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Hafner, Bradly J. The Influence of Workplace Stress: Increasing Human Performance by 

Mitigating Burnout 

Abstract 

This study was conducted to gain a better understanding of the effects of secondary trauma stress 

(STS) and compassion fatigue in contributing to the overall workplace stress and burnout of 

probation and parole agents.  A literature review conducted by the researcher identified the 

correlations of the effects of STS and compassion fatigue in other human service fields with 

XYZ Units.  A burnout survey was implemented to identify quantitative data for burnout and 

interviews were conducted to collect additional data about the extent of the underlying factors of 

stress and burnout.  The results of this small sample research determined there are significant 

factors of compassion fatigue contributing to high levels of stress/burnout of probation and 

parole agents in XYZ Units.  
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Chapter I: Introduction 

The Wisconsin Department of Corrections (DOC), Division of Community Corrections 

(DCC) mission is to protect the public, staff, and those in their charge; provide opportunities for 

positive change and success; promote, inform and educate others about our programs and 

successes; and partner with community service providers and other justice entities (Wisconsin 

Department of Corrections, n.d.).  The vision of the organization is to foster a safe community.  

The Division has nine regions with 168 offices throughout the State.  During the 2018 fiscal 

year, the organization had 1,661 probation and parole agents, supervisors, and field staff 

throughout each region who are responsible for case managing 66,196 clients (WI DOC, 2018).   

The primary business activity for the department is reducing clients’ risk to re-offend and 

commit further crimes in the community by providing supervision and collaboration with 

community partners to assist offenders in changing their criminal behavior.  Probation and parole 

agents use evidence-based practices (EPB), which focuses on human service discipline to assess 

risks and needs, enhance motivation to change, target interventions, and skill training with clients 

(National Institute of Corrections, n.d.).  The implementation of EBP in the field of community 

corrections increases empathetic communications with the clients, which also makes the agents 

more vulnerable to secondary traumatic stress (STS) (Lewis, 2013).  STS can occur when 

professionals experience trauma symptoms because of their exposure of the pain and suffering of 

others (Lewis, 2013).   

The Wisconsin DOC, DCC implemented a trauma-informed care (TIC) program in 2018 

to help with the understanding of trauma and how to respond to the impact of trauma.  The TIC 

program is an agency-wide plan focusing on trauma-informed care education and responding to 

trauma in the workplace (WI DOC Reentry, 2018).  During the 2018-2019-year, Wisconsin 
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probation and parole agents in XYZ Units conducted a one-hour long TIC training introducing 

the effects of trauma clients and employees experience, which included recognizing the signs of 

trauma.  The TIC program facilitates what to do after an employee experiences secondary trauma 

and how to work with clients who are experiencing trauma.  However, the TIC program alone 

has not had a considerable impact on reducing job-related stress, stress management needs of 

employees, loss of productivity, high turnover, and difficulty filling vacant positions.   

Statement of the Problem 

It is believed that the negative impact on probation and parole agents due to stress created 

by secondary trauma and compassion fatigue has caused high levels of workplace stress, and an 

increase in burnout in these agents.  The TIC program alone does not manage compassion fatigue 

and stress in the workplace, two factors that are believed to be responsible for a loss of 

productivity, high turnover/transfers, and difficulty filling positions within the XYZ Units.  

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to gain a better understanding of the effects if any, 

secondary trauma stress (STS) and compassion fatigue in contributing to the overall workplace 

stress and burnout of probation and parole agents.  The primary question this study attempted to 

answer was: 

How significant are the factors of experiences of secondary trauma and compassion 

fatigue in contributing to the overall levels of workplace stress and job burnout of 

probation and parole agents working in XYZ Units of the Division of Community 

Corrections? 

To assist in answering the primary research question the following secondary questions were 

asked: 
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Sub-question 1: To what extent are the probation and parole agents working in XYZ 

Units currently experiencing job burnout. 

Sub-question 2: To what extent are the probation and parole agents working in XYZ 

Units currently experiencing workplace stress. 

Sub-question 3: To what extent do the probation and parole agents working in XYZ Units 

believe they are personally experiencing secondary trauma. 

Sub-question 4: To what extent do the probation and parole agents working in XYZ Units 

believe they are personally experiencing compassion fatigue. 

