bet-
ter work-life balance and a stronger 
sense of engagement because of the 
behind-the-scenes support they re-
ceive to do their jobs well. 

“Social workers, by their very na-
ture, care about people,” Graham 
says. “People in human services … 
suffer from high caseloads (and) 
need the support to do their jobs.”

The most common issues identi-
fied by the respondents in Alberta 
include scope of practice, perceived 
freedom and flexibility, work-life 
balance, support mechanisms in 
their workplaces and the physic-
al workspace itself, as well as their 
relationships with clients and col-
leagues — including supervisors.

From child welfare to corrections 
to homelessness organizations, so-
cial workers find themselves in a 
variety of circumstances day-to-day. 
While it can make the job more de-
manding, it can also offer workers 
a higher degree of satisfaction — 

the key is to match the right social 
workers with the best environment 
that suits each individual, he says.

Newberry says one of the findings 
reported commonly by the happiest 
social workers was having a high de-
gree of freedom built into their jobs, 
including the ability to provide “self-
care” by having enough flexibility to 
manage the demands of their jobs 
with their personal lives — common-
ly known as “work-life balance.”

Newberry, who completed her first 
degree in social work eight years 
ago and is now working toward her 

PhD, says the group is the first to flip 
the traditional model on its head, 
shifting away from sources of stress 
and burnout to what makes workers 
happy and fulfilled. “As a supervisor 
in the social services, I saw the im-
portance of supporting social work-
ers, counsellors and other human 
services workers.”

In the classroom setting, univer-
sities may wish to include a larger 
focus on what makes social work-
ers — and other human services 
workers, such as nurses, teachers, 
physicians, psychologists — happy, 

rather to isolate only the sources of 
stress or burnout, Newberry says. 
Their findings have implications for 
a variety of career fields.

For employers, the goal is to take 
the team’s findings and work with 
organizations to implement bet-
ter programs, policies and support 
mechanisms to enhance the areas 
that survey respondents identified 
as being the areas of greatest hap-
piness at work. They may also wish 
to place more emphasis on better 
matching people with the right “fit” 
for their unique traits.

The group’s work has been sup-
ported by the Social Sciences and 
Humanities Research Council and 
will now continue into its next 
phase, including more surveys being 
circulated in B.C., Manitoba, New 
Brunswick and Newfoundland.

“We’re much better at helping 
others when we’ve learned to find 
satisfaction and happiness in what 
we do, and to develop organization-
al cultures that reinforce these prin-
ciples,” Graham says.
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Satisfied staff avoid burnout
Happy workers  

stay in jobs: study
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A study by Andrea Newberry, John Graham and Cathryn Bradshaw of the University of Calgary’s Faculty of Social Work examined factors that 
influence retention rates and happiness in the workplace for social workers.

Finding the balance between 
work (including unpaid work) 
and the rest of life is not work-

ing out for a lot of people.
When it comes to the “time econ-

omy,” most of us are worse off than 
we used to be. Canadians, particu-
larly women, are experiencing a 
time crunch. The trend has been 
getting worse over the past 15 years, 
says a 2010 report from the Can-
adian Index of Wellbeing (CIW).

“People are struggling to meet the 
competing demands of a workplace 
that can reach out to them 24/7, 
caring for children and aging par-
ents, and their own need to refresh 
body and mind. As individuals and 
as a society we are paying a steep 
price for this time crunch. We’re less 
healthy, both physically and mental-
ly and we have less time for leisure 
and relaxation with family,” said Roy 
Romanow, chair of the CIW advis-
ory board and former Saskatchewan 
premier.

The proportion of Canadians 
experiencing high levels of time 
crunch, according to the report, 
grew from 16 per cent in 1992 to 20 
per cent in 2005. About 23 per cent 
of women felt time-pressured and 17 
per cent of men.

Adults providing care to seniors 
grew from 17 per cent in 1996 to 20 
per cent in 2006. More women (23 
per cent) took care of seniors com-
pared to men (16 per cent).

Time spent on social leisure ac-
tivities dropped from 15 per cent in 
1998 to 12 per cent in 2005.

According to the Statistics Canada 
General Social Survey, almost one-
third of working Canadians say they 
are workaholics. (The highest per-
centages of workaholics were found 
in management and in trades.)

About 80 per cent of all people re-
sponding in that survey said they 
felt rushed trying to get through 
their day. Roughly 40 per cent said 
that they do not have time for fun 
any more. They are trapped by their 
routines.

Approaching retirement age does 
not necessarily help a person gain 
balance. Canadian workers age 55 
and over experience time crunch 
problems at the same rate as their 
younger counterparts. They re-
ported that their challenges start 
with too much time on the job and 
too little time for the family.

Work-life balance problems in-
cluded having a disability, providing 
elder care, working long hours, oc-
cupying a managerial position, and 
being a woman.

However, work is a positive aspect 
of our lives — whether we are paid 
for it or not. It gives structure and 
meaning to our days. We have some-
where to be, something to give. It is 
a part of who we are.

What can we do to help ourselves 

deal with the stresses of fighting for 
the work-life balance?

“People need to ask themselves, 
‘What roles do I play’ and ‘Are these 
roles working for me?’ ” says Julie 
McCarthy, a professor at the Univer-
sity of Toronto. 

“And if they’re not working, we 
then need to ask, ‘What are the 

strategies I’m using to make things 
better?’ ”

McCarthy recently published a 
study looking at how university stu-
dents attempt to achieve balance 
of work, study, and life. The three 
strategies often used to deal with 
too many demands on too little time 
and energy are problem-solving, 

venting to others and ignoring the 
problem (avoidance).

Although we usually advise people 
to face their problems and design 
solutions, McCarthy found that this 
approach could cause more stress.

Surprisingly, the avoidance strat-
egy produced some of the best re-
sults in reducing stress. “This tech-
nique is traditionally seen as ‘run-
ning away from your problems,’  ” 
McCarthy says. “But maybe by back-
ing off and taking breaks, students 
are able to replenish their resour-
ces.” Most of us are in a lifelong pro-
cess of learning how to deal with the 
stress of a rushed life that is out of 
balance. Finding our way through it 
is worth the effort.

Feeling drained leads to dissatis-
faction with life and opens the 
door to burnout, depression and ill 
health.

We can help ourselves by sort-
ing out the roles that we play and 
re-evaluating the responsibilities 
we take on. We can give ourselves 
space by allowing ourselves time 
and space to avoid or ignore troub-
ling issues — for a while, at least. 
When we have the energy for it, we 
can do some problem-solving. The 
truth of it is that we demand a lot of 
ourselves and those around us. We 
seem to force ourselves onward in 
an ever-increasing rush to do every-
thing we think we should do.

We could learn a thing or two 
about taking time to smell the 
roses.
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Work-life balance — the time crunch takes over
Few of us feel that we have 
enough time to accomplish 
the things that we must 
do, that we should do, and 
that we want to do, writes 
NICKIE POLSOn.
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‘As individuals and as a society we are paying a steep price for this time 
crunch. We’re less healthy, both physically and mentally and we have 
less time for leisure and relaxation with family,’ says Roy Romanow.
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