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Abstract

Social workers working with individuals, who are vulnerable and in need of help in 
different situations, face great demands. They need to be able to respond to people with 
different kind of needs, yet at the same time handle organizational requirements. The 
purpose of this study, therefore, is to contribute to an increased understanding of the 
phenomenon of job satisfaction, its meaning for professionals in the field of social work, 
and what affects job satisfaction. The study was performed in accordance with classic 
grounded theory, and all data were collected through three semistructural interviews. 
The results of the study generated a theoretical model that illustrates how the phenomenon 
of “work satisfaction” can be understood and reached through a process of balancing, 
maintaining, and recreating professional pride and dignity in the field of social work. 
The discussion ends with suggestions for further studies, methodological discussion, and 
proposals for practical implications.

Keywords: social work, grounded theory, work satisfaction, professional pride, dignity

1. Introduction

Choosing social work as a profession is an active choice that means representing or working 
with vulnerable people within a change process. This is true of whatever organization or 
activity one operates in. Börjesson [1] states that social work occurs on several levels at the 

same time: partly at individual and family level but also at group, organizational, and structural 
level. This means, in our view, that the social work professional must be able to operate on 
several levels at the same time, sometimes under contradictory conditions. For many social 
workers, this means representing and supporting clients while having to fulfill the imposed 
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organizational demands. All of these perceived demands influence social workers’ job 
 satisfaction, i.e., how they feel about their work. Social workers must be able to shelter their 
own feelings and those of others. According to researchers Fineman [2]; Hareli & Rafaeli [3]; 

and Hochschild [4], the fact that people manage their emotions, both in daily life and in work-

ing life, means emotions are objects, not only for psychological but also sociological research. 
Further, researchers highlight that the ability to manage one’s own emotions and those of 
 others is especially important in professions where interpersonal contact occurs between 
people, in that the professional must be able to manage his or her own emotions as well as 
those of the client, Fineman [2]; Hareli & Rafaeli [3]; Hochschild [4]; and Weibull [5].

Grandey et al. [6] are of the view that working under these conditions may mean profes-

sionals find themselves dealing with an inner conflict as to their personal feelings and the 
emotions advocated by the organization. Further, Grandey [7] discusses the emotional 
imbalance, also called emotional dissonance, which can, in the long run lead to professionals 
suffering from purely health‐related problems, such as physical pain, emotional exhaustion, 
and depersonalization.

Pooler et al. [8] are of the view that previous research has focused on burnout and depres-

sion, but that there is a lack of research on social workers from a salutogenic perspective. In 
their study, Söderfeldt et al. [9] also discuss work‐related ill health in terms of burnout, the 
risk of which is high for professionally active social workers. This is due to the work often 
involving both difficult and burdensome client‐related circumstances that the social worker 
must be able to manage (Söderfeldt et al. [9]). Shier and Graham [10] highlight another aspect 

of importance for social workers’ wellbeing in terms of creating a good rapport with clients, 
as well as positive interaction with them. However, previous research has found an increased 
risk of burnout in social workers who become too involved with their clients. Another factor 
highlighted by the authors as important for social workers’ wellbeing is “interactions with 
supervisors.” This means the relationship between managers and their staff is good, thus 
 having a positive effect on the social workers’ wellbeing (Shier & Graham [10]).

Shier and Graham [10] also highlight that simply blaming social workers’ high work load 
for burnout will not suffice, as the picture is more complicated. They go on to highlight 
 previous research that acknowledges a link between the degree of job satisfaction a social 
worker experiences and their perception of the quality of work done in relation to their clients. 
The authors claim that social workers who enjoy a great level of job satisfaction deliver better 
quality work with clients (Shier & Graham [10]). It is also of great importance that the pro-

fessionals have job satisfaction in order to deliver the best conceivable help to the client. In 
following theoretical outline above, we may state that social work can continue to be studied 
from an organizational and emotional perspective on a number of levels.

