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Abstract
Social workers often fail to practice self-care due to the heavy caseloads and societal 

expectations about being always on the service, which does not let them have sufficient 
time to do self-care activities for their well-being. This study aimed to examine how social 
workers prepare for the inevitable stresses and secondary trauma and what the key factors 
of participation in self-care practices are for them. To examine this issue, a narrative style 
literature review was designed. According to the literature review, in 8 studies meeting inclusion 
criteria, organizational self-care support was the important factor for social work professionals’ 
participation in self-care activities. The synthesis of the literature review suggested that human 
services and social work agencies should recognize multiple factors of attending self-care 
practices and its relationship with the degree of motivations in their engagement in self-care. 
This article contributes to the debates around how social workers apply and engage in self-care 
practices in the reduction of secondary traumatic stress. 
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SOSYAL ÇALIŞMACILARIN KENDİNE 
BAKIM UYGULAMALARINA KATILIMI: 

BİR DERLEME ÇALIŞMASI  

Öz
Sosyal hizmet uzmanları ağır iş yükleri ve sürekli serviste olma konusundaki toplumsal 

beklentiler yüzünden genellikle öz bakım uygulamaları konusunda başarısız olurlar. Yoğun 
çalışma temposu kendilerine yeterli zaman ayıramamayı ve kendilerine karşı yetersiz öz-bakım 
davranışı sergilemelerine neden olur. Bu çalışmanın iki temel amacı vardır; sosyal hizmet 
uzmanlarının ikincil travma ve kaçınılmaz stres durumlarına nasıl hazırlandıklarını incelemek 
ve uzmanların öz bakım uygulamalarına etkileyen faktörlerin neler olduğunu araştırmaktır. 
Bu konuyu incelemek için öyküsel alan taraması tasarlanmıştır. Bu alan taramasına dahil 
edilme kriterini karşılayan 8 çalışma incelenmiştir. Çalışmanın sonuçlarına göre, sosyal 
hizmet uzmanlarının öz bakım faaliyetlerine katılımında örgütsel öz bakım desteği önemli bir 
etken olduğu görülmüştür. Bu çalışma, sosyal hizmet kurumlarının öz bakım uygulamalarına 
katılmalarında farklı faktörlerin göz önünde bulundurulması gerektiğini ve bu faktörlerin 
de uzmanların öz bakım uygulamalarına katılımlardaki motivasyonlarıyla ilişkili olduğunu 
önermiştir. Bu makale, sosyal hizmet uzmanlarının ikincil travma stresini azaltmalarında öz 
bakım becerilerini nasıl uyguladıkları ve uygulamalara nasıl katılım gösterdikleri konusundaki 
tartışmalara katkıda bulunmaktadır. 

    

Anahtar Kelimeler : İkincil travma, iyilik hali, sosyal hizmet uzmanları, örgütsel destek, öz 
bakım uygulamaları
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INTRODUCTION

Many social workers serve for underprivileged population, who mostly 
grapple with difficult life situations or trauma on a daily basis. Exposing their 
clients’ traumatic cases often put the social workers at high risk for secondary 
traumatic stress. Although the social workers role to help others, that might 
be challenging for them while they experience stress and burnout. Thus, it is 
important to find a way to deal with second hand trauma for social workers 
to maintain their mental health and provide better service. Previous  studies 
suggest that there is an association between implementing self-care practices 
and the lower degree of secondary traumatic stress (Harker et al. 2016; Owens-
King 2019; Shepherd and Newell 2020; Xu, Harmon-Darrow, and Frey 2019). 
Further, Harker et al., (2016) found that social workers with a higher level of 
resilience and self-awareness were less likely to face burnout and secondary 
traumatic stress. While social workers are often aware of the importance of 
self-care practices, they might not apply them to their life, which may result 
in some negative consequences. For example, social workers’ experiences of 
stress, burnout, and other negative conditions may unintentionally reinforce 
problematic social work practices (McGarrigle and Walsh 2011a). A number 
of studies also point out that when social workers face physical consequences 
(McGarrigle and Walsh 2011b; Nissly, Mor Barak, and Levin 2005) or have an 
unhealthy psychological and emotional situation, they apply poor social work 
practices (Acker, 2010; Ben-zur and Michael, 2007; Pooler, 2008). Similarly, 
Dalphon (2019) noted that the lack of self-care practices can result in ineffective 
treatments or interventions. The level of care for clients is often linked to social 
workers’ well-being (Smith, 2017). Therefore, self-care practices are vital not 
only for practitioners’ well-being but also their effective practices for their 
clients’ wellness. 

