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ABSTRACT

This work was based on an investigation of the subject of burnout, as observed by the
researcher among social workers that worked for various social services organizations — both
Government Departments and Non-Governmental Organizations — based in the Eastern Cape
Province. The study of burnout was conducted with the aim to obtain information from the
respondents about their conditions at work, and how those conditions contributed, as alleged,

to burnout experienced by them.

A qualitative research method was used as an approach that the researcher found best in that
it allowed for an in-depth probe into the circumstances of the respondents (including the
attitudes and emotions of the respondents), to give a broad picture of the situation as
experienced by the respondents at work. A qualitative method was handled through the
exploratory research principle of sampling and gathering of data, as the researcher felt it a

sufficiently appropriate route to help yield the required outcomes of the study.

The researcher’s motivation to pursue the research was prompted by several indicators which

included an article in the Daily Dispatch of 26 August 2003 that wrote ‘Social workers quit in
droves’ and some personal contact with graduated students of social work, recently employed
as social workers in various settings. Interesting dynamics about social work practice and its
frustrations surfaced, and out of that premise, the researcher felt that it was an opportune
moment to carry out an investigation to discover the facts about burnout as experienced by

social workers.

The findings on the research would be published, and the researcher intended to inform the
social work community about the outcomes of research, hoping that the information would
become useful to them in curtailing or preventing future encounters of burnout as
experienced by them at the work place. In other words, recommendations for solutions would

be provided based on the findings as an outcome of that investigation.




To allow for the success of the research process, the researcher planned to draw from several
resource centers and other researchers’ data, any valuable piece of information, record, or
existing data that could assist in evaluating information that became available during data
collection. Such information was seen as very important since it helped in making the data

analysis process easier and more than enough information could thus be obtained.

Finally the researcher had found the study quite fascinating in that it addressed human

concerns in the form of social work issues at work, which the researcher personally

considered important and shared as one of the issues affecting social work professionals.
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CHAPTER ONE
GENERAL INTRODUCTION

1.1. INTRODUCTION.

The researcher was interested in the study of burnout, which was observed to be one of
the problems faced by social workers in social services centers in the Eastern Cape
Province Such centers included Government organizations such as the Social
Development Department, and the Correctional Services Department, including prisons,
and the courts. Other social workers were placed in Non-Governmental Organizations
like the National Institution of Crime Prevention and Rehabilitation of Offenders

(NICRO).

Burnout was assumed by the researcher to be one of the contemporary problems affecting
the social workers. It was also observed that professionals in other disciplines also
experienced the same problem in their work environments, although the nature of
professional work could be different. The researcher believed that social work
professionals suffered burnout as a result of work related stress. It was further reasoned
that once a social worker was confronted by burnout, his/her productivity at work would

be lowered, rendering the social work professional helpless and work time would be lost.

It was assumed by the researcher that social workers experienced stress-related problems
while in the execution of their duties in various social services centers where they helped
their clients on a day-to-day basis. Such stress was understood to emanate from the work
environment and, if accumulated over time, to cause a great deal of strain among social
workers, ultimately leading to burnout. The phenomenon was thought to have a crippling
effect on the economy of the country and required attention so that professional work
such as social work could be sustained, and the clients served by social workers could

continue to benefit from the process.

The researcher would thus like to concentrate on the work areas of the social workers; i.e.

the social services organizations in which social workers performed their duties, in



establishing the conditions at work and the dynamics involved, whether they had a direct
influence in causing stress to the professionals, and its resultant burnout. The idea,
therefore, would be to investigate social workers in their work settings with the aim of
understanding the impact of burnout on them and productivity in the work place. If
possible, the researcher would make suggestions or recommendations, when proper
investigation had been completed to assist in minimizing the negative effects of such

burnout on professionals.

1.2. THE RATIONALE OF THE STUDY.

It was reasoned that burnout was a problem in many production fields where the social
workers experienced stress and accounted for the loss in production of an organization or
institution, as well as the lowered morale among the social workers as the staff in those
settings. When that happened, the organization, the social work professionals and the
clients suffered as a result of lowered morale and production. The investigation into the
phenomenon had an outlook of reducing the impact of burnout among the social workers
and, if possible, contributing toward maximizing productivity at work. Again, there was a
need to examine the feelings of the social workers about their work in their various
workstations, so that the nature of things affecting them could be established. When
established, that could help the researcher in understanding the conditions and impact of

such burnout as experienced by social work professionals.

Furthermore, the researcher was keen to understand the role played by the personalities of
social workers in burnout. The researcher assumed that not all social workers might be
burned out at work, given the social workers who differed in the way people resisted,
withstood or overcame personal difficulties and/or challenges in life, including at work.
That implied there were significant personality factors at play in determining who was
stressed or experienced burnout and why, in a situation at work. For instance, there might
be factors that predisposed a social worker toward burnout, and in the same situation,

another social worker might not be a victim to such burnout. All factors of personality



that made an individual social worker susceptible to burnout needed to be established, as

they might be significant for the study.

In addition, the researcher was concerned about burnout among social workers as it was

assumed it caused staff turnover among social workers, who left the profession to work in

other settings. The researcher here was interested in, establishing first, the motives of the

social workers and second, the factors in the work environment which predisposed them

to finally arrive at such radical decisions.

1.3. AIMS AND GOALS OF THE RESEARCH.

To investigate burnout among social work professionals.

To research the causes of stress as assumed to be related to or being the major

cause for burnout among professional social workers.

To understand such stress and its impact on individual social workers.

To establish the impact of burnout on production in the work place.

To contribute the findings of research toward general knowledge in the academic
field.

To assist in burnout prevention at tertiary level where social work students were

trained.

To assist in educating social workers on the possible means to overcome burnout

at work.

To recommend means to minimize burnout in the work place.