Job satisfaction among social workers is a well‐researched subject from a number of perspec-

tives according to Barber [11]; Cole et al. [12]; Farmer [13]. Most national as well as international 
studies focus on how job satisfaction among social workers can be raised as discussed by 
Farmer [13], and the relationship between leadership and social workers’ job satisfaction as in 
the works of Fisher [14] and Holosko [15]. Other researchers have studied burnout, stress, and 
job satisfaction (e.g., Siefert et al. [16]). However, according to most of the abovementioned 
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studies, there is more to probe. Fisher [14] especially points out the need for more explor-

ative research focusing on job satisfaction among social workers. Despite the quality research 
 available, we have identified a need for inductive, explorative studies in the Swedish context 
that can bring to light further dimensions. The purpose of this study, therefore, is to contribute 

to increased understanding of the phenomenon of job satisfaction, its meaning for professionals 
in the field of social work, and what affects job satisfaction.

2. Method

2.1. Design and choice of method

The methodological approach of this study is qualitative, explorative, and inductive. This 
means we follow guidelines in generating theory, namely grounded theory, as we aim to 
achieve a deeper understanding of the phenomenon of job satisfaction in a qualitative, 
 multifaceted way. The method of grounded theory (hereinafter GT) was developed in 1967 
by Glaser and Strauss. Today, there are three main branches of GT, and it can no longer be 
seen as a uniform method. The three main branches of GT that differ from each other are 
represented by Glaser’s classic grounded theory method—Strauss and Corbin’s [17] version 

and Charmaz’ [18] constructivist version. We will follow the classic version and have been 
inspired by Glaser’s previous and more recent [19–23] works. Thus, we have chosen infor-

mants, performed interviews, and analyzed them on the basis of Glaser’s empirically close 
classical version. More concretely, we have maintained an open mind in coding, categorizing, 
and abstracting theory by extracting a core variable without a prior literature study. Instead, 
the literature study was performed in tandem with the development of the theoretical model, 
which is completely in accordance with Glaser’s [19] recommendations. Thus, we have not 
given consideration to other varieties of GT.

2.2. Selection of informants

In order to find interview participants, we employed two different selection processes: the 
Snowball principle and theoretical sampling. Through our contacts in the field of social work, 
we gained access to the first interviewee, corresponding to “snowball selection,” as detailed 
by Esaiasson et al. [24], also known as a Convenience sample Morse [25]. Consequently, the 
selection was not random, as one contact led us to the next. In line with GT, the selection 
process then switched to what Glaser calls theoretical sampling. This type of selection 
means switching to looking for informants who can reinforce or develop a theory as given 
in Morse [25].

We interviewed three people representing widely different arenas (a school welfare officer, a 
habilitation officer, and a probation inspector) within the field of social work. The informants 
who participated in the study were all men, two of whom held degrees in behavioral science and 
one in social studies. All the informants work in different places in the public sector and perform 
different tasks. One of the informants has 25 years of work experience in the field, whereas the 
other two are relatively newly qualified, with 3 years’ and 7 months’ professional experience, 
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respectively. Three interviews may seem inadequate, but the performed interviews have 
 followed all the principles of GT and a full analysis has been conducted, so a small number 
of interviews are desirable. According to The Sage Handbook of Grounded Theory by Bryant & 
Charmaz [26], the authors state, “the better data quality, the fewer number of interviews.” 
As the developed model also follows the principle of theoretical saturation, as highlighted 
by Glaser & Strauss [27]; Glaser [19]; and Glaser [20], demands of trustworthiness, and gen-

eralizability, we argue that three interviews are sufficient to achieve the aim and formulate 
problems. Glaser himself warns, according to Holton and Walsh [28], about data overwhelming 
when collecting too much data. It is more important to make a meaningful analysis than to 
collate too many interviews.

2.3. Data collection

Data were collected from the interviews, each of which lasted 45–60 minutes. The interviews 
were based on a semistructured interview guide, with themes that concern job satisfaction in 
general. The themes contained in the interview guide were the following:

• Background questions

• efinition of job satisfaction

• Positive factors that influence job satisfaction

• Negative factors influencing job satisfaction

• Areas for improvement

• The context’s influence on perceived job satisfaction

• Other

We have also made use of situationally adapted follow‐up questions such as “tell us or 
describe more,” “what is meant by that?” Glaser and Strauss [27] maintain that the informants 
should be given the opportunity to formulate their own reasoning and answers with as little 
regulation from the interviewer as possible. Consequently, we devised inductive and open 
interview questions. The interviews were conducted either at the respondents’ place of work 
or in other, more neutral locations, such as libraries. All the interviews were recorded with 
dictaphones and mobile phones and then transcribed verbatim prior to analysis. Meaningful 
nonverbal communications such as laughter or deep sighs were also transcribed for a holistic 
understanding of the data.