Sub-question 5: To what extent do the probation and parole agents working in XYZ Units 

believe that their personal experiences of secondary trauma and compassion fatigue contribute to 

their overall level of workplace stress. 
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Chapter II: Literature Review 

To address the problem of burnout on probation and parole agents caused by secondary 

trauma and stress, the department must explore options to mitigate the effects of workplace 

burnout to increase productivity and reduce turnover.  The literature review covers research on 

secondary trauma in the human service field, research on secondary trauma in the workplace as it 

relates to burnout and burnout effects on the individual and identifying field research for 

intervention programs for trauma and burnout.  Finally, this section will review the instructional 

training design and the theory of instruction.  

Secondary Trauma in the Human Services Field  

Secondary trauma is experienced through direct or indirect exposure to narratives or 

stories from people who directly experienced the initial trauma (Hopwood, Schutte, & Loi, 

2018).  Research suggests there is a strong relationship between the negative impact of an 

individual’s physical health when exposed to direct and secondary trauma (Lee, Gottfried & 

Bride, 2018).  Lee et al. (2018) researched the prevalence of STS in social workers and the 

relationship between client trauma and the social worker.  The population for the study included 

sampling 2500 master-level social workers who were members of the National Association of 

Social Workers (NASW) and out of the 2500 social workers, 539 surveys were responded and 

used for the study (Lee et al., 2018).  The survey indicated how frequently measurements of STS 

occurred with the social workers using a scaled response (1=never to 5=very often) and the 

results indicated 34.4% reported often or very often experiences of intrusive thoughts about 

clients (Lee et al., 2018, p. 230).  The results of the study reported 53% of the social workers did 

not meet the criteria of working with clients who had traumatic experiences or post-traumatic 

stress disorder (PTSD) and the research indicated lower levels of STS amongst social workers 
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(Lee et al., 2018).  The research conducted by Lee et al. (2018), indicated professional 

experiences and younger workers increases STS.  The demographics of the study showed the 

average age of the participants was 58.5 years old and the average experience of the participants 

was 27.6 years.   

In a study conducted by Choi (2011), 154 social workers who provided direct services to 

family and sexual assault clients participated in the research.  The participants worked one-on-

one with clients 12.2 hours on average a week and the research indicated STS symptoms existed 

amongst the social workers as the participants indicated higher levels of intrusive thoughts and 

avoidance.  Choi (2011) identified sociopolitical support significantly relates to lowering STS 

levels in the workplace.  Higher levels of support and social networks to discuss STS symptoms 

with leadership and colleagues can be a factor in reducing or preventing STS (Choi, 2011).   

STS negatively influences the employees’ health and their ability to use therapeutic and 

interpersonal skills to communicate with clients (Hopwood et al., 2018).  Hopwood et al. (2018) 

researched anticipatory traumatic reaction (ATR), secondary trauma, and compassion fatigue 

influences professionals who assist people dealing with trauma.  The study was conducted with 

48 adult youth professionals who worked with troubled and traumatized youth with an average 

age of the participants being 42.08 (Hopwood et al., 2018).  A survey was conducted with the 

participants to create a statistical analysis of secondary traumatic stress, burnout, compassion, 

ATR, and general distress.  The data in the research conducted by Hopwood et al. (2018) 

reported a strong correlation between STS and burnout and people experiencing these conditions 

were likely to have depression, anxiety, and higher stress levels.  

Exposure from the traumatizing experiences of others may result in a reduction in the 

empathic capacity or behavioral and emotional reactions from client interest, which is a form of 
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STS commonly referred to as compassion fatigue (Cieslak et al., 2014).  Human service workers 

with prolonged exposure to traumatic events when engaging in empathetic communications with 

clients or their families spread the initial trauma the clients experienced and increase the risk of 

compassion fatigue (Sorenson, Bolick, Wright, & Hamilton, 2017).  Sorenson et al. (2017) 

analyzed 25 papers published from 2005 to 2015.  The study reported the consequences of STS 

and compassion fatigue to affect an individual both physically and psychologically.  

Additionally, the research identified behavioral changes, emotional changes, less able to feel joy 

or happiness, depression, anger, and physical changes were directly related to STS (Sorenson et 

al., 2017).  Furthermore, Sorenson et al. (2017) reviewed Charles Figley’s 1995 study on 

compassion stress and identified links to compassion fatigue and burnout resulted in employees 

leaving the field because of emotional exhaustion.   