Using self-care activities on a regular basis can reduce stress. Those activities 
often allow people to increase their long-term health conditions and well-
being. Self-care can be described as an ability to balance personal, professional, 
emotional, mental, physical, and spiritual components to live in a balanced 
and energized manner that assists one in coping with day-to-day stressors 
(Collins 2005). Self-care efforts aim to take care of physical, psychological 
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and emotional health. Also, it helps individuals manage and reduce stress by 
maintaining an equilibrium between personal and work life. The activities 
must be purposeful and continuous to ensure that all dimensions of the self-
care practices (Moore et al. 2011). Self-care practices can be defined in five 
main activity areas including psychological, physical, spiritual, professional, 
and social-emotional (Bloomquist et al. 2016). Each area holds its own specific 
activities, for instance, psychological self-care activities are often associated 
with being mindful (Bloomquist et al. 2016). Personal self-care practices 
based on “trauma therapy supervision/consultation with a focus on resolving 
countertransference issues” can reduce the problems related to their personal 
needs (Burke et al., 2006, p. 298). Similarly, having supervisions, peer support, 
improved spirituality, exercise tools, and spending time with family are 
interconnected with a low degree of burnout (Lemmons and Zanskas 2019). 
Therefore, social workers’ well-being might be connected to the involvement 
of self-care practices.

Being able to identify and deal with the challenges that social work 
professionals face, such as the potential for secondary traumatic stress or 
individual interpersonal difficulties are one of the aspects of self-care and vital 
to improve well-being for social workers (Friedman 2017; Guler and Ceyhan 
2020; Lemmons and Zanskas 2019; Williams et al. 2010). Several studies paid 
attention to how self-care practices impact on social workers’ overall health 
(Lee and Miller, 2013; J. Jay Miller et al., 2017, 2019). Importantly, providing 
appropriate self-care practices for social workers can decrease risk factors 
linked to traumatic stress at the workplace (Misca and Neamtu 2016; Newell 
and MacNeil 2010). This research synthesizes the literature of key conditions 
of performing self-care within the social work professionals by concentrating 
on how key opportunities and restrictions impact on social work professionals’ 
application of self-care practices to reduce secondary trauma.

METHOD

The literature review was the method of this article. A narrative style 
literature review was applied using the guidelines of narrative literature review 
by Ferrari (2015). For the purpose of this study, the following questions 
were explored: (1) What are the key factors of social workers’ participation 
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in self-care practices in reducing secondary traumatic stress? (2) How do 
social workers apply self-care practices by focusing on their opportunities 
and restrictions? Thus, the listed keywords and phrases below were searched 
in the literature: “self-care, social workers, participation/engagement in 
self-care practices, social workers’ self-care, education/training of self-care, 
intervention, mindfulness, performing self-care, applying/implementing self-
care activities, well-being, and interventions”. The inclusion criteria were: 
published articles in peer review journals, written in English, and being in 
a timeframe between 1989 and 2021. This timeframe was selected based on 
the time of recognizing the importance of self-care among social workers. For 
example, Adams, (1990) mentioned the self-help and empowerment of social 
workers in the 1990s. Moreover, social work supervision as a self-care practice 
was started in the 1980s (Harkness and Poertner 1989). Based on these criteria, 
the following databases were primarily searched: Google Scholar, Taylor and 
Francis Online Library, PubMed, PsycINFO, ProQuest, Science Direct, Wiley 
Online Library, and Sage Journals. 