2.4. Data analysis

Hartman [29] and Glaser [19] maintain that there are three phases of generating theory in 
GT: the open phase, the selective phase, and the theoretical phase. In the first phase (open 
phase), the aim is to find and identify different codes and categories in the empirical material. 
This is done by coding the already transcribed empirical data. Coding is done for each sepa-

rate  interview by identifying units of meaning. Each new thought or feeling is delimited and 
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noted in the margin Hartman [29]. Such initial coding of raw data has been performed and 
presented as examples, such as below:

… I’ve spoken to my bosses about it and they support my point of view, and they think it’s good…

This quote was coded in a first step and labeled “support from managers.” In the second step, 
the code “support from managers” was sorted with several similar ones under one umbrella 
category labeled “Support—give and take,” meaning support can be both given and received 
from different parts of the organization. The category “support—give and take” was sorted 
under an overarching category, “Meaningfulness and task focus” in a third step. In Hartman’s 
view [29], the open phase ends when one can no longer identify new categories in the collated 
data, and “theoretical saturation” has been achieved. In the selective phase, the researcher 
makes a selection with a view to finding a core category—Hartman [29]. The core category 
is unveiled in the process of the researcher reflecting over the essence of the interviews, i.e., 
what the respondents highlight as being most central (Glaser & Strauss [27]; Hartman [29]). 
After sorting codes, categories, and overarching categories, we discovered, in the fourth and 
final step, the following core category: “job satisfaction can be understood as a process in 
which the individual balances, establishes and recreates professional pride and dignity.” The 
core variable, with its foundation of overarching categories, categories, and codes, forms the 
basis of the GT upon which job satisfaction as perceived by our informants is understood. 
The analysis phase concludes with an illustration of the theory in a theoretical graphic model 
presented in the results.

3. Results

Social workers are constantly faced with having to make tough decisions while dealing with 
limitations in their ability to act. The informants spoke about the joy and opportunities aris-

ing in the field as much as the difficulties and challenges that social work confronts them 
with. The interview analysis reveals that job satisfaction can be understood and achieved 
through a process of balancing, establishing, and recreating professional pride and dignity. 
In this context, we maintain that professional pride is the individual’s personal sense of pride 
in his/her work, the profession he or she is active in, and the efforts he or she makes within 
the professional framework. In other words, balancing, establishing, and recreating pride in 
daily work is a process, whether one is content with one’s job or not. Both positive and nega-

tive aspects influencing professional pride and dignity also influence job satisfaction. In our 
view, there is also a responsibility at organizational level to create the conditions necessary to 
conduct work tasks in a dignified way so that the professional can work and have a sense of 
professional pride.

Dignity at work is thus created via the organization through the conditions given to the 
 individual, while professional pride is a feeling that is created by the individual or individuals 
within a particular professional group. The core category “job satisfaction can be understood 
and achieved through a process of balancing, establishing, and recreating professional pride” 

contains two overarching categories: creation of meaning and task focus on the one hand and 
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organizational dissatisfaction and demands on the other. Between both of these overarch-
ing categories, we find the individual taking a position toward organizational dissatisfaction 
and demands while at the same time aiming for the creation of meaning and task focus. The 
process of achieving job satisfaction occurs when the individual is able to maintain balance 
between the two extremes. The individual runs the risk of demolishing his or her sense of job 
satisfaction if organizational dissatisfaction and demands tip the balance. In contrast, a sense 
of job satisfaction is built up in that the individual senses the creation of meaning and task 
focus. When he or she balances the positive and negative sides, a process arises in which the 
individual tries to establish, balance, and recreate professional pride and dignity. The over-
arching categories and subcategories will be described in more detail in the text that follows. 
The entire model is presented below (Figure 1).

