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O
urs is a rewarding profession—
and a stressful one. It can be 
hard to stay positive, because 

problems are what we are expected 
(and expect ourselves) to solve. These 
expectations take a toll and sometimes 
result in a process of gradual exhaustion, 
cynicism, and loss of commitment. 
 I believe there are ways to become 
more resilient and flourish. Acknowledg-
ing vulnerability and using strength-based 
approaches are important tools. I hope 
to identify resources, creative tools, and 
skills early-career social workers can use. 
In fact, some of what we know to be help-
ful to clients can also be helpful to us. 
 A few years back, I offered a 
workshop for early-career social work-
ers where I began by summarizing my 
40-plus years as a social worker, noting 
that there were only three years I didn’t 
like what I did. Two of them were the 
first two years out of graduate school. 
The room of a dozen new social workers 
burst into laughter, one commenting that 
hearing this was worth the cost of the 
workshop. Although it’s now been more 
than two years since that day, I’ve heard 
from some attendees that my comment is 
still being talked about—because it gave 
them hope for the future. Early-career 
social workers in particular need more 
help than they are given in school—or 
as they’re leaving—with finding jobs and 
thriving in their first few years out. 
 They, as well as many who have 
been in the field for much longer, have 
concerns about competence, have dif-
ficulty managing self-doubt, or feel un-
dervalued or helpless in the face of often 
intractable problems. At the beginning 

of the workshop, they clearly laid out for 
me what they needed and wanted: 

to know they weren’t alone in feel-
ing overwhelmed and questioning
a safe community in which to share 
these feelings and their values
support and help so as to have hope 
for the future

 I first became interested in the 
phenomenon of burnout 45 years ago, 

although I didn’t have a name for it at 
the time. As I remember, I experienced 
it first, and most traumatically, at age 
23, while working in a mid-1960s War 
on Poverty-funded settlement house in 
a midwestern city. At the time, I was 
idealistic but soon became disillusioned. 
I recall feeling helpless, but I didn’t rec-
ognize or couldn’t admit my vulnerabil-
ity. I didn’t know how to take the next 
positive step. Like many drawn to social 
work, l liked the idea of fixing people 
and systems, but didn’t like the feelings 
about what I could not solve or fix.

 The following tools and readings provide additional resources for knowing 
yourself, acknowledging vulnerability, getting support, learning from and finding 
positives in difficult experiences, self care, job-seeking, and job changing.

 » VIA Signature Strengths Questionnaire 

 » Realise2 The Realise2 shows “Unrealised 
Strengths,” “Learned Behaviors” (those things you’re good at but that drain your energy) 
as well as “Realised Strengths” and “Weaknesses.” Both can be helpful for job search/
performance and career direction and information for increasing energy and sense of 
well-being. 

 » The Keirsey Temperament Sorter helpful for job 
search/job performance

 » Personal Values Inventory (Biswas-Diener, 2010, 95-97)
 » Resource Relevance Checklist (Ibid. 86-87)

 » Situational Benefactors (Ibid. 92-94)

 » Shame Resilience (Brown, 2007, 268-270)
 » Peer groups (Guidelines for Setting Up Peer Supervision Groups, 2005; Counselman & 

Weber, 2004)

om and Finding Positives in Difficult Experiences

 » Appreciative action in stressful situations (Stavros & Torres, 2005, 100-106)

 » Questions for reframing difficult situations (Kelm, 2008, 173-174) 

 » Self-compassion inventory, exercises, and guided meditations 
Neff, 2011)

 » Creative use of early career years: learning more (e.g., about self-care, about agency ad-
ministration, clinical training, extra supervision); exploring PhD programs; starting peer 
groups; getting help from mentors or life coaches; changing jobs.