1.4. DEFINITION OF CONCEPTS.

The concepts used in the research were defined as follows:

BURNOUT: Burnout was seen by the researcher as a condition, emotional or physical, in
an individual, caused by prolonged stress — a condition that made an individual to
withdraw from life’s major activities, including work. Burnout was perceived as a
condition or a circumstance experienced by social workers while in the execution of their
duties. It indicated stress that overpowered them, causing them to lapse into inactivity,
and accounted for the loss of interest in their work and led to negative behaviors

displayed while on duty.

STRESS:

Zastrow (1992:316) defined stress as “the emotional and physiological reactions to
stressors. A stressor is a demand, condition or circumstance that disrupts the person’s

equilibrium and initiates the stress response in an individual”.

Cooper (1993:19) asserted that; “High stress, combined with a sense of loss of control -

over one’s life business, certainly contributes to burnout™.

Stress was defined as a psychological condition often manifested in the physiological and
emotional feelings, primarily associated with the internal and external environments of an

individual.

Fineman, (985:626), defined stress as; “ A psychological state of high anxiety, reflected
in self-descriptions such as ‘very unhappy’, ‘fearful’, ‘overwhelmed’, and ‘all screwed-

up’ inside”.

SOCIAL WORKER: The term “social worker” referred to a person trained in the social
services profession to assist people with their social needs
PROFESSIONAL: A professional was described as a person who underwent specific

training dealing with a specific area of work in which he/she specialized and served as an



expert in the execution of his/her duties. In this instance the professional social worker
was referred to as an expert in social services aimed to assist the clients with their needs.
The Oxford Dictionary, (1976:885), defined a profession as a practice by someone, a

vocation or calling, especially that involved some branch of advanced learning or science.

EASTERN CAPE: It is one of the nine provinces of the Republic of South Africa. It refers
to the eastern part of the Cape Peninsula, comprising a Province in which social workers
were employed in various social services departments that service the clients. Social
workers were employed as social service agents to assist the clients with their needs in
government departments such as the courts, prisons and the provincial Department of

Social Development.

SOCIAL SERVICES DEPARTMENTS: Social Services Departments refer to the agencies,
both Non-Governmental Organizations and Provincial Departments, employing social
workers in the execution of duties to assist the clients with their needs. Such work was
performed professionally in various aspects of needed expertise, to contribute toward the

needs of clients.
1.5. ANTICIPATED VALUE OF THE RESEARCH.

The researcher hoped that the study on burnout among the social workers in the social
services departments should, when findings were made available, help to ease pressure
among social workers and the effect of burnout at work. The Daily Dispatch of 26 August
2003, which carried the headline; ‘Social Workers quit in droves’, reported that many
social workers of the Eastern Cape Province were leaving the profession and this
displayed a worrying future prospect for the Province. Poor social service delivery served
as an indicator of the underlying problems in social service settings. It became necessary,
therefore, to find means to deal with the burnout problems, in order that social workers A
could be content at work, and thus helped in improving productivity related to service

rendering to the clients.



Another anticipated value of the research was to make findings around the study of
burnout available, exposing burnout to social workers to help avoid its negative effects on
them while they carried out their duties at work. It was observed that most social workers
were not aware of or did not understand the effects of burnout emanating largely from
stress. The need to cope with stress and avoid burnout was therefore paramount to help

social workers to execute their duties freely and productively.

Moreover, it was reasoned by the researcher that the findings on burnout should assist
tertiary students of social work so that they could learn to prevent the experience of
burnout once they graduated. Prevention in that case would be better than cure, and

achieving that would help improve conditions at work with reduced burnout influence.

1.6. METHODOLOGY AND RESEARCH DESIGN.

The research should be carried out using qualitative research methods following an
exploratory/descriptive design. Bias toward the choice on qualitative research design
fulfills the expectation in conducting research for social work, based on social science -
methodology. The researcher basically wanted to elicit the feelings, attitudes and
emotions of social workers on the subject of burnout as experienced by them in their
work places. In this way the researcher would be able to deal with what the respondents

personally felt, and attempt to explain the phenomenon in its natural context and form.

The researcher therefore chose that method to enable him to assemble a detailed
description of social facts or reality from the perspective of the respondents as
professional practitioners in the social services Departments of the Eastern Cape
Province. Qualitative research was based on induction, holism and subjectivism. Its
strategy was inductive in that the researcher attempted to understand a situation without
imposing pre-existing expectations on the setting. The qualitative design began with
specific observation and built toward general patterns to allow the researcher a large

scope to explore facts. Mouton and Marais, (1990:204)



In that case a purposive non-probability sampling would be necessary, according to
Creswell, (1994:148), to select respondents randomly without classification or
categorization, in order that representation could be made without bias. A purposive non-
probability sampling was thus selected by the researcher to investigate the social workers
from the population comprising the social workers working in Government Departments
and Non-Governmental Organizations in the East London, King Williams Town and Fort
Beaufort regions (Fort beau Fort included Middledrift, Alice and Adelaide districts) of
social work services. All the social workers as potential respondents were selected

randomly using the diary of all social workers in the population mentioned above.

A sample of thirty respondents was selected to represent the entire social worker
population mentioned above. The sample from those centers was selected on the basis of
accessibility of the locations, and on cost-effective objectives. The researcher therefore
concentrated on Middledrift, Fort Beaufort, Mdantsane, Zwelitsha, King Williamstown

and East London.

The researcher utilized research questionnaires, as an instrument to explore, identify and
define all actions required of the respondents. In areas where questionnaires could not
apply due to postal problems or other impediments, telephonic interviews would be
considered, to reach the objective of the research. A questionnaire detailing questions
targeted for the respondents was attached as an appendix hereto. In cases where the
questionnaire were limited and where the researcher felt additional information was
required, an arrangement could be made for respondents to furnish additional information
by telephone, to help clarify texts, and elaborate on versions of their experiences as

Baxter, Hughes and Tight (1996:182) describe.

The qualitative interviews assisted the researcher in exploring the feelings and attitudes
of the respondents, which could add a dimension on the burnout problem, or might help'
the researcher to approach questions from a different angle or in greater depth. Burgess
and Mason, (1998:42), called this; “a conversation with purpose”. In this light, the
conference of 20 September 2002, at Rhodes University, East London Campus, dealing



with the Training of Probation Officers and Criminal Justice Social Workers in South

Africa would be taken as useful data to be considered in the research.
1.7. THE RESEARCH TOOL.

