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Social work, a helping profession, has a reputation of being rewarding as we watch our clients exceed 
their own expectations, recover from trauma, and thrive in their independence and recovery. However, a 
helping profession can be counterintuitive as social workers pour into others and find themselves empty 
and burned out. Burnout was first coined in 1975 by Freudenberger. Today anywhere from 47-71% of 
social workers experience burnout. Several researchers suggest that burnout is more common for social 
workers under the age of 30. Burnout can be dangerous to social workers as we seek self-medication 
techniques, no longer find our work rewarding, become less effective at our mission, and may even leave 
the field of social work altogether. Smullens explores the various manifestations of burnout, helping 
readers to identify burnout, and warning-signs of burnout within themselves. Each chapter of this book is 
followed by Questions for Reflection, allowing readers to explore self-awareness in a direct manner in 
order to prevent the detrimental results of burnout.  

Smullens suggests that burnout can present itself through compassion fatigue, countertransference, and 
vicarious trauma. Burnout can be seen in all of these areas, or a mixture of two or more. Smullens 
provides real-life examples given by numerous social workers to illustrate how different types of burnout 
may appear in our profession. Burnout is typically seen in the professional arena. Social workers rarely 
consider burnout as present in one's personal, social, or physical worlds. Smullens brings these areas of 
our lives to the forefront of importance, as these areas must require balance in order for the helping 
profession to be executed effectively.  

After the self-awareness and identification of warning-signs and burnout manifestation have been 
explored, Smullens leads the readers toward effective and enriching self-care strategies which not only 
prevent burnout but can alleviate already present symptoms of burnout. Suggested strategies include 
practicing gratitude, centeredness, mindfulness, and physical exercise. Smullens emphasizes the 
personalized journey of self-care that must be tailored towards your needs, while still incorporating 
supervisors, coworkers, friends and family. Next, Smullens suggests that self-care can be provided in a 
work setting when opportunities for professional growth and internal rotations occur. Case studies of 
social workers along the way help readers to be inspired through struggles and successes through the 
journey toward self-care. Smullens empowers readers to care for themselves in their professional world, 
their personal world, and their social world. Readers are empowered to take time for themselves through 
self-awareness and self-discipline as social workers work toward creating healthy boundaries and creating 
a life of their own separate from their helping career.  

Burnout and Self-Care in Social Work is a humbling and inspiring read written by a social worker whom 
has experienced the burden of burnout and the daily challenge to care for herself. Alongside her story are 
the stories of numerous other social workers struggling with the daily challenges of the profession, 
providing readers with a sense of belonging and justification. Smullens’ cadence gives readers a personal 
experience with the book as they reflect with the author at the end of each chapter to identify and combat 
career-threatening burnout.  
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