3.1. Creation of meaning and task focus

The overarching category “Creation of meaning and task focus” concerns the individual’s 
method of finding meaning in his or her profession, the profession’s usefulness in society, 
and focusing on the task that involves helping other individuals. Creation of meaning and 
task focus is characterized by the actions, strategies, and innate strengths of the individual 
who builds up and/or maintains a sense of job satisfaction. There are six subcategories for the 
 overarching category Creation of meaning and task focus: Usefulness, Support, Responsibility/
initiative, Acceptance, Favorable environment, and Need to grow and develop. A general 
description of these follows below and the codes are named in the definition of each category. 
All the categories have been illustrated with carefully selected quotes.

Figure 1. Model of job satisfaction as a process of establishing, balancing, and recreating professional pride and dignity.

Quality of Life and Quality of Working Life290



3.1.1. Usefulness

During the interviews, all the participants raised the importance of feeling “useful” to others, 
feeling needed, and being conscious of doing good. This has been highlighted in various 
ways, for example, one informant describes the positive changes he has seen and contributed 
to in clients:

… So I’ve contributed to something positive in their lives, that they’ve become stronger individuals who 
can manage without me and I’ve done something good—I’ve contributed something good, I’ve strengthened 
them and it, when it happens […] I get a sense of meaning—then I feel I’ve contributed to a positive change 
in the client’s life and I feel I want to go to work and I’m happy doing what I do. (Informant 2)

3.1.2. Support

This means both giving and receiving support, either on an individual or a collegial level, or 
equally, receiving it on an organizational level, for example, through managers or a change in 
guidelines. All support in this context includes emotional support, which includes sheltering 
your feelings and those of others. The interviews reveal that support was of central importance 
to all the participants.

… so it becomes my roll to give feedback to the teachers, of course […] A sounding board […] I’m 
responsible for giving them someone to bounce ideas off in terms of their roles as teachers and how 
to handle their mentorship… […] The teachers come and vent their despair at times… So even the 
counsellor’s in the line of fire on occasion… (Informant 1)

3.1.3. Responsibility/initiative

This may mean taking responsibility/initiative formally or informally, for example, by 
 fulfilling the formal responsibilities of the job not only from an organizational perspective 
but also by taking the initiative to attain work goals that create job satisfaction for the indi-
vidual in the long run. All our informants highlighted the importance not only of shouldering 
responsibility and fulfilling their job remits but also of delivering more than what is formally 
required, in terms of taking personal initiative.

“but that won’t work”, we say to our manager then—then we’re kind of the ones keeping an eye on it 
and sometimes we take on the boss’s role perhaps, saying, “that has to be sorted out, and that has to be 
sorted out”… and so we forget that well no, it’s them who’s boss, not us. (Informant 1)

3.1.4. Acceptance

The circumstances in which social work takes place can sometimes hamper an individual’s 
scope of action, and to cope with this, the informants highlighted the need to develop a 
 strategy, namely acceptance. Thus, their approach to this limitation on their scope of action 
is to accept the circumstances in order to continue to feel job satisfaction nonetheless. All the 
participants highlighted this strategy in their interview statements.

there are always some shortcomings in a place of work. I don’t think you can be 100% happy in your job 
and I don’t think that’s the point either. (Informant 3)
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3.1.5. Favorable environment

A favorable environment is partly made up of not only the social environment but also the 
purely physical one. By social environment, we mean good atmosphere and colleagues, 
whereas the physical environment refers to a pleasant office space. The informants highlight 
the importance of feeling at ease in a social context but also that there are conditions affecting 
comfort in the physical environment. One illustrates the importance of the social environment 
for job satisfaction thus:

that all your colleagues are on track and committed and […] there’s a lot of room for and ability to 
discuss everything, that all the cards can be laid on the table, so to speak […] but also having fun. 
(Informant 1)

3.1.6. Need to grow and develop

Working with people in the context of social work is about creating change—something that 
is also of central importance to those working in the field. Here we refer to the need for 
 personal growth and development, a need that manifests itself in working life, and highlighted 
as key by all our informants.

