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ABSTRACT

Why do people choose social service work as a career? What type of person
forgoes the financial rewards, greater job security, and lower stress levels of other careers
in favor of working with the needy and indigent? People who are drawn to these careers
tend to be classified as idealists according to the Myers Briggs Type Indicator, and their
basic personality types suggest that they place more value on helping others and making a
difference and less value on receiving agood paycheck and benefits. However, that
motivation, though remaining idealistic, has changed somewhat from the radical 1960s
through the "Me Generation™ of the 1980s and into the realistic idealism of the 1990s.
This paper examines these motivations and al so discusses afew of the challenges faced

by social service workers.
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"What do | want to be when | grow up?' That is aquestion that people ask from
early childhood. Indeed, many continue to ask that well into adulthood, as they consider
what they want out of their careers and lives. In that regard, it is quite common for people
to change careersin mid-life.

What do people want out of careers? The obvious choice would appear to be
money. The main reason anybody holds ajob isto pay the bills, put food on the table,
and hopefully have enough left over for one's wants. If that were the only concern,
though, then everyone would be competing for the highest paying jobs available, and
obviously that is not the case.

Prestige is another area, sometimes but not always connected with money. Some
careers give people public recognition of accomplishment, cause agreat dea of attention
to be lavished on them, allow them some socia perks that do not come from wealth
alone.

People frequently want jobs that meet their academic interests. People in general
find that, for whatever reasons, they tend to be interested in certain subjects and
disinterested in others from the time they are young children, and no matter what the
financial rewards, taking a career in an areawhere one holds no interest islikely to be
unbearable.

Some, plain and simply, want easy work. The ideathat one can work at ajob
eight hours per day, five days per week, and then forget about it is very attractive to
some, especially when minimal effort is needed.

Then there is the question of interacting, and indeed, impacting others. Some

people are drawn to careersin which the financial rewards may be limited, prestige may
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be minimal, and effort may be great (including during time off). Interest in the field may
be academic in nature, but that may also be secondary to the need to positively benefit the
lives of others.

Social service work is one of those fields, and what draws one into socia service
work isthe subject of this paper. It would seem that afield in which financia rewards are
few, stress and burnout are high, recognition is limited (and often negative, as the clients
of asocial service system may resent their involvement in the system), job security may
be low, and work is frequently difficult would be unattractive, even repulsive. Y et many
enter the field in spite of that. In addition, many socia service workers entered into their
positions later in life, after reporting dissatisfaction in their former careers.

Social service work refersto avariety of fields, generally aimed at improving the
lives of the indigent and needy. Welfare services, chemical dependency counseling, and
mental hea th counseling are three clear examples. All three are high stress, low paying
fields where the client rarely holds the worker in any positive esteem. Yet in al three
cases, without these workers, the client's life would be significantly worsened.

Many in these fields refer to the work as a "calling,” and indeed, those around
them al so use the same term in describing it. Reasons people enter into the field are often
intangible, difficult to put into words. People not involved in the field sometimes cannot
make sense of the reasons when they are expressed. To some, there seemsto be no
tangible benefit to the work, while to others, the benefits seem to be plentiful.

The benefits one gets from one's job can be described as extrinsic or intrinsic.
Extrinsic benefits are those easily tangible, external in nature, such as money, vacations,

insurance benefits, retirement benefits, and anice office. Intrinsic benefits are much more
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difficult to grasp. They include such things as a feeling of satisfaction, a sense of
accomplishment, and alove for one's work.

The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBT]I) refersto "idealists" as those who are of
the NF (iNtuitive/Feeling) temperament. "The Idealist's core needs are for the meaning
and significance that come from having a sense of purpose and working toward some
greater good" (Myers, et a, 1998). The NF temperament is most predominately found
both among counselors and those seeking counseling. NF'stend, in particular, to be very
impatient with the business world and its policies, procedures, and focus on the bottom
line. They tend more toward creativity, empathy, and a focus on feelings as more
important than facts (Myers, et al, 1998; Kiersey & Bates, 1978).

By comparison, there are three other temperaments. The NT (iNtuitive/Thinking)
"rational” temperament tends to favor scientific or mathematical pursuits and does not
have much interest in feelings. The SP (Sensing/Perceiving) "artisan” is focused on the
present, on accomplishing something right now, and thus does not work well with
something as intangible as feelings or potentia. The SJ (Sensing/Judging) "guardian” is
businesslike, focused on decisions and results, disinterested in the potentia without the
actua (Myers, et al, 1998; Kiersey & Bates, 1978).

The MBTI classifies 16 personality types, four for each of the temperaments
listed above. Personality types tend to be consistent throughout ones' life, even from
childhood, and temperaments in particular rarely change (Kiersey & Bates, 1978).
Therefore, apoint could be made that the counselor is born, or at least made as a child.
Indeed, many who enter into social services have considered doing so from a very young

age (Hanson & McCullagh, 1995).
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Within the NF "idealist" temperament, there are four personality types, ENFJ,
ENFP, INFJ, and INFP. While each tends to be idealistic, they expresstheir idealismin
different ways.

ENFJs are sociable, energetic, and organized. They make excellent leaders
through their extraordinary ability to motivate. They tend to be attuned to the feelings of
others as well asto their own values. Their values may at times get in the way of
relationships, however, and they can seem demanding and impatient. They frequently
work as counselors, teachers (especidly in creative fields like art and music), actors,
ministers, or journalists (Kiersey & Bates, 1978; Myers, et al, 1998; Skehan, 2003).