STS and Workplace Burnout  

Shoji et al. (2015) examined job burnout and STS in the human services field and 

examined if one event increased the likelihood of the other.  The research was collected using 

two sample sizes of human service workers conducting a survey and a 6-month follow-up survey 

investigating the origin of STS and job burnout.  The Oldenburg Burnout Inventory (OBI), 

Secondary Traumatic Stress Scale (STSS), and secondary trauma exposure scale were the 

instruments used for collecting data from the participants.  The study identified a high level of 

job-related burnout occurred in many human service occupations was due to on the job risk 

factors such as workload, role conflict, high job demands, and low resources.  Shoji et al. (2015) 

study reported low levels of resources may be a result of excessive expenditure to cope with 

stressors and more resources should be developed to prevent “loss spirals” for human service 

professionals.  Shoji et al. (2015) identify “loss spirals” as emotional exhaustion, reduction of 
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motivation, and burnout.  Additionally, Shoji et al. (2015) conducted a statistic analysis and the 

data indicated all STS and job burnout indicators were significantly correlated.  Of those 

indicators, exposure to traumatic events, volume, ratio, and frequency were identified as the most 

determinant of STS (Shoji et al., 2015).   

Staff burnout creates a negative workplace as burnout brings a psychological strain from 

the stress of working in the human service field (Shinn, Rosario & Chestnut, 1984).  Lewis et al. 

(2013) studied the factors of adult probation officer stress as it related to the challenges of 

working with criminal offenders and the extent burnout would increase with officers who have 

been on the job longer.  The study included 309 volunteers who were all active probation and 

parole officers, supervisors, and administrators working in five different departments throughout 

the United States.  The data collected from the participants included a risk-assessment 

management survey and multiple scaled surveys measuring impact events and fatigue.  Lewis et 

al. (2013) research examined the data from the surveys using Pearson correlations and ANOVA 

analysis. Significant indicators from the t-test indicated participants who received threats, had 

offenders re-offend resulting in death to a victim, and sexual re-offenses increased compassion 

fatigue risk and burnout (Lewis et al, 2013).  The research also indicated after a regression 

analysis that burnout, mistrust, sexual issues, and family problems significantly correlated with 

traumatic stress and burnout.  Family problems, social isolation, and avoidant behaviors occur 

due to burnout in human services fields and if these needs go unaddressed, it may lead to 

depression, suicide, substance use, and family dysfunction (Lewis et al., 2013).  

The National Institute of Justice (NIJ) (2005), researched with 45 officers and other 

members of the American probation and parole association to identify the sources of stress in the 

field.  The NIJ (2015) conducted site interviews with the participants and found three sources of 
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stress, which included heavy caseload sizes, paperwork, and unexpected or uncontrolled 

deadlines.  During the interview process, the study identified how employees cope with burnout 

in the human services field.  The coping methods probation and parole officers used was taking 

extra sick days for mental health reasons or having to take days off due to illnesses caused by 

STS (NIJ, 2005).   

The health and well-being of employees are important; however, too many organizations 

overwork the employees, which results in employees experiencing burnout.  A survey conducted 

with 614 human resources (HR) professionals reported 95% believed burnout was sabotaging 

workforce retention (Wilkie, 2017).  Turnover, especially in the human services field, can be 

detrimental to the organization because it causes more casework for the other employees, which 

may result in more burnout (Lambert et al., 2010).  According to Lambert et al. (2010), when 

employees are burned-out and dealing with a copious amount of stress, this can result in mistakes 

being made and this can be very harmful and costly to an organization.  Matin, Kalali, & Anvari 

(2012) used the MBI questionnaire, which is used to measure job burnout and demographic data 

to study the impact of job burnout and the effects it may have on an organization.  Using data 

analysis, the study identified a strong correlation in productivity decreasing, organizational 

commitment decreasing, turnover increasing, absenteeism increasing, and overall job satisfaction 

was directly impacted by burnout (Matin et al., 2012).   

The cost of turnover and absenteeism due to burnout and the effects on the job stress may 

have on the employees, their families, and the organization is why organizations must foster 

support systems and programs to combat burnout (Lambert et al., 2010).  Lambert et al. (2010) 

researched 160 private Midwestern maximum-security correctional facility employees.  The 

research was conducted to study emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and feelings of being 
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ineffective as it related to burnout.  A least-squares regression analysis was used to analyze the 

questionnaire data, which identified a significant association amongst burnout measures and the 

correlation of emotional exhaustion and depersonalization (Lambert et al., 2010).  The findings 

in the research suggested, “Emotional exhaustion is a powerful dimension of burnout, which 

helps shape the life satisfaction, turnover intent, and absenteeism of correctional employees” 

(Lambert et al., 2010, p. 107).  Lambert et al. (2010) suggested focusing on correctional 

employee burnout is crucial as the increased cost associated with employee turnover and 

shrinking budgets for correctional agencies is avoidable if burnouts addressed before and after it 

has started.   