The research tool used was in a questionnaire format, which was based on a carefully
selected, open-ended questions type, to ensure respondents had a fair chance of providiﬁg
enough information to allow for a broad analysis of the responses. A carefully selected
number of closed questions may be considered to allow the researcher knowledge of
specific information such as the respondents’ age, sex, marital status and rank, as those

also might have significance for the research and qualification of data as well.

Tricky or irrelevant questions were avoided, and the researcher asked only those
questions that were aimed to elicit needed responses from the respondents. Special care
was thus taken to ensure that questions were unambiguous and concise to allow the

respondents an opportunity to provide appropriate answers for the questions asked.
1.8. DATA ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION.

Data received from the respondents was codified, categorized and summarized to allow
the researcher to remain with relevant facts about the subject under investigation. This
helped to simplify the research in that it allowed the researcher to concentrate and deal
only with the factual responses from the general data collected as Blaxter, Hughes and

Tight (1996:182) point out.

At times it was necessary to compare data so that similarities and differences of certain
facts could be detected, and statements about them made, in order that the findings could

make sense of the subject under investigation (Rubin and Rubin, 1995:226).

Data was organized into categories; common themes about burnout should be sorted to

allow for a flow of thought on the subject being investigated. The information should



later be compared with other information available, and also the responses should be
compared to available theoretical material on the subject of investigation, to see if it was
valid. That implied that the researcher would manipulate the data, testing theory on the
basis of available sampled facts from the respondents. The qualitative procedure in data
analysis allowed for that practice to enable the researcher to have control over the process

of research. (Mason, 1998:101).

1.9. RESEARCH LIMITATIONS.

The researcher expected few, if any limitations impeding the respondents in providing
their responses. One instance concerned the respondents who stayed far from
communication areas where access to telephone, fax, post offices and other
communication channels would be hard to reach for them. The situation might have had a
bearing on data collection, as it would be difficult to communicate. The researcher
ensured therefore that the majority of the respondents would be reachable. Where a social
worker could not be reached because of postal problems or any communication channel.
failure, the researcher delivered the questionnaires personally to ensure that the responses

were retrieved.

Creswell (1994:150), noted that respondents might be fond of generalizing their
responses, led by fear of not wanting to divulge incriminating information or of omitting
information deliberately for any other reason/s. For this reason the researcher worked
objectively to assure the respondents that confidentiality would prevail, and ensured that
the respondents did not divulge their names on their questionnaire sheets, especially

when sensitive information would be provided.

1.10. ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Confidentiality guided the process of research, to ensure objectivity in the research
outcomes. Permission to access records at the work place or any other such high profile

sources of information to aid the research was requested, to honor the institutions and
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protect the right to use privileged information. Every response from the respondents was
accounted for, to ensure that the respondents did not overstate their facts, and the study

produced results without prejudice or malice to any authority, institution or professional.

1.11. CONCLUSION.

The research dealt with the subject of burnout that was observed by the researcher to be a
problem that affected social workers in various workstations within the Eastern Cape
Province. Selected areas for conducting the study included East London district, King
Williamstown and areas covering Adelaide, Fort Beaufort and Alice, as a population.
Burnout was observed to be a problem causing dissatisfaction among the social workers

and also affecting work in terms of professional social service delivery to clients.

The researcher in this chapter highlighted the rationale of the study, which comprised the
reasons why the research was to be conducted. These included the report by the media of
social workers leaving the profession in droves, due to disgruntlement in the work place.
Aims of the study were also outlined in the chapter, targeting all those areas the

researcher felt strongly about.

The researcher also defined the concepts used in research to allow for clarity of meaning
and intention of the research undertaken. Anticipated problems in the process of research
were also carefully highlighted to help alert the researcher to the things that might impact
negatively on the research process. Those problems needed to be dealt with and the
researcher suggested ways to tackle them, in order that the process of research could be

positive in the end.

The chapter also covered the methodology and research design where the researcher
explained the procedure of research, spelling out how to anticipate the outcome of
research. The researcher used the qualitative method as a strategy to approach data
collection, sampling and data interpretation. In the qualitative method of research chosen,

the researcher was aiming to elicit the feelings of respondents in full to ensure that the
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research explains conditions surrounding the social workers at work places completely.
Qualitative research was important for the research because it allowed for the exploration

of feelings, attitudes and behaviors of social workers in the work place.

Factors leading toward the limitations of the study were carefully dealt with to ensure
success in carrying out the research. The researcher made sure such limitations were kept

to the minimum, for the purpose of good research outcomes.
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW.

2.1. INTRODUCTION.

The researcher was motivated by noticing stress among the social workers that worked
for various social services centers in the Eastern Cape. The researcher assumed such a
stress was caused by burnout as experienced by those social workers while performing
their duties. The research work was based on the study of burnout as it was assumed by
the researcher to affect the social workers, especially those that worked as probation
officers on their day-to-day execution of duties. The researcher targeted the social
workers working at various social services organizations in the Eastern Cape, between
East London and Adelaide, as a population of social workers (the respondents). The
social workers were employed in both Government and Non-Governmental
Organizations like the National Institute of Crime Prevention and Rehabilitation of

Offenders (NICRO), and the Courts.

Literature related to the problem under study would be explored, to validate all
assumptions and test the knowledge on burnout, as the social workers experienced it at
their workplaces. The attempt should be made also, of finding out from literature
available any possible means to eliminate the assumption based on the study of burnout. .
Any information available on the subject, in the form of literature, magazines,
documentaries or internet material should be used, if it was relevant stuff, to assist in
understanding the problem of burnout as it affected social workers. A lot of work and
ground on burnout and related stress condition had been recorded in literature by the

previous researchers.
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2.2 DEFINITIONS OF BURNOUT.