further education in, that’s a positive […] if we got any other work assignments […] or if we wanted 
to do something else in the probation service then, then further education is good. Personally, I think 
the correctional services are quite generous with their training programmes, in my experience. There’s 
quite a lot on offer. (Informant 3)

3.2. Organizational dissatisfaction and demands

The overarching category “Organizational dissatisfaction and demands” refers to negative 
aspects and different types of failings characterized by limitations in, for example, scope of 
action on an organizational level, which in turn affects job satisfaction. There are six subcat-
egories in the overarching category Organizational dissatisfaction and demands: Working 
methods, Lack of resources, Lack of structure and leadership, Work load and complexity, 
Lack of career opportunities, Pay progression and further education, and Lack of status. Each 
of these is described below.

3.2.1. Working methods

The demands made on an organizational level do not always align with the actual working 
methods of those in the field. This was highlighted by our informants in different ways, for 
example, two felt that the given directives were not compatible with the practical work. 
A third informant described how different interpretations of the directives led to differ-
ent working methods among practitioners because they utilized their scope of action in 
 different ways.

We’re supposed to mainly work in a preventative and health‐promoting way […] and not interventions 
as much […] we’re not quite there yet, even if it’s difficult to know exactly what’s preventative and 
health‐promoting. (Informant 1)
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3.2.2. Lack of resources

Budget has a big impact on all areas of social work. Having to deal with limited resources 
can generate frustration as the resources might not stretch to meet the actual needs. All the 
informants highlight and relate to this.

There’s nothing to say that a four‐cornered room with 30 pupils and a teacher is a particularly good 
learning environment, but that’s the situation now. And we don’t have money for anything else in 
particular either, so that’s why we have to work on that basis and see what we can do in that environ‐
ment. (Informant 1)

3.2.3. Lack of structure and leadership

Structure and fixed directives are very important in social work, as the job can in many ways 
involve encroaching on an individual’s integrity. A lack of such directives may mean the 
professionals apply their own interpretations of laws, rules, and directives, which in the long 
term may lead to endangering the legal rights of the individual. All the informants expressed 
a strong desire for clarity on a structural and leadership level. One clearly stated that a lack of 
leadership had such great consequences for him, he chose to quit.

Things are quite turbulent at the leadership level. New bosses come in, existing bosses quit, colleagues 
quit and new ones come in. I would have preferred a more decisive leadership—although not a dictator‐
ship—but a more decisive leadership. Some don’t do their jobs like they should, they would have been 
told to do their job. At the moment, the managers have a tendency to want to be liked by everybody while 
being in charge at the same time. That’s my experience. (Informant 3)

3.2.4. Work load and complexity

Social work is a multifaceted activity that requires flexibility and adaptability, as the work 
is much more complex that it can appear to be at first. The professional must be able to 
operate on an individual level in the meeting with clients, but even on a structural level, 
according to organizational circumstances. At the same time, they must frequently manage 
heavy workloads. All our informants described this aspect, as well other complexities of 
their work.

there are hoards of pupils with problems in some classes and it’s a tough job for the mentors […] it 
can be anything from honor‐related violence […] to criminal acts involving the students in things 
that can be really dangerous. And there they’re in contact with the police and have to go to trial and 
stuff. And when there’s conflict in class when they’ve reported one another […] and the police are 
involved in the investigation and at the same time we’re supposed to have some kind of functional 

lesson. (Informant 1)

3.2.5. Lack of career opportunities, pay progression, and further education

Financially pressured organizations have less scope for personal development in terms of 
career opportunities, pay progression, and further education through work. All our informants 
express this in some way, with two highlighting a lack of all three aspects as relevant, whereas 
one described shortfall in only career opportunities and pay progression.
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And we don’t get any further training… […] and if there is, as a new employee I won’t be first in 
line—it’s the ones who’ve worked a long time who get to go …[…] so if I stay here I won’t get any new 
knowledge in the next few years and that also contributes to lack of personal development—not taking 
in new knowledge—then you’re not satisfied either and then you might want to go somewhere else to 
progress […]“… I’ve been to university for three and a half years and earn 24,500 kronor—my brothers 
haven’t spent a day at uni and earn up to 30,000 kronor. (Informant 2)

3.2.6. Lack of status

This category encompasses loss of legitimacy on a structural and professional level. All our 
informants agreed that their work is not valued highly enough in terms of pay or in relation 
to the work’s complexity and scope. Moreover, they said that working with vulnerable people 
in society is not held in high enough esteem.