Figure 1 presents the literature search and illustrates the multi-staged 
review and screening of the studies. The total number of identified studies 
was 3,445. Those studies were selected based on the title and abstract by 
evaluating the key results, quality of the results obtained, interpretation of the 
findings, and the contribution in the field. After reviewing the articles based 
on their titles and abstract, only articles that discuss implementing self-care 
practices among social workers, key environmental and conceptual issues, and 
the key dynamics around the motivations and restrictions of social workers’ 
performing self-care practices were included to review. There was no specific 
selection procedure in terms of focusing on qualitative, quantitative, or mixed-
method studies. 
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Figure 1 presents the literature search and illustrates the multi-staged review and 

screening of the studies. The total number of identified studies was 3,445. Those studies were 

selected based on the title and abstract by evaluating the key results, quality of the results 

obtained, interpretation of the findings, and the contribution in the field. After reviewing the 

articles based on their titles and abstract, only articles that discuss implementing self-care 

practices among social workers, key environmental and conceptual issues, and the key 

dynamics around the motivations and restrictions of social workers’ performing self-care 

practices were included to review. There was no specific selection procedure in terms of 

focusing on qualitative, quantitative, or mixed-method studies.  

 

Figure 1. Flowchart of the Literature Selection Process  

 

Articles that solely discussed secondary traumatic stress, burnout, or self-care activities 

were excluded. Non-English and not full text-available studies were also omitted. If the studies 

focused on the self-care practices among other professionals or specific patients such as 

menopause women, aging pregnant women, survivors, counsellors, caregivers, or other groups, 

Records identified 
through a database search

(n = 3445)

Records after duplicates 
removed

(n = 1105)

Records screened
(n = 1105) 

Full-text articles excluded
(most due to not related 

to research question)
(n = 222)

References assessed for 
potential inclusion

(n = 58)

Studies included 
review
(n = 8)

References 
excluded (n = 50) 

(Reasons for 
exclusion: not in 
peer-reviewed 
journals; only 

focused on social 
work students' 

self-care or 
secondary trauma 
or the reasons for 
seondary trauma)

Full-text articles 
assessed for eligibility 

(n = 280) 

Records excluded according 
to title and summary

(n = 825) 

Figure 1. Flowchart of the Literature Selection Process 

Articles that solely discussed secondary traumatic stress, burnout, or self-
care activities were excluded. Non-English and not full text-available studies 
were also omitted. If the studies focused on the self-care practices among 
other professionals or specific patients such as menopause women, aging 
pregnant women, survivors, counsellors, caregivers, or other groups, they 
were excluded. After examining the appropriateness of the studies, 8 studies 
met the criteria for this review (see Table 1).
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Table 1. Critical Findings of The Literature Review

Authors Purpose of the study Method Critical findings 

Alkema et al., 
(2008).

To explore the 
relationship between 
hospice professionals’ 
self-care practices and 
compassion satisfaction 
and burnout.

Survey with 37 
hospice professionals

The relationship between self-care 
strategies and lower levels of burnout, 
compassion fatigue and secondary 
trauma, and higher levels of compassion 
satisfaction was found. Experienced 
professionals were more likely to apply 
self-care practices.

Badger et al., 
(2008)

To examine social 
workers’ supportive 
self-care environment 
on secondary traumatic 
stress.

Questionnaires with 
121 social workers

While emotional separation and 
occupational stress were the important 
predictors of secondary traumatic 
stress, supportive self-care environment 
at organizations was identified as 
preventative factors of secondary 
trauma. 

Bloomquist et 
al. (2016)

To investigate the 
influences of applying 
self-care practices 
on social workers’ 
professional quality of 
life.

Surveys with master 
of social work alumni 

Positive perceptions about self-care and 
more years in the field were less likely to 
face secondary traumatic stress. Master 
of social work program and employers 
should teach how to actively involved in 
self-care practice.

Dane, (2000) To examine how social 
workers learn self-care 
practices in a two-day 
training module.

Focus groups with 18 
participants 

It was found that social work education, 
supervision and training about self-care 
in organizations were helpful to reduce 
burnout and secondary trauma.

Huss et al., 
(2010)

To explore how arts 
interventions can impact 
on social workers’ self-
care.  

Group workshops 
with 22 participants

Art interventions were helpful for 
social workers as they describe their 
stressors in a war zone and improve their 
resilience by reducing anxiety. 

Kulkarni et al., 
(2013)

To investigate how major 
risks and protective 
factors may be related to 
practitioners’

well-being. 