The researcher thought burnout referred to a mental and/or physical condition caused by
excessive and prolonged stress — a condition that made an individual to withdraw from
life’s activities, including work. In other words burnout was a condition or a
circumstance experienced by a social worker while in the execution of his/her duties,
indicated by stress that over-powered a social worker, causing him/her to relapse into
inactivity. Accompanied by the display of negative behavior from the social worker
experiencing burnout, such a situation accounted in the social worker losing interest on

the work, and the work environment.

Bason and Rothmann (2001:13), defined burnout as; “A syndrome developing over time
in so-called ‘normal’ individuals, characterized by an array of physical, psychological

and attitudinal symptoms, primarily exhaustion™.

According to Cooper, (1993:19); burnout referred to a condition where; “High stress,
combined with a sense of loss of control over ones life business, certainly contributes to

burnout”.

Maslach, (1977:3), defined burnout as; “ A state of mind accompanied by an array of
symptoms that indicate malaise, emotional, physical and psychological fatigue; feelings
of helplessness, hopelessness and lack of enthusiasm about work and even about life in

general.”

Maslach and Leiter, (1997:17), asserted on burnout; “Bumout is the index of the
dislocation between what people are and what they have to do. It represents an erosion of

values, dignity, spirit and will — an erosion of the human soul.”

Zastrow, (1992:316), saw burnout as being caused by stress and commented that; “Stress

(that) can be defined as the emotional and physiological reactions to stressors. A stressor
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is a demand, condition or circumstance that disrupts the person’s equilibrium and initiates

the stress response in an individual”.

The researcher recognized burnout as a condition that prevailed among social workers, -
affected by it while performing their duties, while their coping mechanism on stress was

very low, or impossible.

2.3 BACKGROUND THEORIES ON BURNOUT.

2.3.1. BURNOUT AS A STRESS CONDITION.

Stress was seen as a condition or circumstance in the life of an individual that, when it
came, it could incapacitate an individual, causing major upsets that might hinder an
individual from coping with whatever he/she was doing. With repeated occurrences of
several (similar) events, and leading to an individual losing control and interest on what

he/she was doing, stress could lead toward burnout.

The nature of stress: Here stress was described as a psychological condition often
manifested in the physiological and emotional feelings of individuals, primarily
associated with the internal and external environments of an individual. At times the
internal and external environments could share in contributing to one’s stress. There were
stressors in an individual that caused stress. Stressors might be events, perceptions,

memories or incidents that an individual experienced while at work on a daily basis.

According to Zastrow, (1992:646); “A stressor is a demand, condition, or circumstance
that disrupts a person’s equilibrium and initiates the stress response.”

Fineman, (1985:16), saw stress as; “A psychological state of high anxiety, reflected in
self-descriptions such as ‘very unhappy’, ‘fearful’, ‘overwhelmed’, and ‘all screwed-up

A4

inside’ 7.

Physiological conditions might bear symptoms of stress like gastric upsets, headaches,

migraines and backaches — among the milder types. The gastric ulcers, high blood
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pressure, and heart diseases were some of the most chronic forms of stress conditions that

an individual might experience.

How stress developed in an individual: Stress was a state of tension in the life of a
person made by reactions (of that person) to several conditions or circumstances, which
were uncomfortable, difficult or negative to his/her well-being. For instance a social
worker might become prone to stress while making contact with the clients and the
supervisor, as well as other external agency’s staff like police, magistrates and judges, on
all job occasions. Positive interaction based on good working relationships in the
workplace might result in progress and comfort for the social worker, the opposite of
which might land the social worker in the condition of stress. Calculated on contacts and
events at work the social worker experienced, and the number of such occurrences
accumulating, such stress might begin to be unbearable, to an extent that the practitioner
experienced burnout — which in that case could had been a heightened state of tension, -

accompanied by extreme condition of stress.

For a person to experience burnout, the amount of stress should be extreme. Based on the
theory on stress, stress was a condition of high-anxiety, reflected in feelings of
fearfulness, unhappiness and overwhelming in a person - representing a negative
psychological state of affairs in a person. Such a state of affairs might be accompanied by
a physiological condition like gastric upset or migraine headache, serving as a physical

conditions of illness with symptoms originating from stress. Maslach, (1977:3)

Threat as a condition of burnout in a stressful situation: The theory stated that stress
would follow a person’s inability to cope when being threatened by problems or |
difficulties. Threat was pivotal in that instance where a feeling of a threat by an
individual would emerge — when a sensitive or vulnerable aspect of oneself was
perceived to be under attack. Feeling threatened was an uncomfortable state of affairs,
characterized by rising level of anxiety in a person. For a person to cope in a situation, it
required for that person to seek to reduce or end such anxiety, through the removal of the

threatening condition or circumstance. Any encountered difficulty or hindrance or failure
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to remove the stressful condition encountered, should end in the person experiencing
exhaustion i.e. the depletion of one’s energies used to counteract stress, finally leading

toward burnout.

Stress in that instance served as a threat to a social work practitioner’s well-being,
threatening his/her coping mechanisms and rendering him/her helpless and/or hopeless at
work. For burnout to occur, a threat (which was carried by a stressor) should attack a
social worker, making him/her uncomfortable at the work place. A condition like a
difficult supervisor served as a stressor in that instance, threatening the social worker at
the work place. Such a threat was not necessarily stress, but it became stress when the
social worker failed to reduce the threat; in that instance, when the practitioner failed to
solve the problem between himself/herself and the supervisor, compounding anxiety of
such an event to the extent that it made life difficult to cope. When life became
unbearable for the social worker, anxiety started to change to a real situation where the
practitioner would need assistance. That suggested that the threatening factor had now
caused real tension that the practitioner needed to deal with in order to cope with work.
Such a tension, manifested in stress might mount, resulting in the practitioner
experiencing more threats, which ultimately might end up leading to burnout.

Fineman (1985:16-17), summed that theory up by stating; “ Stress, as conceptualized
here, results from failing to remove the threat; a compounding of the anxiety from the

threat with that from failure to cope.”