We’ve got a school psychologist who I suppose has a fairly similar job to mine, but has a different position 
then. […] They value him differently. But then he has a different education, doesn’t he? (Informant 1)

4. Discussion

The purpose of this study was to contribute to an increased understanding of the phenom-

enon of job satisfaction, what it means for professionals in the field of social work, and what 
influences job satisfaction.

Our main analysis demonstrates that job satisfaction can be understood theoretically as a 
process in which social workers try to establish, balance, and recreate professional pride 
and dignity in their profession. This is an important inductive theoretical contribution to 
this study and also constitutes our core category. In many ways, social workers are a vul-
nerable group who must handle various types of risk associated with their individual tasks 
and that of operations per se—Parton [30]; Fraser et al. [31]. In order to manage these 
everyday risks, professional pride and dignity are important in preserving psychosocial 
health—Aronsson & Lindh [32]; Björkman & Carlsson [33]. From our research we maintain 
that professional pride and dignity deepen the dimension of job satisfaction within social 
work. Moreover, our study contributes to the existing knowledge on emotional labor, 
working environment research, and other organizational studies concerned with social 
work. Professional pride and dignity thus appear to be a prerequisite for social workers to 
fulfill both the demands of the organization and the client’s needs, while maintaining job 
satisfaction.

Our main conclusion fulfils the aim of the study and responds to our first question in  general. 
Subsequent conclusions are further concretized as answers to our two last questions, i.e., 
what influences job satisfaction positively or negatively and how do these answers relate to 
professional pride and dignity. Here follows a summary of the model’s foundation stones.

The factors positively influencing job satisfaction are when the professional feels he or she 
is being useful, giving and receiving support, is allowed to take responsibility/initiative, is 
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working in a favorable environment, and feels a need to grow and develop. These positive 
aspects correspond to subcategories in the positive overarching category called creation of 
meaning and task focus in our theoretical graphic model. Factors negatively influencing 
job satisfaction are when the professional feels working methods are an obstacle; there is a 
lack of resources, structure, and leadership; work load and complexity are a hindrance; the 
 professional feels there is a lack of career opportunities; pay progression and further educa-

tion; and lack of status. These negative aspects correspond to subcategories of the overarch-

ing category called organizational dissatisfaction and demands. The analysis reveals that the 
individual must be able to maintain balance between the extremes of creation of meaning and 
task focus and organizational dissatisfaction and demands. From our analysis, we find the 
informants highlight both favorable and unfavorable aspects associated with job satisfaction. 
Both of these overarching categories (Creation of meaning and task focus and Organizational 
dissatisfaction and demands) correspond to extremes in our theoretical graphic model. Job 
satisfaction increases when the individual feels that the positive aspects outweigh the nega-

tive ones. In contrast, the individual risks losing his or her sense of job satisfaction if the 
 negative aspects tip the balance. This is also confirmed by previous research in which a num-

ber of studies point to individuals achieving great job satisfaction, but still being dissatisfied 
with some aspects of their work tasks—Månsson [34].

4.1. Positive aspects

The factors that have a positive impact on professional pride, and consequently job satis-

faction, include various forms of support (although primarily emotional support) and per-

sonal influence over work (control). Personal influence over work is labeled in our results 
as Responsibility/initiative, as these are the terms used by our informants. These concepts 
of support and control correspond with dimensions found in the “Demands‐control‐sup-

port model”—Karasek & Theorell [35]. The more influence and social support the employee 
 perceives, the easier it is to manage stress. The informants perceived that they did good 
things for people and that their work was meaningful. This can be explained on the basis of 
Antonovsky’s theory KASAM, namely, “a sense of context,” which consists of three compo-

nents: comprehensibility, manageability, and meaningfulness—Antonovsky [36]. The posi-
tive factors identified in the study can be seen in the light of Antonovsky’s concepts as 
“breath of fresh air factors,” which in turn contribute to recreating and establishing profes-

sional pride and job satisfaction in the long term.