Web-based survey 
with 274 individuals

The experiences of secondary traumatic 
stress were associated with heavy 
workloads. It was suggested that 
organizational interventions can protect 
workers and enhance their wellness.

Maltzman 
(2011)

To develop 
organizational self-care 
model by focusing on 
the reduction of negative 
effects of secondary 
trauma among helping 
professionals. 

Qualitative practice 
of the organizational 
self-care model

Implementation of an organizational 
self-care model appeared to be helpful 
for staff to deal with secondary trauma 
by providing supervisions and having 
supportive organizational environment.  

Salloum et al., 
(2019)

To investigate the 
influences of trauma-
informed self-care on 
child welfare workers’ 
burnout and secondary 
trauma and mental 
health functioning.

Surveys with 177 child 
welfare workers 

Individual self-care practices were 
related to experiencing burnout and 
secondary trauma and mental health 
functions. Organizational self-care 
sources were associate with secondary 
trauma and mental health.
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RESULTS

The key factors and circumstances around social workers’ participation 
in self-care practices were reviewed then they were identified based on their 
relationship with social workers’ well-being. Afterward, three main factors 
were emerged: (1) the years of professional practice experiences (Alkema et 
al., 2008; Bloomquist et al. 2016; Dagan et al., 2016; Jirek, 2020; Van Hook 
and Rothenberg, 2009), (2) supportive organizational environment and (3) 
multiple self-care sources in agencies (Badger et al. 2008; Dane 2000; Huss et 
al. 2010; Kulkarni et al. 2013b; Maltzman 2011; Rienks 2020; Salloum et al. 
2019). These key conditions are important to shape both the implementation 
of self-care practices that are frequently related to the increased well-being 
and prevention of traumatic stress. 

Professional practice experiences

The effects of self-care practices on social workers’ life quality were 
examined (Bloomquist et al., 2016). The researcher focused on the importance 
of engagement in self-care activities regarding the reduction of the degree 
of burnout, secondary traumatic stress, and compassion satisfaction. To 
achieve this, surveys about the professional quality of life and self-care with 
the master of social work alumni were conducted. The survey questions 
aimed to investigate how often social workers involved in self-care activities 
and experience compassion satisfaction, burnout, and secondary traumatic 
stress in 30 days. More years in the field and positive views about self-care 
were linked to the less likely to face secondary traumatic stress and burnout. 
Experienced social workers who hold positive perceptions about self-care 
were more likely to experience compassion satisfaction in their work lives. It 
could be argued that age and years of professional work might impact their 
self-care and less likely to face traumatic stress. Therefore, experienced social 
workers more engaged in self-care practices than inexperienced practitioners. 
Similarly, Alkema et al. (2008) measured work-related exposure to extremely 
stressful events for compassion fatigue score, which is associated with the 
experiences of secondary trauma among hospice care professionals. Alkema’s 
et al. (2008) pointed out the importance of available time to perform self-care. 
Overall, available time for self-care as well as being experienced social workers 
were likely to improve well-being. 
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Many scholars also found that inexperienced social workers often 
experienced more burnout than older ones (Alkema et al. 2008; Van Hook and 
Rothenberg 2009). For example, Newell and Nelson-Gardell, (2014) found 
that social work students hold more vulnerable positions as they lack work 
experience to adequately cope with extremely stressful situations. Considering 
the stressful conditions among inexperienced social workers, their needs 
for self-care practices should be paid attention to improve their well-being. 
Moreover, Miller et al., (2017) found that social workers’ financial stability, 
health conditions, and licensure status impact their engagement in self-care 
practices. Likewise, Miller et al., (2020) conducted surveys to examine social 
workers’ self-care practices in Slovakia. They reported that participants’ self-
care activities differed based on their health status, and work hours. Therefore, 
individual factors regarding professional positions, health status, and financial 
issues are frequently linked to the social workers’ participation in self-care 
activities.

Supportive organizational environment 

Many scholars emphasized the importance of the organizational support 
on staff ’s self-care (Badger et al. 2008; Dane 2000; Huss et al. 2010; Kulkarni 
et al. 2013b; Maltzman 2011; Rienks 2020; Salloum et al. 2019). To explain 
how organizational environment could help to reduce the effects of secondary 
trauma among helping professionals, Maltzman (2011) reviewed the available 
evidence around the consequences of secondary trauma and developed a 
theory and evidence based intervention known as the organizational self-care 
model. It was highlighted that organizational factors were critical to minimize 
negative effects by addressing the professionals’ self-care needs. Further, this 
model offered supervision and a more positive and supportive organizational 
environment. It was claimed that the organizational self-care model was 
beneficial for the staff to protect and improve their well-being (Maltzman, 
2011). 