Cilliers, (2002: March), in the 1** Annual Conference of Burnout in Potchestroom,
however argued that what was threatening to one person may not be the same to another
person. That situation may help to explain why a social worker for instance may lend in
burnout over a situation where another social worker would cope. All should depend on
the personality differences such as self-esteem, particular susceptibilities to anxieties,
certain fears and social contexts of events. For an example, an inexperienced (novice)
social worker might feel exceedingly threatened by how his/her competence was going to
be judged when he/she represented the client in court for the first time, while another

social worker might not be bothered by the same experience at all. Again a social worker
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might seek desperately an affirmation of the worth his/her efforts on a client, because of
over-sensitivity to criticism from clients or colleagues. Such a trivial thing in practice
experience on the other hand, might not threaten a confident social worker because of his

experience and a sense of independence at work.

Stress as a factor in job performance: According to Robbins, (1983: 82-83); stress was
a causal factor and a determinant of performance in an organization. In that theory, an
individual (social worker) had three backgrounds from which stress could show itself,
namely; the physiological, psychological and behavioral backgrounds. Sometimes it was
thought to be interplay of some or all of those factors that accompanied stress effect in an

individual.

The theory proffered that stress was needed in order that a social worker could perform
certain duties and meet objectives at work. It also brought to attention that stress, when
too much, could have potential to stop or curtailed progress from what the social worker
wanted to achieve. It was noted by the theory that a low to moderate amount of stress was
needed for the body to be highly activated, and performance optimized. The effect of
such low to moderate stress levels was enough to make an individual to react positively
to work demands. That was so because the stress caused changes in the individual’s life

at work that accounted for the individual’s improved energies or motivation at work.

Such changes might be reflected on, among other situations;

e Physiologically — where a social worker might develop, for instance, mental
alertness due to stress-provoking incidence at work like a supervisor querying or

reprimanding the social worker on the late submission of a report.

e Psychologically — Where the professional social worker might perceive
him/herself not liable to promotion, and started to increase job performance,

functionally based on the perception the social worker had about the situation.
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e Behaviorally — Where the social worker would increase job performance and
might lead to the improvement in attendance to the work matters and lessen
absenteeism — a thing that might help to heighten productivity on the part of the

social worker involved.

The inter-play of the three factors as reaction of an individual to a stress situation might
result, given the nature of the problem and its immensity, and also given the nature and

capacity of the social worker involved in a stress situation.

However when the stress level for the social worker was too high, the situation might
block the social worker’s potential — since it deactivated the body and limited the
energies and motivation in an individual, and begun to cause problems to the individual’s
performance on tasks. When that happened, stress now could turn out to be a burdensome
demand on the social worker, threatening and incapacitating him/her at work. Such a
stress level might easily lend a social worker in burnout, because of its high levels and
cumulative effect on the individual.

Robbins, (1983: 94) concluded that; “But too much stress places unattainable demands

and constraints on a person, which results in lower performance.”

Stress as a developmental process: Another theory on stress was based on the belief
that stress was developmental. That suggested that stress developed at certain stages to
reach a point of no return where a person simply ‘exploded’ — and that condition resulted
in burnout. Seyle (1956:19) calls the developmental stages; ““ General Adaptation
Syndrome,” in that a person experiencing burnout tried to have stress reliever, each time
he/she experienced a problem at work. When everything else was done, and the social
worker’s coping was no more, and adaptation difficult, the practitioner experienced
‘blackout’ — which was a condition of extreme stress that might be pronounced in

burnout.

The stages of burnout begin with the alarm stage, when the body recognized the stressor,

and reacted to it after it had been alerted. The reaction naturally was to fight the stress
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condition. When it happened that stress persisted, that led to the second stage; that of
resistance stage, where the body begun to relax, and the social worker’s immune systems
begun to function optimally. There the body attempted to repair the damage caused
during the alarm stage when arousal to the immune systems occurred. Due to
accumulation of stress, the third stage could occur - that of exhaustion stage - where a
social worker begun to accumulate stressors from the start. That accumulation might not
allow a practitioner to cope, leaving him/her ultimately emotionally depleted, with

possibilities that he/she might lend in burnout.

In that situation there were two components of the stressor that accounted for burnout in a

practitioner, namely;
e [Experience or events encountered by a social worker.
e The social worker’s thoughts and perceptions about these events.

Zastrow (1992:647), finally summed up the thought by saying; “Burnout primarily results

from what people tell themselves about events or experiences they encounter.”

However it was needless to mention that a normal human being lived with an amount of
stress derived from social interactions made daily in the situation of work and
everywhere in his/her environment. That stress was the manifestation of the activities of
life from which no one could disengage, and activities about which success, fame,
production at the work place and all other gains in life needed to be made to sustain life.
That happened within a need to make changes in a work situation one was involved. In
other words, human beings needed a particular manageable amount of stress to perform
tasks and succeed or cope with situations, with stress serving as a motivational factor in

such a process

On a positive note therefore, stress activated the body and caused the function to be

heightened, and thus improved. When the function improved, it did so with the likelihood
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of success possibilities in what one did. For example a strict supervisor at work might
ensure improvement in service out-puts by the subordinate social worker — subjecting the
social worker to a relative stress condition — a situation that would facilitate improvement
on performance and/or service -rendering on the part of that social worker, in order to
avoid a reprimand or demotion. A less strict supervisor on the other hand, might receive
lesser results as compared to the strict supervisor in the situation.

Fineman, (1985:17) concluded by stating that; “This is certainly not to suggest that some
tension in life is unproductive. Much research, and common wisdom, points to the need

for certain levels of tension to help us to perform activities.”
2.3.2 BURNOUT AS A SYNDROME.

Cilliers, quoting Rothman and Bason; (2002:29); “A syndrome develops sometimes in
the so-called ‘normal’ individuals, characterized by an array of physical, psychological
and attitudinal symptoms, primarily exhaustion”.