Social support was particularly important in contributing to increased job satisfaction, but 
primarily in terms of emotional support from colleagues. Theorell [35, 37] maintains that 
emotional support is especially important for achieving job satisfaction, and it can compen-

sate for other shortcomings in the workplace. Several studies on the public sector have high-

lighted that leaders at a higher organizational level greatly impact on employees’ perceptions 
of job satisfaction—Barber [11]; Cole et al. [12]; Farmer [13]. Bitektine [38] is of the view that 

if managers exercise positive leadership and support their employees, this contributes to the 
perception of the workplace as attractive. The employees are then more likely to stay with 
the organization and support it. Legitimacy for the organization in the long run—Bitektine 
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[38]. On the other hand, if managers convey a negative feel or exercise destructive leader-

ship, this is reflected in employees having greater intention to change their place of work or 
actually change it—Rydstedt & Österberg [39]; Bogler [40]; Siegel [41]; Fors Brandebo et al. 
[42, 43]. This brings us to our topic for discussion, namely the negative factors that negatively 
impact on job satisfaction.

4.2. Negative aspects

Factors negatively impacting on job satisfaction and professional pride include lack of 
resources, lack of status, lack of organizational control (lack of leadership), etc. According 
to Karasek [35] and Theorell [35, 37], abovementioned can be explained as a lack of instru-

mental support. All the informants in our study spoke of the importance of having good 
managers and a good organizational leadership. One informant highlighted the lack of 
positive leadership in terms of unclear direction at an organizational level, and has conse-

quently chosen to leave his place of work. This action can be seen as a sanction from the 
employee toward the organization. Choosing to change their place of work can be seen 
as an indication that the individual does not have confidence in the organization, which 
in turn may affect the organization’s legitimacy. Bitektine [38] discusses this in terms of 
“legitimacy judgement.” Such judgement of legitimacy evolves from a three‐step process, 
the first step being that the evaluator (in our case, the informant) forms a perception of 
the organization or a group of organizations. The next step is for the evaluator to form a 
judgement or evaluation based on his or her perception. In the third and final step, this 
prior evaluation leads to a response that expresses itself through actions, for example, in 
terms of acceptance, support, avoidance of or sanctions against the organization. When 
the evaluator’s response toward the organization is positive, he or she can instead provide 
support to the organization, thus contributing to increased legitimacy through his or her 
commitment—Bitektine [38].

Bitektine [38] discusses the fact that the evaluator may be a coworker, or even someone 
directly or indirectly coming into contact with the organization or the professional. Further, 
Bitektine [38] states that the evaluator not only judges legitimacy but also status and the 
social rank of the actors, either generating privileges or discrimination. All our informants 
pointed out that social work is not valued highly enough in society. According to our 
theoretical model, a lack of status leads to the risk of plummeting levels of job satisfaction, 
which in the long run negatively impacts on the social worker’s professional pride and 
dignity. In our view, the link between professional pride and dignity can be discussed in 
relation to the degree of legitimacy. Thus, if professionals feel a high level of legitimacy in 
their work, their sense of professional pride and dignity increases, which in the long term 
can result in an increased sense of job satisfaction. Conversely, a low level of legitimacy 
brings with it a risk of declining job satisfaction. Beddoe [44] has studied the problem of 
professional identity and the link between continued training and status in “health social 
work” in New Zealand. Here it became apparent that the professionals were concerned 
that a lack of continued education in social work would negatively impact on the identity 
and status of the profession—Beddoe [44].
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4.3. Discussion of methodology

In accordance with GT, we have taken an open‐minded approach to this study and tried to 
be free from preconceived ideas. We have not gone in with any preunderstandings of the 
concept of job satisfaction as a phenomenon. At the outset, we did not anchor ourselves in 
theory but approached the study inductively and exploratively, in accordance with Glaser 
and Strauss [27]. As several researchers describe it, GT revolves around “an open mind, not 
an empty head”—Alvinius [45]; Alvinius et al. [46]; Pole & Lampard [47].