Compassion Fatigue 

 A publication by a compassion fatigue specialist Francoise Mathieu (2007) elaborated on 

compassion fatigue, who it affects, signs and symptoms, contributing factors, and prevention 

measures against compassion fatigue.  Mathieu (2007) reported that a helping professional’s job 

is to meet the professional and emotional needs of the clients, which also increases the likelihood 

of a stressful work environment, heavy caseloads, limited resources, cynicism from coworkers, 

and low job satisfaction.  These categories are described in the study as the “cost of caring” and 

these categories have been described in previous studies as deep physical and emotional 

exhaustion that increases compassion fatigue in human service professionals (Mathieu, 2007).  

Mathieu (2007) describes compassion fatigue as an occupational hazard, the study reported 

signs, and symptoms of compassion fatigue included exhaustion, reduced ability to feel 

sympathy, anger, increased use of alcohol, dreading work, diminished sense of enjoyment of 

career, dissociation, absenteeism, and problems with personal relationships amongst others. 

Mathieu (2007) reviewed current life circumstances and working conditions as two contributing 
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factors to compassion fatigue.  The current life circumstances and an individual’s coping style 

affect compassion fatigue when working in a challenging field, many of these individuals have 

external life stressors to deal with along with their job, and this makes the human service 

professionals vulnerable to divorce and other life changes (Mathieu, 2007).  Working conditions 

was the second contributing factor identified and the study suggested that the working 

environment is often stressful and an unhappy place to work, which is a result of the employee’s 

compassion fatigue.  Mathieu (2007) suggested effective organizational strategies and self-care 

can prevent compassion fatigue for human service professionals.   

A study conducted by Merriman (2015) examined how compassion fatigues documented 

as an occupational hazard in a counseling field and how implementing self-care and knowledge 

can mitigate the risks of compassion fatigue.  The term compassion fatigue through previous 

research is a form of workplace burnout human service professionals would experience in the 

field and these professionals would display deep physical, emotional, and spiritual exhaustion 

(Merriman, 2015).  A consequence of compassion fatigue as described in a study conducted by 

Alkema, K., Linton, J. M., & Davies, R. (2008) was a counselor’s awareness of suffering clients 

would accrue emotional pain (Merriman, 2015).  According to Merriman (2015), a consequence 

of this condition would be a depletion of internal emotional resources due to the exposure of 

suffering clients.  Burnout is an underlying influence of compassion fatigue and counselors are 

vulnerable to burnout because of the personal isolation and the emotional toll of being 

empathetic to the clients (Merriman, 2015).  Research has indicated that there are specific 

compassion fatigue risk factors that make human service professionals more susceptible, which 

includes the amount of exposure, the high degree of empathy, inexperience, and 

countertransference issues (Bourassa, 2012).  



17 

 A qualitative study conducted by Bourassa (2012) explored risk factors, effects, and 

experiences of compassion fatigue amongst nine Adult Protective Services (APS) social workers 

from six urban counties in the mid-Atlantic state.  Directors of APS in the six urban areas 

prescreened participants for the study after the use of a convenience sample to identify 

participants (Bourassa, 2012).  The nine participants were all Caucasian females aged between 

30 and 60 with a bachelor (6) or higher level (3) of education in the social work and have worked 

in the field ranging from 32 years to less than five (Bourassa, 2012).  The data collection 

occurred during an interview process with the participants over four months and audiotaped the 

interviews for the researcher to analyze the data using a constant comparison method developed 

in 1967 by Glaser and Strauss (Bourassa, 2012).  The results of the study conducted by Bourassa 

(2012) indicated that all nine of the participants utilized boundaries to protect themselves from 

the effects of compassion fatigue and all participants identified the protective measure was a 

learned trait during their social work education.  The additional factors and characteristics that 

protected the participants from compassion fatigue identified in the study were personal history, 

sense of achievement, experience, preventative actions, coworker support, and independence 

from supervisory support.  Coworker support is the biggest reason why the participants were able 

to establish boundaries with their clients because it allowed them to voice their frustrations and 

stress with coworkers, as they were the only ones who could functionally understand the job 

(Bourassa 2012).  The major finding in the study was how the participants were able to develop 

boundaries to disengage themselves from symptoms of compassion fatigue and the study 

suggested maintaining appropriate boundaries can help prevent compassion fatigue (Bourassa, 

2012).   
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Workplace Stress Intervention Strategies   