While the experiences of secondary traumatic stress and burnout were 
associated with heavy work demands (Rai 2010), engaging stress management 
strategies and self-care practices were more likely to reduce burnout and 
secondary traumatic stress (Kulkarni et al., 2013). Moreover, organizational 
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commitment might increase when organizational interventions of self-care 
practices were implemented (Rai, 2012), Specifically, these interventions 
such as meditation, healthy eating habits, time management strategies, and 
receiving social support and supervision (Kulkarni et al., 2013) may protect 
mental health and increase wellness among social practitioners. Similarly, 
Dane (2000) examined child welfare workers’ experiences of traumatic stress 
and their strategies to overcome trauma related stress. In Dane’s study (2000), 
Stress Inoculation Training was applied to 17 child welfare workers to increase 
their coping skills and reduce their secondary trauma. Participants’ coping 
strategies were identified as: “detachment; staying busy; accepting one's 
limitations; setting limits, and cutting off " (p. 32). The curriculum of this 
training included the strategies (e.g., relaxation exercises, drawings, listening 
to the soft music, discussions with group members, and peer support) to 
reduce the participants’ secondary trauma and burnout symptoms. Dane 
(2000) suggests the importance of improving collaboration between school 
and agency to improve social workers’ wellbeing in the field. 

Multiple self-care sources in agencies

A great number of scholars paid attention to different self-care practices 
such as creative art, writing activities, and additional resources (Dane, 2000; 
Kulkarni et al., 2013; Jirek, 2020; Moffatt et al., 2016; Warren et al., 2010). 
Jirek (2020) examined how organizational structure might impact on helping 
professionals’ secondary traumatic stress and found the importance of 
providing self-care resources on improving worker’s well-being. However, 
Jirek’s study (2000) did not provide adequate information on how self-care 
tools and resources could be applied to reduce secondary traumatic stress 
among social workers. 

A few scholars explored the specific materials and models of self-care 
practices for social workers. For instance, Huss et al., (2010) developed a self-
care model based on social workers’ needs to reduce their degree of anxiety 
in a war zone. This model aimed to apply reflective artwork during the 
crisis and this was identified as a transformative tool. In this model, social 
workers described their stress and conditions to increase the awareness of 
anxiety. They identified these stressful situations by recognizing the reasons 
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and circumstances of their traumatic stress. Moreover, the group members 
discussed their feelings, perspectives, and thoughts about their experiences 
based on artwork. Huss et al., (2010) found that this exercise as a self-care tool 
enhanced social workers’ resilience to reduce and overcome their trauma. They 
argued that reflective artwork was a successful self-care tool for social workers 
who were in a highly sensitive field such as traumatic or war conditions. Also, 
they noted that this self-care model was a cheaper and more easily applied tool 
than other self-care sources.

A trauma-informed approach focuses on providing safety and teamwork 
in services with dynamic training for well-being among staff (Salloum et al. 
2019). Trauma-informed self-care might improve social workers’ well-being 
and effective practices. For example, Salloum et al., (2015) investigated the 
role of trauma-informed self-care on compassion satisfaction, burnout, 
and secondary trauma. Surveys with 104 child welfare case managers and 
supervisors were conducted. Active engagement in trauma-informed self-care 
practices were related to the higher levels of compassion satisfaction and lower 
levels of burnout. However, there was no relationship between secondary 
trauma and self-care. Therefore, additional and effective interventions to 
address secondary trauma were recommended. For instance, providing 
education about “balancing caseloads with traumatized and non-traumatized 
children and families, utilizing agency resources (such as employee assistance 
programs) for support, and developing a written plan focused on work–
life balance” was suggested to decrease secondary traumatic stress, which 
helped to decrease the degree of stress (Salloum et al., 2015, p.15). Similarly, 
Salloum et al., (2019) examined the relationship between trauma-informed 
self-care on burnout and secondary trauma and mental health functioning 
by implementing surveys with 177 child welfare workers. They found that 
self-care activities mediated the relationships between burnout and secondary 
trauma and mental health functions. While organizational resources mediated 
the relationship between secondary trauma and mental health, these resources 
did not make a significant difference in burnout levels. However, self-care 
practices played a significant role in promoting social workers' mental health 
(Salloum et al. 2019). Furthermore, multiple factors about self-care practices 
have been illustrated in Table 2.
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Table 2. Multiple Factors of Participating Self-Care Practices 