ENFPs focus highly on life and its possibilities. They tend to be energetic,
outgoing, highly emotional, observant, persuasive, and insightful about the present and
the future. They struggle with schedules and structure, and are not particularly detail
oriented, so the business world does not fit well with them. They frequently work as
journalists, counselors, writers, salespeople, and dramaor art teachers. (Kiersey & Bates,
1978; Myers, et a, 1998; Skehan, 2003).

INFJs are highly introverted and highly intuitive, tending to be quiet observers of
the world and of peoplein it. They focus on the complexities of human relationships and
have an uncanny ability to examine them, though they frequently have trouble expressing
what they clearly see, and often speak in metaphors. They are highly compassionate and
passionate, deeply committed to their ideals. They often work as counselors, clergy,
librarians, or nurses. (Kiersey & Bates, 1978; Myers, et a, 1998; Skehan, 2003).

INFPs are quiet, spiritual, deeply idealistic people who see their lives as having a

far degper meaning than anybody else can comprehend. To them, lifeis aquest, a
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journey, and day-to-day realities may be little more than a nuisance. Indeed, to some,
INFPs seem odd, even out of touch. However, their extreme grasp of values and ethics,
their focus on the hypothetical, the potential, the visionary makes them ideal for social
service professions. They also frequently work as psychiatrists, journalists, writers,
actors, and teachers. (Kiersey & Bates, 1978; Myers, et al, 1998; Skehan, 2003).

Considering again the question as to whether socid service professionals are born
or made through their personaity types, however, it must also be considered that
environmental factors might also have an effect on this.

Many in helping professions learned their helping roles long before they began
any professional training. Vincent (1996, cited in DiCaccavo, 2002) noted that more than
2/3 of social workers he studied reported partaking in care-taking roles within their
families, only 50% reported optimal bonding experiences with their parents, and 42%
reported significant childhood separation from one or both parents during childhood.

People in helping professions in genera --psychologists, counselors, social
workers, tend to report higher amounts of childhood emotional neglect, abuse, and other
adverse experiences from childhood (DiCaccavo, 2002). While perhaps their training and
work experience may make them more attuned to those aspects of their childhood, it is
also true that many people are drawn to these professions through childhood experience.

Many people in helping professions report, in particular, role reversalsin
childhood. Inadequacies in a parent, sometimes physical but more commonly emotional,
lead the parent to seek out the support from the children in away not expected in the
healthy family. Children take on roles generally reserved for the parents, from domestic

chores (cooking, laundry, etc.) to emotiona ones (mediator, confidante). In some cases,
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the child appears to become the parent and the parent the child. These children become
particularly attuned to the emotional needs of the parent and other children in the family,
as this becomes necessary for optimum survival. As these children become adults, they
still keep these roles, the skills highly honed, and extend them beyond their own families,
gravitating towards the helping professions.

These people, working in the helping professions, are referred to in the literature
as "wounded healers." They report great dissatisfaction in their childhoods, and their
work in the counseling professions is not only an extension of childhood roles, but also
an attempt to come to terms with their own hurts and disgppointments. Understanding the
pain of another who is seeking help for familial dysfunction may help them understand
their own pain and thus allow them to recover fromit. In addition, these role reversals
may not actually be appreciated by their own families. One child may resent, or at | east
fail to comprehend the parental roles taken on by another child, and in particular may
take issue to these roles carried on into adulthood. Helping professions provide validation
for the acting of these roles, as the counselor is rewarded and recognized for these care-
taking behaviors (DiCaccavo, 2002).

In addition to the emotional experience by many in the helping professions, there
is frequently more tangible experience. People in the helping professions frequently have
had contact with people in these professions as children. Some social work students
reported that they were interested in the field at a very young age, as socia workers had
contact with their own families growing up (Hanson & McCullagh, 1995).

In poor families, for example, social workers are frequently involved in their

lives. In order to secure welfare benefits and housing, for example, one must endure large
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amounts of contact with socia workers. Social workers may examine and interview the
family, may frequently visit the family to monitor living conditions, and may monitor the
family to watch for evidence of welfare fraud or other illegal activity. Families not
involved in the welfare system, families that are financially better off, do not have to
endure these experiences.

For onein thisfamily, the socia worker is as tangible a career as the teacher or
fireman. Thereis little question of what the role of the job is. The children observe and
learn about that profession just as they would any other profession they regularly comein
contact with. Although there may be some observed feelings of resistance in the parents
over the intrusions of the social worker, the children may be aware that the socia worker
exists to make their life beneficia, providing them with food, money, and housing. Thus,
they may see the positive benefits of the work and may be drawn to help othersin the
same way.

Children may also be introduced to social service professions through other
involvements in their own families. They may be involved in some degree of family
counseling, family reconciliation, or foster care. If they have afamily member battling
addictions, they may have contact with chemica dependency counselors through family
Sessions.

An unsatisfactory childhood resulting from family dysfunction frequently leaves
the children confused, empty, battling their own inner difficulties. As they attempt to
come to terms with their own childhood, they may begin the study of psychology or

socia work. Indeed, the need to understand the self is one of the most frequent
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