Holton, Barry, & Chaney (2015) randomly surveyed 1,277 participants employed at a 

large university in 2009 to examine how employees cope with stress, determine if the coping 

strategies were adaptive or maladaptive, and identify manner individuals cope with stress.  The 

data from the surveys were analyzed using the Predictive Analytics Software (PASW) to 

generate a descriptive statistic of the data (Holton et al., 2015).  The data identified coping 

efforts to mitigate stress within an organization can help reduce the negative physical and 

psychological impact caused by job stress (Holton et al., 2015).  The data also discovered 35% of 

participants felt their job was harming their physical or emotional health and 51% reported a 

reduction in productivity due to workplace stress (Holton et al., 2015).  Coping and workplace 

stress management strategy used in Holton et al. (2015) study acknowledged a participant’s 

adaptive coping strategies vs maladaptive coping strategies.  Adaptive strategies participants 

used to cope with stress were exercise (53.7%), deep breathing (23.3%), communicate with a 

friend or family member (56.3%) and maladaptive coping strategies included drinking alcohol 

(16.4%) and (15.5%) eating more than usual (Holton et al., 2015, p. 302).  The study referred to 

adaptive coping strategies being more effective in combating stress and increasing the 

availability of coping resources in the workplace is necessary to increase adaptive coping 

strategies.   

Intervention programs used to mitigate or eliminate burnout/stress for employees 

increased job competence, personal coping skills, social support, and relaxation techniques 

(Awa, Plaumann, & Walter, 2010).  The qualitative research conducted by Awa et al. (2010) 

assessed 25 previous studies related to burnout intervention techniques and extracted data to 

create a statistic analysis.  Intervention content used by the participants in the study were 
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cognitive-behavioral training, counseling, adaptive skill training, relaxation exercises, and social 

support (Awa et al., 2010).  The results of the study reported an 84% reduction in burnout 

occurred in all the intervention techniques used by the participants; however, 82% percent of an 

all person-directed intervention led to the biggest immediate impact to decrease stress (Awa et 

al., 2010).  

Fear of repercussion or impact on an individual’s reputation are reasons why individuals 

may not seek help to participate in support services when dealing with stress or trauma (Lewis et 

al., 2013).  However, routinely deploying a stress-management intervention following a stressful 

situation may normalizing reactions that can reduce stress (Lewis et al., 2013).  The study by 

Lewis et al. (2013) suggested that employees in a correctional or law enforcement field could 

decrease job stress and increase productivity, family life, reduce burnout and job satisfaction if 

the employees are challenged and prioritize their health and well-being.  

According to the National Institute of Justice (2005), many officers identified their 

agency as the root cause of their stress and while many of these organizations offer mental health 

counseling.  The programs offered are not utilized when most of the unit is dealing with the same 

high-stress levels, as it seems like the norm in the workplace (NIJ, 2005).  The same study 

identified a stress reduction program would help take the corrective steps to reduce stress within 

the unit and at the same time, not singling out anyone who is dealing with burnout (NIJ, 2005).    

The study referred to contracting services to coordinate a stress reduction agency, which is a 

strategy currently being used at multiple agencies throughout the United States including 

Washington State Department of Corrections, Southern California probation agencies, and 

Pennsylvania Board of Probation and Parole.   
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Conclusion  

Through the analysis of the literature review, that research has shown a strong correlation 

between secondary trauma and stress and burnout in the human service field.  This literature 

review has also indicated that it is essential to address the problem of burnout experienced by 

probation and parole agents in XYZ Units of the Division of Community Corrections; as well as 

the need to gain a better understanding of the effects caused by secondary trauma and 

compassion fatigue.   
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Chapter III: Methodology 

The purpose of this exploratory study was to gain a better understanding of the effects, if 

any, that secondary trauma stress (STS) and compassion fatigue might have in contributing to the 

overall workplace stress and burnout of probation and parole agents in the DCC’s XYZ units.   

Subject Selection and Description 

 In the XYZ units, there are a total of 30 active probation and parole agents, ranging in 

age from 25 to 47, all of whom held bachelor’s degrees at the time of the study, with a gender 

ratio of 2:3 female to male.  Note that while a review of the literature suggested that age, years of 

experience, gender, and educational level could be factors associated with compassion fatigue, 

race was not identified in the literature as a factor.  Although basic demographic information was 

collected from the subjects participating in the study, at the request of the OLBI developer, 

Evangelia Demerouti, it was not considered relevant to the question this study asked and there 

was not reported in the results.  