Burnout is seen as self-perpetuated in some individuals because of inadequate coping
strategies that were associated with the syndrome and might lead to an individual having
an array of behavior misfit such as hopelessness, disillusionment, and negative self-

concept.
Three factors that characterized burnout as a syndrome were;

- Emotional Exhaustion: Which was the reduction in the emotional resources of

an individual, up to the level he/she felt drained and/or used up.

- Depersonalization: Which was described as a state of increased negative, cynical
and insensitive attitude an individual had toward work (reduced work goals,
idealism and heightened self-interest), colleagues, clients or staff generally. That
was a form of emotional detachment due to wrong judgment about situations at

work.
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- Low Personal Achievement: Which described a feeling of being unable to meet

others needs and to satisfy essential elements of job performance.

The syndrome as identified above was symptomized by an array of personal reactions in

an individual. Among such reactions we had;

- Indefinite Distress: That was indicated by a sudden loss of weight, headaches,

dizziness, restlessness, sexual problems and chronic fatigue at work.

- Psychosomatic Disorders: which were reflected in ulcers, gastric intestinal

disorders, coronary heart disease and prolonged colds and flu.

- Physiological Reactions: That was indicated by an increase in heart rate,
respiratory problems, hypertension, sugar diabetes and the rise in cholesterol

levels.

- Cognitive Symptoms: That was indicated by poor concentration, forgetfulness,
making mistakes in complex and multiple tasks, rigid thinking and difficulty in

making decisions.

- Affective Symptoms: Which were powerlessness, helplessness, tearfulness,
moodiness, loveless, anxiety, and irritability, anger-bursts, day-dreaming and

fantasizing?

- Behavioral Symptoms: Which was compulsive/obsessive disorders,
procrastinating, and doubtfulness, excessive consumption of barbiturates,
stimulants like coffee, tobacco, alcohol, tranquilizers and drugs, as well as under-

eating or over-eating habits? Proneness to accidents was yet another symptom.

- Interpersonal Symptoms: That served as isolation from others, withdrawal,

hostility, suspiciousness, lessened interest, aggressiveness and general discomfort.
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An individual reached burnout through a combination of a number of factors that denied
him/her coping in an environment. Such characteristics were seen in every behavior
pattern or reaction of an individual whether or not such an individual was aware of the

factors.
2.3.3. AN IDENTITY CONTROL THEORY.

According to Kerpelman, Jennifer and Pittman, (1997:325); an identity of a person was
important in explaining his/her behavior based on the environment in which he/she acted.
For instance the development of an identity by a social worker at work depended largely
on the ability of the professional to overcome the identity crisis of the adolescence stage.
Inability of the professional to cope at work and his/her proneness to burnout explained
the condition that the professional failed to fulfill during adolescence’s identity crisis

stage.

During an adolescence stage every individual should grapple with seeking his/her
personal identity through interaction and interrelationships based on cooperative life-
style. It was through that exposure where one identified with several people from whom
he/she modeled his/her life, through planned socialization. Managing one’s environment
and winning a sense of identity in that situation should allow an individual to grow and
contest events and situations as he/she developed into later adult life of work and other
important things. Failure to manage an adolescence identity crisis at that stage |
predisposed an individual to failure in some of the things in later adulthood.
Susceptibility to stress and the inability of an individual to manage or cope with stress at
work as a professional might be explained in the theory, where one suffered identity

crisis during childhood’s adolescence period.

In summary the identity of a professional social worker as reflected by the developmental
stages had a bearing in the social worker’s record at work. Those professionals with a
high sense of achievement represented the individuals who accomplished their role-

identity during formative years of adolescence trials. On the other hand those individual
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professionals who were prone to high stress levels and susceptible to burnout were
among the less accomplished during adolescence trials of puberty years. They were more

often than not apt to land in burnout.

2.3.4. SUBJECTIVE WELL-BEING THEORY.

Schaufelli, (2002: March), in his presentation in the National Conference on burnout in
Stellenbosch; “It seems safe to assume that subjective well-being constitutes an antithesis
of burnout.”

His assertion was that all human beings generally thrived on the basis of subjective
interpretation of realities around them in a work environment. Virtue or any achievement
one made was subject to his/her interpretation of the world (be it at the workplace or in
the community). Anything that became good to an individual was accepted, and anything
that was interpreted negatively caused problems like stress or burnout to an individual.
The theory suggested that the workplace represented a subjective environment within
which an individual could make a success for living. That represented the expectation
that an individual subjectively placed on all the events and actions, as well as
interrelationships he/she entered into at the work place. Failure to meet with success or
fulfillment as subjectively interpreted by an individual, more often than not landed the

individual in stress, which, when cumulative, might result in burnout.

There were two philosophico-psychological tenets within which the subjective theory

was explained, namely;

¢ On enjoyment as a factor in subjective well-being theory: The rationale of the
view was that subjective well-being consisted of happiness. For example pleasure
one expected at work; pain avoidance like in the case of the social worker
avoiding a reprimand by a supervisor, or achievement like completing tasks, were
all subjective in nature i.e. they depended on what the social worker viewed about
the state of work. An individual was driven from inside by subjective expectations

to receive enjoyment when at work. That expectation should translate into the
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ability of the individual to accomplish tasks, relate positively, and receive well
wishing and praise messages from all at work, including colleagues. Any time
something negative or opposite confronted an individual, that would clash with
the subjective well-being of that person, leading toward stress ultimately — a
condition that might result in burnout experienced by that person when

cumulative.

e On morality as a factor in subjective well-being theory: In that view subjective
well-being consisted of moral activities and virtues which an individual
conceptualized as derivatives from the work environment he/she operated in.
moral virtues like justice practiced by an individual during a discourse at work;
generosity as a gesture received during work as a reward of some kind, and
temperance that was based on warm relationships and general treatment by
colleagues. An individual had a subjective feeling of being good — and thus
deserved good from others (especially at work), to harness his/her well-being. The
feeling of being good and wanting good from others was a moral claim to find
fulfillment within the work environment the individual belonged. Any disclaimer
in terms of, for example, supervisor’s unjust judgment of the subordinate’s
performance or conduct in the work place might unleash temperance and be seen
as cold or hostile to the individual — thus causing an individual to have stress — -

and the resultant culmination into burnout later when things got worse.

