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Abstract

Background and Aim: The practice of social workers, regarded as one of the most essential professions in changing
and improving the quality of life for the target group, has consistently been challenging due to the complexities of the
target community. In this context, social workers take action to deal with these challenges. Therefore, the purpose of
this study was to examine how social workers confront the issues arising from social work practice.

Data and Method: The research employed a qualitative approach utilizing grounded theory design. For this purpose,
20 social workers from three institutions in Hamadan, Iran, including the Social Welfare Organization, Imam Khomeini
Relief Foundation, and hospitals, were selected using a theoretical sampling method. They were interviewed through
semi-structured interviews.

Findings: The data were analyzed using a theoretical coding technique in three stages: open, axial, and selective
coding. Six main categories emerged from the data analysis: competency crisis, interpersonal barriers to effective
intervention, organizational barriers, strategies for action, client challenges, and psychological and professional
erosion. Finally, the core category "passive/unprofessional action" emerged as the social workers’ response and
reaction to problems related to social work practice.

Conclusion: It seems that social workers should strive for greater professionalism when dealing with work-related
issues to prevent the negative consequences of psychological and professional erosion. The findings of this study
recommend providing a platform to reduce work-related injuries by assisting professionals and relevant officials.

Keywords: Burnout, Competency crisis, Organization challenges, Work problems, Social workers.

Key Message: Psychological and professional erosion is a serious issue in social work practice that impacts the quality
of life for both social workers and their target groups. It should be addressed through individual and organizational
strategies to improve the professionalism and well-being of social workers.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Social service professionals, including nurses, teachers, counselors, psychologists, social

workers, and police officers, are at high risk of burnout due to organizational characteristics
and work-related stress (Wang et al.,, 2019; Gémez-Garcia et al.; Solomonidou & Katsounari,
2022; Vincent et al., 2019). Social workers often encounter individuals in pain and distress
who cannot solve their problems independently. Despite their efforts to help, they frequently
face limitations in resources and support from their organizations, complicating their
professional responsibilities. The diverse needs of clients, accountability to authorities, and
shifting expectations make this profession particularly challenging (Moezani et al., 2013;
Griffiths et al,, 2019). Thus, the preparedness of social workers to manage work-related issues
is crucial for their professional performance. This study aims to explore the experiences of
social workers in facing these challenges and examine effective and ineffective strategies for
managing them.

Methods and Data
The present study is a qualitative research based on the grounded theory of Strauss and

Corbin (1998). The participants in this study consisted of 20 social workers employed in
Hamadan Province, Iran, all of whom had at least 5 years of social work experience and held a
bachelor's degree or higher. They were purposefully selected. Initially, interviews were
conducted with 10 social workers working at the Social Welfare Organization, followed by 6
additional participants from the hospital sector and 4 from the Imam Khomeini Relief
Foundation. The duration of the interviews varied from 40 to 90 minutes. The information
and data obtained from the interviews were analyzed using a constant comparative method
during the coding process. This included open coding, axial coding, and, in the third stage,
selective coding to identify the data and select the coded categories.

Findings

In this study, 85 concepts were initially identified and later distilled into six main
categories: competency crisis, interpersonal barriers to effective intervention, organizational
barriers, behavioral challenges of clients, coping strategies, and psychological and
professional burnout. The competency crisis is rooted in weaknesses in professional skills and
role incongruence, stemming from social workers' lack of effectiveness and indifference
toward developing their professional abilities. Interpersonal barriers arise from non-
professional attitudes and role pressures, while organizational barriers include limited
resources, excessive workloads, lack of inter-agency cooperation, minimal benefits, low
professional credibility, and paradoxical professional situations. Clients' behavioral challenges
manifest through conservatism, tension, and entitled demands. Participants in the study
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indicated they strive to cope with the characteristics and conditions of their jobs, often
adapting to the shortages and challenges they face. Some utilized avoidance strategies to
manage work-related pressures and reduce physical and psychological harm. Additionally,
participants recognized that changing their perspective and acknowledging the positive
aspects of their profession, along with adopting a religious and spiritual approach, helped
them navigate the challenges of their work. Ultimately, enhancing professional self-efficacy
through specific skills can lead to improved relationships, quality of work, and overall job
satisfaction for social workers. Self-care strategies were also highlighted as effective means
for coping with occupational challenges.

Conclusion and Discussion
Passive and unprofessional conduct among social workers refers to their responses and

reactions to the challenges and issues encountered in the practice of social work. Various
factors drive social workers toward passive and unprofessional conduct. In the paradigmatic
model of this research, causal conditions include organizational barriers, while contextual
factors encompass deficiencies in professional skills, role conflicts, and behavioral challenges
posed by clients. Intervening conditions involve role incongruence and the prevalence of non-
professional attitudes. In facing the challenges and issues of their work, social workers may
resort to strategies such as unprofessional behavior, avoidance tactics, interpersonal
approaches, enhancing professional self-efficacy, and self-care practices. Some social workers
strive to adapt to their circumstances, practicing self-restraint when dealing with client
aggression and violence. However, high workloads can lead some social workers to disengage
from professional practices, resulting in unprofessional interactions with clients. Additionally,
job changes and mobility within their professional roles serve as avoidance strategies utilized
by some social workers as they seek to navigate these difficulties.

Ethical Considerations
Compliance with Ethical Guidelines
To adhere to ethical considerations, the researcher informed the interviewees about the

research topic, objectives, and methodology during the invitation process. The participants
were fully aware of and consented to their involvement in the interviews. Additionally, the
recording of participants' voices was conducted with their permission, and it was assured that
these recordings would remain confidential with the researcher. The identities of individuals
involved in the study were kept confidential, and information was collected while maintaining
the participants' anonymity. For those who did not wish to have their voices recorded,
interviews were documented through note-taking. Throughout the research process,
participants were reminded that they could withdraw from the study at any time, and efforts
were made to ensure that they were not harmed during or after the research process.
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