The XYZ unit’s supervisor approved the research study to be conducted during the units 

monthly meeting.  A recruitment email was sent to all 30 agents explaining the study, the 

benefits of the study, how long the study would be, and what the participants would be doing 

during the study.  A consent form was included in the recruitment email and the participants who 

agreed to participate completed the written consent form during the office meeting.  19 agents 

and a supervisor agreed to participate in the study (20) and an office of 10 agents were covering 

for the offices participating in the meeting and were unable to participate in the study.  From 

these 20 participants, the researcher requested additional volunteers to be interviewed as part of 

the study and 12 of the 20 also agreed to participate in this phase of the study; however, due to 

workload only 10 were able to actually participate in the interviews.  
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Instrumentation 

 The instrumentation used for this research included the 16-question Oldenburg Burnout 

Inventory, a publicly available survey tool, and a 10-question one-on-one interviewing tool 

developed by the researcher.  

As noted, the Oldenburg Burnout Inventory (OBI), which has been validated through 

previous (Demerouti, Mostert, Bakker, 2010).  The survey is available for public use; however, 

the researcher confirmed the use of the tool for this study from a validator/developer of the 

OLBI, Professor Evangelia Demerouti, from the Eindhoven University of Technology.  The 

Oldenburg Burnout Inventory is presented in Appendix A.  

The interviewing tool consisted of 10 questions with the first five being open-ended 

questions intended to gain an understanding of the participant’s experiences with workplace 

stress and burnout.  The remaining five questions, intended to gain an understanding of 

secondary stress and compassion fatigue experiences, consisted of yes or no responses and 

included a Likert scale response indicating the degree of the experience if the respondent 

indicated a “yes” answer.  

The interviewing tool, developed by the researcher, was reviewed by an experience 

researcher to assess alignment with the research question and sub-questions; and reviewed by 

peers of the researcher to ensure clarity of the questions being asked.  The interview questions 

can be referred to in Appendix B.  

Data Collection Procedures 

 The OLBI survey was issued to the participants in a classroom setting during the monthly 

unit meeting after approval from the unit supervisor to conduct the survey and interview.  The 

participants were given an implied informed consent form before receiving the surveys.  The 
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implied informed consent is presented in Appendix C.  The participants received a briefing 

advising that the information collected would be kept confidential and their answers on the 

survey would not include their names and would not be used against them.  The completed 

surveys were personally returned to the researcher. 

Following the completion of the collection of the survey data the researcher scheduled 

the one-on-one interviews with the 10 study participants.  The interviews were conducted in the 

agents office and took 10-15 minutes per interview.  The interviews were transcribed during the 

interview on the computer and reviewed by the agents prior to the interview being concluded to 

ensure accuracy.  

Data Analysis Procedures 

The survey data was entered into an Xcel spreadsheet and using basic statistical tools 

were used to identify patterns, distributions and common themes.  

The interview data collected from the first five questions was transcribed into Word 

documents and common themes were identified.  The yes-no and Likert responses from the last 5 

questions was entered into an Xcel spreadsheet and again basic statistical tools were used to 

identify patterns, distributions and common themes.  
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Chapter IV: Results 

The purpose of this research was to gain a better understanding of the effects if any, 

secondary trauma stress (STS) and compassion fatigue in contributing to the overall workplace 

stress and burnout of probation and parole agents.  Data was first collected from all study 

participants by means of a 16-question written survey used to assess participant’s current level of 

exhaustion and disengagement; then additional data was collected individually from 10 of the 

participant’s by means of a 10-question interview questionnaire.  The following summarizes the 

results of these two activities    

Results of the Oldenburg Burnout Inventory Survey  

The Oldenburg Burnout Inventory (OLBI) provides an indication of the participants’ 

current level of exhaustion and disengagement (refer to Appendix A for the Oldenburg Burnout 

Inventory survey questions).  Table 1 reflects the disengagement and exhaustion scores from 

each participant.  Disengagement items are 1, 3(R), 6(R), 7, 9(R), 11(R), 13, 15.  Exhaustion 

items are 2(R), 4(R), 5, 8(R), 10, 12(R), 14, 16.  (R) means reversed items when the scores 

should be such that higher scores indicate more burnout (Demerouti, Mostert, & Bakker, 2010).  
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Table 1 

Oldenburg Burnout Inventory Survey Scores 

Participants Disengagement score Exhaustion score 

P1 29 23 

P2 28 25 

P3 29 21 

P4 19 18 

P5 16 20 

P6 21 23 

P7 21 18 

P8 26 22 

P9 22 16 

P10 26 22 

P11 23 20 

P12 24 21 

P13 24 23 

P14 23 21 

P15 23 21 

P16 28 22 

P17 28 20 

P18 27 21 

P19 26 23 

P20 26 23 
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The OLBI results for disengagement questions in Table 2 reflect the Table 1 scores from the 

participants.  The minimum score for the OLBI disengagement section is an 8 indicating strongly 

engaged whereas the maximum score is a 32 indicating strongly disengaged.  The collected 

results identified 50% (10) of the participants indicated being disengaged, 30% (6) reported 

being slightly disengaged, 15% (3) were neutral for a disengagement score, and 0.05% (1) of the 

participants scored slightly engaged.  