2.3.5. THE PSYCHODYNAMIC THEORY.

Bion and other writers whose arguments were based on Freudian perspective had
advanced the psychodynamic theory on burnout. The theory concerned itself with a group
influence; that was; the way the organization (Social work agency that employed social
workers) could affect individuals (employee social workers) in it, through the system’s
function. The theory attempted to differentiate between behaviors and activities of

organizational staff geared toward rational task performance (the group’s work in an
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organization) and those geared toward emotional needs and anxieties of staff as they

offered their services in the organization.

Bion explained his theory in terms of what he called the basic assumptions about the
experiences in groups. These assumptions were seen as manifestations of experiences and
unconscious fantasies originating in infancy. Bion’s theory was seen here as a
cornerstone of system’s psychodynamic perspective. The following were the basic

assumptions on how the group or the system operated;

e Dependency: According to Bion, (2001:19), group members in an organization
unconsciously projected their dependency upon parental objects or systems,
representing authority - where the organization was (imaginatively) taken as a
parent figure. If the authority figure did not respond the way the group members
wanted them to, frustration and anger developed, manifesting itself in counter
dependency by a member of the group. Later such counter-move may result in
members being independent — a thing that might serve positively to the credit of a
member of the group, and represented a sense of maturity on his/her part.
However frustration and aggressive behavior might occur due to unfulfilled
expectations, accounting for stress that a member could experience due to
pressure placed on him/her by unresponsive authorities in the organization. A
member in that sense might suffer dependency, which he/she could try to counter
when such a counter move failed, the process could lead to burnout experienced

by the member in the organization.

o Fight/flight: The assumption described the defense mechanisms inherent in the
group, unconsciously used by members trying to cope with discomfort. Fight
reactions manifested themselves in aggression against self or colleagues in such
reactions as boycotts, jealousy competition, envy or rivalry. On the other side,
avoiding others, threatening feelings of insecurity and absenteeism from work or

meetings, indicated flight reactions. It was basic assumption of the subjective

theory that an individual would want to react either by fighting or fleeing from a
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discomforting situation in the organization. When choosing to fight, an individual
expected to win or be rewarded after the fight, in order to get personal
gratification. When the negative was experienced, the individual got frustrated,
sometimes with excessive impact on the frustration, lending in stress, and later
burnout when things got worse. Likewise, in a threatening situation that caused an
individual to flee and sorted security, frustration would result in stress if

such a situation did not offer enough security or reward for the individual. For
instance facing an increase in the workload and sharp deadlines might render an
individual insecure and highly threatened at work. When stress was too high and

there was no remedy that might land an individual in burnout.

Pairing: An assumption was made in the theory that an individual needed to
associate with others, especially the powerful others or subgroups in an
organization, in order to cope with anxiety, loneliness or alienation. That served
as an unconscious need, which was to make an individual feel secure, motivated
and being creative. Any perception of an individual being unwanted by colleagues
or feeling of discrimination by authorities, being rebuffed, or sharply reprimanded
by the supervisor, may defeat the need for security in an individual and that of
being organizationally secure, rendering that individual an outcast from the
group/organization. That predisposed an individual to stress that easily could

translate into burnout when the situation worsened later on.

Me-ness: The assumption here was that an individual was seeking to preserve
him/herself with a sense of self-identity in the contemporary world of challenges
and turbulent events in the work place and society. The individual in that regard
was pressed more into his’her own inner reality in order to exclude and deny the
perceived disturbing reality of the outer environment. The sense of inner reality
indicated by a sense of identity often clashed with the group’s identity
(organization’s identity), creating a perception of loss of self-identity in an
individual. For instance the inability of an individual to meet with the dead-lines

at work, based on the organization’s expectations, could result in a lack of
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fulfillment in an individual, loosing organizational touch and experiencing a
lessened sense of achievement, and that of self-identity. The situation might
represent the hostile work environment that was perceived to be unsupportive to
the individual’s need for self-preservation. Ultimately the situation might lead
toward stress, which in some cases, when in extreme form, might land an

individual in burnout.

We-ness: The situation called for a collective of organization members seeking to
join into a powerful force (like joining a union), surrendering themselves into
passive participation in the group, with the intentions and expectations to satisfy
themselves from such membership. That was done with the perception to protect
themselves from the organization perceived to be too powerful and omnipotent
force. According to Cilliers, March 2002; “In this regard an individual is lost
within the economic feelings of unity”. Here an individual had invested in the
group like a union or a social club at work, feeling that such a group would
answer for his/her needs, and also believing that such a group would solve his/her
personal problems and contribute solutions for his/her well-being at work, while
accruing from the membership status of being a member of a powerful group.
When the feeling of we-ness failed to yield expected results, or when perceptions
of the initial expectations did not satisfy the needs he/she has about the group — |
for instance when the union failed to bargain for improvement in salary
negotiations or better working conditions — stress might accrue, where an
individual thought negatively about the group he/she liked. That might ultimately
account for the resultant burnout when the situation got worse in the work
environment. An individual here experienced counter transference, where the
effect of the group he/she voluntarily joined yielded perceived negative results to
the objectives he//she set for him/herself, when the choice for membership of the

group was made.
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2.3.6. FORTIGENIC PARADIGM - A theory of burnout.

Fortigenic paradigm attempted to describe the inner abilities or coping mechanisms of an
individual when faced with challenges on a day-to-day basis. It was about individual
developing coping strategies that allowed him to protect him/herself or make a buffer
against any stressful condition, in order to cope in life.

The theory of fortigenic paradigm focused on the strength of an individual i.e.
psychological strengths that were health, positive attitude and pro-social behavior. The
presence of those psychological factors within an individual indicated the coping abilities
an individual would have as a buffer against burnout. Any individual prone to or

susceptible to burnout displayed unhealthy, negative and anti-social tendencies.