 » Job crafting to suit motivations, strengths, and passions (Berg, Dutton, & Wrzesniewski, 2010)
 » Assessing values and culture in organizations (Brown, 2012, 174-175)



Perhaps vulnerability is a no-no for helping professionals, a 
weakness okay for others—those we are trying to help—but not us. 
Are we good at giving help, but not so good about asking for the 
help we need? As a recent graduate told me a short time ago, calm 
is what is admired. If you’re sad, you can’t express it to your su-
pervisor, and there’s no room for collective support for yourself or 
others. Pulling yourself up by your bootstraps is what is required.

We are trained to listen to clients and offer counsel and 
solutions. At the same time, we are human and therefore expe-
rience vulnerability—as true for us as for our clients. Still, we are 
expected to remain emotionally detached and to be altruistic 
and cool, whether dealing with clients or with colleagues. 

I field-tested this sense of vulnerability recently in a survey 
of District of Columbia area social workers across the spectrum 
of experience, asking what was most difficult or stressful, person-
ally and professionally, past or present. Here are a few responses: 

The lack of clarity and confidence that I experience when 
clients are struggling with life questions or crises that are 
similar to mine.
The amount of time it took to feel like a competent and 
valuable professional.
I often feel there is more I could or should be doing and 
worry that my choices regarding what to focus on will not 
be most efficacious.
Am I where I belong? Is someone or somewhere else a bet-
ter fit?
Being a (barely) “good enough” therapist while trying to 
recover my health and maintain “good enough” Mom sta-
tus. I know I'm not unique! How the hell do other people 
manage to balance these?!

Here’s the bottom line: These feelings don’t go away with 
experience—we need to recognize and deal with them. If we 
think they show weakness, then we’re ashamed and unlikely to 
talk about them. A negative spiral of isolation, more vulnerabil-
ity, and shame may result.

Brene Brown (2012), a research professor at the Univer-
sity of Houston Graduate College of Social Work, is a popular 
speaker whose TED talks on shame, vulnerability, and whole-
hearted living have been viewed nearly 10 million times on the 
Internet. She has developed theories about vulnerability based 
on people’s lived experiences and writes about vulnerability 
and shame, including her own experience of the same. 

Brown’s research found that connection gives meaning and 
purpose to life and that acknowledging vulnerability is key to au-
thentic connection. We learn early to protect ourselves from vul-
nerability by numbing our feelings, putting on emotional armor, 
and acting invulnerable (Brown, 2012). I believe this learning is 
reinforced in our training as social workers. What to do?

Brown suggests self-compassion and recommends ideas 
proposed by University of Texas psychologist Kristin Neff 
(2011), who advocates practicing self-compassion by recogniz-
ing our common humanity—because we’re all vulnerable and 
imperfect. This is perhaps one way out of the isolation we may 
feel—knowing our sense of personal inadequacy is part of the 
shared human experience.  

 A more well-known approach is the peer group. In order 
to be a safe community in which to get support, members must 
have the courage to be authentically vulnerable. To be con-
nected, we must speak what may feel unspeakable or shame-
ful—and ask for what we need. The experience of feeling known 
by peers in this way and accepted can be healing (Counselman 
& Weber, 2004). We develop resilience to shame (Brown, 2012, 
2007). 
 Self-compassion and peer groups are two ways to deal with 
the difficult feelings that are part of our professional lives—they 
help us feel better. In fact, recent research in positive psychol-
ogy shows that happiness (or positive emotions) also: 

broadens our repertoire of how we think and what we do 
increases our flexibility to bounce back 
helps us cope better with negative situations
motivates us to do new things and have new relationships 
(Garland & Frederickson, 2010).

 Positive emotions build internal resources that produce 
more positive emotions, leading to an upward spiral—a self-
perpetuating system—of feeling good that sustains itself (Fred-
erickson, 2001). Positive emotions help us bounce back from 
stressful situations—they build resiliency. Focusing on feeling 
positive rather than what is wrong can be a powerful tool. I 
believe it provides leverage for change. 
 In self-compassion, a key element is taking a balanced ap-
proach to our negative emotions—neither suppressing nor exaggerat-
ing them. One of the best ways to cultivate positive emotions is to 
find positive meaning in a situation. Reframing events positively is 
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