Table 2 

Results of Oldenburg Disengagement Questions (Q1,3,6,7,9,11,13, and 15) 

OBI score 
Disengagement 

8-10 
Strongly 
engaged 

11-14 
Engaged 

15-18 
Slightly 
engaged 

19-21 
neither 

22-25 
Slightly 

disengaged 

26-29 
disengaged 

30-32 
Strongly 

disengaged 
# of study 

participants 0 0 1 3 6 10 0 

Survey questions 1, 7, 13, and 15 consisted of statements reflecting a respondent’s 

positive, engaging attitudes towards one’s work. The results to these questions are summarized 

in Table 3. 

Table 3 

Participant’s Responses to Oldenburg Disengagement Questions 1, 7, 13, and 15 

 1 
Strongly Agree 

2 
Agree 

3 
Disagree 

4 
Strongly 
Disagree 

  Q1 — 12 8 — 

  Q7 1 10 9 — 

Q13 1 5 12 2 

Q15 — 11 9 — 

The first disengagement question from the survey (Q1) asked the participants if they always find 

new and interesting aspects of their work.  Based on the responses, 60% (12) of the participants 
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agreed with the statement, and 40% (8) disagreed.  None of the participants indicates strong 

agreement or disagreement with the statement.   

Survey question 7 asked if the respondent considered their work to be a positive 

challenge; and 55% (11) responded in agreement, with 45% (9) disagreeing. 

Survey question 13 asked the participants if their current job was the only type of work, 

they could imagine themselves doing and 70% (14) of the participant’s disagreed or strongly 

disagreed with the statement.  In contrast, 5 participants agreed and 1 participant strongly agreed 

that their current job was the only job they could imagine doing. 

The final question in the OBIS disengagement section relating to positive engaging 

attitudes (Q15) asked the participants if they felt ‘more and more engaged in their work’.  More 

than half (55%, 11) agreed with this statement with the remainder of the participants disagreeing.  

Overall, regarding having a positive attitude towards their work, these four questions suggest that 

the general attitude is somewhat positive.  

Questions 3, 6, 9, and 11 of the disengagement section of the OBIS consisted of 

statements reflecting a respondent’s negative or disengaging attitude towards one’s work.  The 

results to these questions are summarized in Table 4. 

Table 4 

Participant’s Responses to Oldenburg Disengagement Questions 3, 6, 9, and 11 

 1 
Strongly Agree 

2 
Agree 

3 
Disagree 

4 
Strongly Disagree 

  Q3 7 10 3 — 

  Q6 — 7 10 3 

  Q9 6 12 2 — 

Q11 — 12 7 1 
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Survey question #3 asked if the participants talked about their work negatively, and to the 

statement 35% (7) strongly agreed, 50% (10) agreed, and only 15% (3) disagreed.  

Survey question 6 asked if the respondent had begun to perceive their work as almost 

mechanical in nature requiring little thought.  In response, only 35% (7) agreed with this 

statement while 50% (10) of the participants disagreed and 15% (3) disagreed.   

Survey question 9 asked the respondents if, over time, they become disconnected from 

the type of work they are doing.  To this statement, 60% (12) agreed and another 30% (6) 

strongly agreed.  

Question 11, the final question in the disengagement series, asked the participants if they 

sometimes felt sickened about their work tasks and 60% (12) agreed with this statement with 

only 35% (7) disagreeing and 0.05% (1) strongly disagreeing.  Overall, in contrast to the positive 

attitude questions, the responses of these four questions suggest that the general attitude towards 

the work is more negative than positive. 

The OLBI results for exhaustion questions in Table 5 reflect the Table 1 scores from the 

participants.  The minimum score for the OLBI exhaustion section is an 8 indicating strongly 

energized whereas the maximum score is a 32 indicating strongly exhausted.  The collected 

results identified 45% (9) of the participants indicated being slightly exhausted, 40% (8) were 

neutral for an exhaustion score, and 15% (3) of the participants reported scores of slightly 

exhausted.  Of the 20 participants, none reported scores below 14 representing higher levels of 

energy or scores above 26 reflecting more exhaustion.   
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Table 5 

Results of Oldenburg Exhaustion Questions (Q2,4,5,8,10,12,14, and 16) 

OBI score 
Exhaustion 

8-10 
Strongly 
energized 

11-14 
energized 

15-18 
Slightly 

energized 

19-21 
neither 

22-25 
Slightly 

exhausted 

26-29 
exhausted 

30-32 
Strongly 

exhausted 
# of study 

participants 0 0 3 8 9 0 0 

Survey questions 2, 4, 8, and 12 consisted of statements reflecting a respondent’s overall 

feelings of exhaustion. The results to these questions are summarized in Table 6. 