Our first informant had many years’ work experience in different areas of social work and 
was chosen in the hope that he (or she) could contribute relevant information to the study. 
Theoretical saturation of data could be seen as early as the second interview, in that we 
could see different facets of the studied phenomenon. This led us from snowball selection 
to  theoretical sampling, meaning the interview questions were supplemented with follow‐
up questions concerning aspects that arose from the first interview. After analyzing the data 
from the first interview, our theoretical graphical model was developed. The data from the 
two last interviews were then used to confirm the developed model. Glaser and Strauss [27] 

maintain that data collection should cease when new data no longer influences or changes the 
core variable. On the one hand, Glaser [19, 20, 48] states that the researcher should not collect 

too much data, otherwise theoretical saturation may be achieved after only one interview. On 
the other hand, Glaser [20, 23] maintains that saturation can never be achieved as we live in a 
constantly changing world. Furthermore, Glaser [19, 20, 48] states that if the researcher wishes 

to come one step closer to “the truth,” the phenomenon must be studied over time.

The Classic GT method suits us as we are motivated by a curiosity and desire to understand 
our fellow humans and their different subjective experiences. Hartman [29] maintains that 
GT is most suitable for use by researchers who are driven by curiosity in the area under 
investigation and who are open to seeing what really happens in people’s experience and 
environment. It is our belief and hope that this approach marries well with our philosophy. 
We also consider our use of GT to follow the Glaserian version of GT, as supported by our 
supervisor. This is important to mention in regard to the risks highlighted by Glaser and 
Holton [49], namely that many qualitative researchers are said to employ GT, but in fact 
employ qualitative data analysis (QDA).

Glaser [20] states that it is common that inexperienced users of GT struggle with abstract-
ing data and “establishing theory.” Thus, according to Glaser [20], the researcher must be 
able to manage a large amount of data with a view to creating meaningful interpretations. 
As inexperienced users of GT, we gained assistance in managing this amount of data from 
our supervisor. The theoretical graphic model was also developed with her support, thus 
enabling us to sort the data and establish theory. Performing the process together in this 
way can be seen as strength of this study. The core category of the study could, therefore, be 
applied to similar professions within the field of social work. In practical terms, it means a 
number of active social workers would be able to “recognize themselves” in the process of 
establishing, balancing, and recreating job satisfaction, even if the subcategories or codes were 
exchanged for similar ones. On this basis, the theory has lasting value and generalizability. 
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Nevertheless, more studies over time are needed in order to validate the conclusions. For 
example, the model can be operationalized and transformed into a survey and thus reach a 
larger selection group.

4.4. Conclusion, suggestions for further research, and practical implications

The main theoretical contribution of our study is the relationship between job satisfaction 
and the process of balancing, establishing, and recreating professional pride and dignity. 
There is already a great deal of research on job satisfaction among social workers, focusing 
on issues such as leadership, stress, and burnout (Barber [11]; Siefert et al. [16]; Cole et al. 
[12]; Fisher [14]; Holosko [15]; Farmer [13]). Despite the existing knowledge, this study has 
filled a gap in understanding the phenomenon of job satisfaction among social workers in 
general and in relation to professional pride. Fisher [14] maintains that a knowledge gap 
exists and calls for more explorative research with a focus on job satisfaction among social 
workers. Forsgren [50] also calls for knowledge and understanding of the phenomenon of 
job satisfaction among social workers in general and particularly in relation to professional 
pride.

Suggestions for future studies may include operationalizing the study model in a survey and 
validating the model. Other methods, such as discourse analysis or phenomenology, could 
also be used to further close the methodological knowledge gaps. Our study investigates the 
phenomenon of job satisfaction on the basis of the informants’ narratives, which has been our 
chief aim. Another suggestion for further research could be to study the phenomenon of job 
satisfaction from a genus perspective. From a practical point of view, this study could be used 
as an educational and discussion resource to highlight the dilemma surrounding the relation-
ship between professional pride and dignity and job satisfaction in the field of social work.
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