Interconnected 
concepts

Factors around active 
participation in self-care

Factors around lack of participation in 
self-care

Individual Issues -Awareness of self-care 
activities

-Available time for self-care 
practices

-Available places for 
self-care activities and 
reasonable work demand

-Motivations around 
involving self-care activities

-Skills and knowledge on 
implementing self-care 
practices

-Positive perceptions about 
self-care practices

-Lack of knowledge about self-care tools 
and resources

-Inadequate time for the self-care 
practices due to heavy work schedule

-Lack of opportunities to implement 
self-care activities based on available 
places

-Insufficient motivation around 
involving self-care activities; 

-Lack of skills implementing self-care 
activities

Organizational 
Circumstances

-Providing education and 
training about self-care to 
prevent secondary trauma

-Having supervision and 
peer support groups

-Offering mindfulness 
training or practices as self-
care practices 

-The development of 
mindfulness practices in 
services

-Offering effective quality 
of life curriculum with 
multiple self-care sources in 
agencies

-Experiencing secondary traumatic 
stress without any support in services

-Facing burnout and vicarious trauma 

-Working with highly vulnerable and 
difficult populations in an environment 
lacks of organizational support

As seen in Table 2, individual issues and organizational circumstances 
are interconnected concepts shaping social workers’ participation in self-
care practices. Moreover, the factors of participating self-care practices are 
related to the individuals’ self-awareness and motivational dynamics and 
supportive organizational environment. While there is no direct finding 
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about the influence of motivation on applying self-care practices and reducing 
secondary traumatic stress, intrinsic motivations around attending self-care 
activities might impact the social workers’ efforts to engage in these activities. 
For example, self-determination theory focuses on intrinsic motivation 
related to work performance, mental health, prosocial skills, quality of life, and 
well-being (Baard, Deci, and Ryan 2004; Kotera, Green, and Sheffield 2019). 
Therefore, intrinsic motivation might be related to engagement in self-care 
practices. Furthermore, key circumstances around inadequate involvement in 
self-care practices are often associated with experiencing secondary traumatic 
stress, and working with highly sensitive groups. Overall, human services and 
agencies should consider multiple factors to achieve not only social workers’ 
well-being but also effective practices for their clients.  
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DISCUSSION

This study examined how key individual and environmental factors and 
circumstances shaped social workers’ participation in self-care practices. It 
was found that years of professional work, organizational support, education 
and training about self-care practices frequently shaped the engagement 
in self-care activities. Awareness and individuals’ perceptions about the 
importance of self-care were identified as the important indicators for 
applying self-care activities (Richards, Campenni, and Muse-Burke 2010). 
Organizational resources such as peer support, supervision, training, and 
education about self-care have been widely discussed in the literature. For 
example, several researchers stated that spending time with the co-workers, 
peer support, as well as setting boundaries with the clients were identified as 
the most frequently applied activities as a professional self-care among social 
work professionals (Bloomquist et al. 2016; Csiernik et al. 2010; Ellett et al. 
2007; Glassburn, McGuire, and Lay 2019; Maltzman 2011). Importantly, these 
self-care activities were often predictors of preventing secondary trauma and 
burnout. 

