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Preface

The purpose of this book is to supply the general information, foundational back-
ground, current research, and recommended actions for social work students in the 
field experience, their schools and faculties, and their site supervisors and mentors, 
so they can be adequately prepared to make informed decisions and take intentional 
actions to prevent burnout during field assignments as well as after students become 
licensed practitioners. Until recently, even research on burnout in social workers has 
been relatively sparse.

When does burnout start? Could it start as early as during the social work stu-
dent’s field experience? If the potential for social work burnout were addressed as a 
significant component of social work education, would the long-term incidence of 
burnout be mitigated?

A 2018 doctoral study of burnout in social work students in the field experiences, 
their first clinical settings involving interaction with clients (N=203), conducted by 
co-author Mary Powell, PhD, LCSW-R, NCPsyA, was foundational to this book 
and is referenced and may be quoted with and without additional attribution. The 
variables in that study included most of the ones that had been addressed individu-
ally in other, smaller studies. Some of the findings were unexpected and causes 
for hope.

In this book, the repeated pattern of presenting evidence related to the practicing 
social work professional, then comparing and contrasting it with evidence related to 
the student’s field experience, is utilized to facilitate the understanding of the sig-
nificance of the relationships between social work field education and professional 
social work practice. Researchers and practitioners do not have the answers to all 
the questions about burnout in field experience interns or practicing professionals, 
but its prevalence has forced it into public and professional awareness and academic 
consideration. The previous paucity of data is being expanded by new studies, and 
this book includes a significant number of them that have been published since 
Powell’s 2018 research, some as recently as 2023, and some addressing the impacts 
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of the COVID-19 pandemic on social work and social work education. The new 
research is included in the exploration of burnout, role ambiguity, coping strategies, 
and practical suggestions for successfully addressing and mitigating the risk of 
burnout in future social work students in their field experiences.

New York, NY, USA Mary Powell
Quincy, IL, USA Linda Riggs Mayfield

Preface
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