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Abstract
This paper focuses on qualitative research data gathered through thirteen semi-structured interviews that
explored policies and strategies one local organization has put in place to help its direct service
employees combat burnout and vicarious trauma. This qualitative study gathers knowledge on innovative
practices this local organization is adopting to support self-care and reduce stress amongst its employees.
Strategies highlighted in this paper include off-site trainings, collaborative and team infused culture,
work time devoted to counseling sessions, educational opportunities, and debriefing training.
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Introduction
Social workers and other helping
professionals are called on to go above and
beyond to advocate, protect, collaborate
with, and provide their clients with
resources. In doing their job, social workers
can experience burnout, compassion fatigue,
and vicarious trauma. Vicarious trauma,
burnout, and compassion fatigue are often
used interchangeably in research literature to
describe the cumulative and detrimental
effects a helping professional can experience
from being exposed to, or having explicit
knowledge of traumatic material and/or
tragic and distressing events of the clients or
population they serve (Doukessa & Mitchell,

2003; Harr, 2013; Michalopoulos &
Aparicio, 2012). The effects and symptoms
of this kind of trauma have been described
to be similar to those of Post-Traumatic
Stress Disorder (PTSD) (Harr, 2013).
Therefore, it is necessary that more
emphasis be placed on the health and wellbeing of the helping professionals who are
in the front lines doing the work, to mitigate
the possible mental health effects of their
work.
Past research indicates that
organizational predictors of burnout,
compassion fatigue, and vicarious trauma
include poor on-the-job training, high
caseloads, low peer and supervisory

Organizational Approaches to Helping Employees

supports, unfairness in organizational
structure, and low employee engagement
(Newell & MacNeil, 2010; Ravalier, 2010).
Individual symptoms that may present
themselves at varying degrees include
apathy, rigidity, decreased self-esteem,
difficulty concentrating, anxiety, guilt, fear,
sadness, increased absenteeism, and feelings
of powerlessness (Harr, 2010). This research
study adds to this body of knowledge. The
research question this study was attempting
to answer was: “What protective factors do
employers implement to reduce rates of
burnout and vicarious trauma in social
workers?”
Methodology
The data for this research study was
gathered through thirteen 30-45-minute
semi-structured interviews with employees
of an organization that works directly with
individuals who are experiencing
homelessness. After the interviews were
conducted and transcribed, the data was
analyzed utilizing a line by line inductive
method to uncover emerging themes related
to organizational protective factors to
combat burnout and vicarious trauma at this
organization. The sampling frame for this
population was identified as employees of
the organization that worked directly with
the client population mentioned above; from
which a sample of convenience was chosen.
Findings and Discussion
The themes that emerged from the data
collected were grouped under two main
themes namely, organizational
policies/strategies and organizational culture
aspects that employees mentioned, that
helped them deal with the stress, burnout,
and vicarious trauma associated with their
jobs. Policies/strategies employed by the
organization that were mentioned by
participants included; opportunities for offsite trainings, availability of onsite
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counseling services offered to employees on
a monthly basis, a generous pay and benefits
package including employee assistance
program (EAP) that is accessible to family
members, a generous amount of paid timeoff (PTO) that can be gifted to other coworkers if needed, and educational and
continuing professional development
opportunities offered onsite that can be
completed during work hours.
Organizational Culture aspects that
emerged from the data included the faithbased culture of the organization and
encouragement to freely and comfortable
incorporate and express spirituality.
Research participants shared that they
completed spiritual activities and rituals at
work through prayer and devotionals, they
shared that they had feelings that they were
a part of a team that truly valued one
another, being able to openly communicate
with supervisors when there was a problem
or if they had questions, viewing leadership
as being authentic and transparent, and
feeling that self-care was treated as an
important part of their work as reflected by
the leadership in their personal choices and
actions.
The findings of this study suggest that
organizational policies, practices, and
culture play and impact how employees
handle the stresses of their jobs. The results
of this study support the idea that
normalizing the experience of helping
professionals who are dealing with burnout,
compassion fatigue, and vicarious trauma,
communicates it as an occupational hazard
and not a personal or professional flaw or
shortcoming (Wilson, 2016; Harr, 2013).
These results also support the belief that it is
in the best interest of organizations to assist
in providing supports for helping
professionals that lead to better-quality
services to the populations that are served.
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Limitations
Limitations of this study include its small
sample size that was conveniently picked,
which affects the generalizability of the
study. Given that the study was conducted at
only one organization with a handful of
employees, the hope is that it will garner
further consideration into this research
question and that future studies will be
conducted to continue to develop knowledge
on what part organizations have in helping
their employees manage vicarious trauma,
compassion fatigue and burnout.
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Conclusion
In conclusion, the results of this study
support the importance of meaningful
organizational policies and practices that
support employee well-being. The practices
highlighted by the study results included
organizational policies, strategies and
culture that support direct service employee
well-being and help alleviate vicarious
trauma and burnout. Given that the highest
predictor for experiencing burnout, vicarious
trauma, and compassion fatigue is working
in a helping profession, it is important to
consider that organizations intentionally
adopt practices and a culture that supports
their direct service employees.
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