In addition to organization resources, receiving support from colleagues 
and supervisors were found to be effective to manage secondary traumatic 
stress and considered as a powerful tool for well-being for social workers 
(Choi 2011). Likewise, Mcgarrigle et al., (2011)  found that social workers’ 
self-awareness was improved and their stress level decreased by 8-week 
meditative training. Importantly, this study illustrated the roles of time, place, 
and permission in engaging in training and self-care activities (Mcgarrigle et 
al. 2011). Furthermore, Bell et al. (2003) suggested that organizational support 
(e.g.,  group cohesion, supervision, education about self-care) reduced social 
workers’ vicarious trauma. Bell et al. (2003) claimed that this supportive 
organizational atmosphere reduced and stopped experiencing vicarious 
trauma. While Bell and his colleauge's study (2003) did not examine how 
this organizational environment impacted on reducing secondary trauma, it 
could be assumed that this positive job environment could psychologically 
support social workers and improve their well-being. Importantly, reflective 
supervision was also identified as a key organizational self-care activity (Curry 



633

SOCIAL WORKERS’ PARTICIPATION IN SELF-CARE PRACTICES: 
A LITERATURE REVIEW

Zeynep TURHAN, Emel GENÇ  

and Epley 2020; Glassburn et al. 2019). Likewise, some scholars highlighted that 
child welfare workers reduced their stress at the workplace when supervision 
and peer support are provided (Csiernik et al. 2010; Ellett et al. 2007). 

Martin et al., (2020) reported that personal and family issues, inadequate 
time, many demands, and work-related issues and financial problems were 
described obstacles to participating in self-care among social workers 
and supervised students at agencies. Martin et al., (2020) also found that 
administrative support, manageable caseloads, and flexible schedules were key 
facilitators of self-care. Overall, it was recommended that social work educators 
should recognize these factors to ensure that field supervisors engage in their 
self-care and help students participate in self-care practices to enhance the 
social work profession. While there was no direct solution to improve social 
workers’ self-care practices and reduce the negative effects of stress and trauma 
experiences, the literature frequently stated that organizational support often 
promoted social workers’ well-being. Organizational supportive environment 
mostly encouraged social workers to engage in self-care activities to reduce 
and prevent potential secondary traumatic stress. In fact, very pervasive 
factors of engagement in self-care have been associated with supervision, peer 
support, and training in the agency. 

Limitations

This literature review focused on the relevant studies of key conditions 
around social workers’ participation in self-care practices. The findings revealed 
from only 8 studies. Researchers should consider this limitation of this review 
when they interpret the results. However, the major purpose of this review 
was to investigate participation in self-care activities among social workers 
who have been actively working in agencies or human services. This issue 
included complicated and multifaced factors because agencies hold different 
and complex environmental conditions. Considering these limitations, this 
review explored how we can improve our understanding of key conditions of 
self-care practices and improve social workers’ well-being. Another weakness 
of this review is that it cannot be replicated because this narrative review did 
not follow the restrictive rules and principles of a systematic literature review. 
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CONCLUSION

Multiple factors around participating in self-care practices and their 
relationship with experiencing burnout and secondary traumatic stress were 
discussed in this review. Future research should investigate the social workers’ 
readiness to apply self-care practices as this can reduce the degree of burnout, 
secondary traumatic stress, and other psychological struggles. Importantly, 
social workers’ perceptions and motivations around engaging in self-care 
practices need to be explored to recognize their active engagement in self-
care activities. Moreover, as many scholars emphasize that self-care practices 
improve social workers’ practices of helping their clients, future research 
needs to concentrate on how to provide effective training, education, and 
resources about self-care. To develop effective interventions for social workers 
with secondary traumatic stress, firstly the need of social workers should be 
assessed with the self-reported measures, then the effectiveness of applied self-
care tools and interventions should be evaluated. That would guide researchers 
to develop functional and practical tools and interventions in the future.

Implementing self-care is a dynamic and complex issue that is comprised of 
both organizational and individual factors. This study reviewed the literature 
on how these factors impact social workers’ participation in self-care activities. 
This study paid attention to how multiple conditions often impact social 
workers’ self-care practices. Organizational support including peer support, 
supervision, available self-care tools, professional practice experiences, and 
heavy work schedule are identified as important circumstances impacting 
social workers’ well-being. Importantly, training and education about self-care 
practices are mostly indicated as preventative sources to reduce experiencing 
secondary traumatic stress. This study suggests the importance of recognizing 
multiple factors of social workers’ participation in self-care practices. When 
social work agencies take into consideration these factors by implementing 
self-care sources and tools, they can improve social workers’ well-being and 
quality of professional life. 
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