For an individual to be free from burnout effect there should be specific constructs in the

fortigenic paradigm that were indicated by the following factors;

o A Sense of Coherence: That referred to a pervasive, enduring though dynamic
feeling of confidence that an individual’s internal and external environments were
made predictable, and that there was a high probability that things would work out
well as could reasonably be expected. Theoretically therefore, individuals with
high level of burnout would be expected to have a weak sense of coherence in

their handling of the day-to-day activities at work.

There were three dimensions, which represented the concept of coherence in an

individual. These dimensions were;

1. Comprehensibility: That referred to the extent to which an individual perceived
stimuli from the internal and external environments as information that was
ordered, structured and consistent. The stimuli were perceived here as

comprehensible on a cognitive level.



29

2. Manageability: That referred to the extent to which individuals experienced

events in life as situations that were endurable or manageable and could be seen

as new challenges.

Meaningfulness: That referred to the extent to which an individual felt that life

made sense on an emotional and not just cognitive level.

Generalized Self-Efficacy: It was described as a general, stable cognition trait
that individuals held and carried with them. It reflected the expectation that
individuals possessed the ability to perform the tasks successfully in a variety of
situations. When there was a frequent situation-specific experience of personal
success across time, an individual would experience a rise in general self-efficacy
in life. The situation suggested that an individual would experience fulfillment in

life or at work, and burnout could thus not easily be experienced.

Locus of Control: The situation described the perception an individual had about
his/her ability to exercise control over the environment surrounding him/her. The
locus_control was both internally and externally based to an individual, based on
an environment that affected an_individual. The individual who was characterizéd
by the internal locus of control believed he/she had control over his/her
environment and his/her personal successes. The individual with the external
locus of control on the other hand viewed his/her life as controlled by the external
factors such as chance or powerful others, having influence over him/her. An
external locus of control was associated with burnout among professional social
workers, while the internal locus of control contributed toward their psychological

well-being.
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2.4 THE CAUSES OF BURNOUT:
2.4.1. STRESS AS A MAJOR CAUSE OF BURNOUT.

Zastrow, (1992:645), stated that; “ The professional who burns out is unable to deal
successfully with the overwhelming emotional stress of a job, and this failure to cope can
be manifested in a number of ways, ranging from impaired performance and absenteeism,
to various types of personal problems such as drug abuse, marital problems and mental
illness. ”

People who experienced burnout reflected certain symptoms that were associated with
fatigue and stress.

Freudenberger, (1997:76) described the symptoms as cynicism and negativism and a
tendency to be inflexible and almost rigid in thinking, which often led to a closed mind
about change or innovation. Basically the stress a person felt came from two
backgrounds; namely, the internal and external factors that influenced the person’s life on
a daily basis, whether or not an individual was alone or with others in a work

environment.

Factors internal to an individual as cause for stress: The major cause of burnout was
stress, which placed itself manifestly inside the psychological factors within a person.
The person might burnout as a result of his lack of personal capacity to cope with the
situation, or some work conditions like heavy workload and schedule, reducing the
person’s capacity to cope at work. Sometimes it might be a combination of many factors
— internal and external to the individual — however the effect was felt and displayed by
the individual as he/she tried to react to the stress condition, to make coping effective

Such states might be accompanied by physical symptoms like gastric upsets, headaches,
migraines, and back pains — among the milder types. The gastric ulcers, high blood
pressure, and heart diseases were some of the more severe forms of stress illnesses

discovered.
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Stress as caused by social interaction with the environment: A normal human being
lived with an amount of stress derived from social interactions made daily. Stress was a
manifestation of the activities of life from which we could not disengage and activities
about which success, fame, production and all other gains were made, to sustain what we
are doing. Bureaucracy was impersonal — it required that a social worker should place
his/her work on rules/procedures, which more often than not might not favor the social
worker based on performance of tasks an duties. When such a thing happened, the social
worker would experience stress, denied him/her of coping and later resulted in burnout.‘
Social interaction left little room for one to be totally independent from the influence of
other people — more especially those in authority or those who had power and advantage
over one. Reacting to situations where one needed to be subjected to authority and could
not protect him/herself from such influence often landed an individual in a stressful

situation.
2.4.2. WORK CONDITIONS.

2.4.2.1. Changes at the work place: Changes at the work place might cause stress to
the practitioner. Such changes might be severe with time, until the
practitioner lost control, resulting in him/her burning out. According to
Fineman, (1985:10), “The aura of change permeated many people’s views of
their organization: some as a specific feature of their stresses, most as a long
standing, generalized form of ‘change shock’”. A social worker might not
believe that change at the work place in terms of the structure of the building
where a building was rebuilt in a different setting would contribute to service
as he/she used to know. Adaptation and familiarity in the new building block
might pose problems to the social worker and frustrate his/her coping at
work. When that happened the practitioner could get grossly affected at work

2.4.2.2. Changes brought by changing authorities and other office-bearers: Again
the coming in of the new authority figure in terms of the Director or a
supervisor may pose problems to a social work practitioner who was used to

the out-going incumbent. Such a change may pose challenges to the
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.- Social workers still picketing
i By Mayibongwe Maqhina
' EAST LONDON — Government-employed social
« - workers in the province will continue with their industrial
o..action until their demands are met, Eastern Cape Social
o> Workers’ Forum secretary Zandile Matyila said yester-
.. day. ‘
5 The social workers have been on a go-slow since
»- Monday. From today they plan to picket during lunch
3. time outside the department’s offices.
&> They are demanding salary upgrades, which have been
outstanding for seven years, and acknowledgement that
* their degrees are a four-year qualification. ‘
« Matyila said they asked for an appointment with
¢ - Premier Nosimo Balindlela on Monday, but this has not
"~ yet been arranged. ; -

=

o
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" “We will picket until next Tuesday -and then hold a
... march on Wednesday next week,” she said. )

.. Departmental spokesperson Geobani Maswana said the
. go-slow had had no impact on service delivery.
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