Table 6 

Participant’s Responses to Oldenburg Exhaustion Questions 2, 4, 8, and 12 

 1 
Strongly Agree 

2 
Agree 

3 
Disagree 

4 
Strongly Disagree 

  Q2 12 8 — — 

  Q4 4 9 7 — 

  Q8 11 6 3 — 

Q12 8 10 2 — 

The first exhaustion question from the survey (Q2) asked the participants if there were days, they 

felt tired before arriving at work, 100% of the participants either agreed (8) or strongly agreed 

(12) with the statement.  

Survey question 4 asked if, after work, the participants needed more time now than they 

did in the past to relax and feel better.  To this statement 35% (7) of the participants disagreed 

while the remainder (65%) either agreed (9) or strongly agreed (4) that they do need more time 

to relax and feel better. 
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Survey question 8 asked if the participants felt emotionally drained during their work and 

the results showed that 85% of the participants agreed (6) or strongly agreed (11) with this 

statement.  

The final question in this set – question 12 – asked the participants if after work they 

usually felt worn out and weary, to which 90% either agreed (10) or strongly agreed (8) and only 

10% (2) disagreed.  Overall, based on this set of four questions, the respondents as a group 

expressed a general feeling of exhaustion. 

Survey questions 5, 10, 14, and 16 consisted of statements reflecting a respondent’s 

overall feelings of being energized and able to manage one’s life.  The results to these questions 

are summarized in Table 7. 

Table 7 

Participant’s Responses to Oldenburg Exhaustion Questions 5, 10, 14, and 16 

 1 
Strongly Agree 

2 
Agree 

3 
Disagree 

4 
Strongly Disagree 

  Q5 — 9 9 2 

Q10 1 4 12 3 

Q14 — 12 7 1 

Q16 — 1 11 8 

Survey question 5 asked participants if they believed they were able to tolerate the 

pressures of their work, to which 45% (9) indicated agreement with the statement, 45% (9) 

indicated disagreement, and 10% (2) were in strong disagreement.  

The following exhaustion question (Q10) asked if the participant had enough energy after 

work for leisure activities.  75% by either disagreeing (12) or strongly disagreeing (3) identified 

that they did not have enough energy after completing work to conduct leisure activities. 
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Survey question 14 asked the participants if they believed they were able to manage the 

amount of work they were given, with the results being 60% (12) agreeing with the statement 

and 40% indicated through disagreement that they were not able to manage the amount of work 

well. 

The final question of both the OBI survey, and the set of questions associated with 

exhaustion (Q16), asked if the participants usually felt energized while at work.  In response to 

this statement 95% (19) of the respondents either disagreed (11) of strongly disagreed (8).  

Overall, regarding the four questions associated with being energized, there was twice the level 

of disagreement (66%) then agreement (34%).  

Results of the Participant’s Interview  

 After collecting the data from the Oldenburg Burnout Inventory, 10 of the survey 

participants also agreed to participate in one-on-one interviews.  Each interview consisted of the 

same five open-ended questions and five closed responses.  The interview questions can be 

referred to in Appendix B. 

Results of interview questions (Q1,2,3,4, and 5).  The first five interview questions 

focused on workplace stress and burnout.  The first question asked the participants to identify 

they stressors they experienced at work.  Table 8 shows the complete list of identified stressors 

and frequency/percentage of the responses.  In short, the source of work stress could be 

categorized and prioritized as arising from the amount of work and the nature of the work, 

followed by pressure and demands from management. 
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Table 8 

Interview Results for Question 1-Stressors at Work 

Response Frequency Percentage of Participants 

Timelines  

Caseload 

Data Entry 

Unrealistic Expectations  

Unexpected Tasks  

Time Management Issues 

Management Pressure 

Clients/Offenses 

Victim Accounts  

3 

5 

1 

4 

2 

2 

2 

8 

4 

30% 

50% 

10% 

40% 

20% 

20% 

20% 

80% 

40% 

The second interview question asked the participants to identify the consequences they 

experienced due to the stress they experienced at work.  Table 9 shows the complete list of 

identified consequences and the frequency of the responses.  The two most commonly identified 

consequences were a decrease in work productivity and an increase in feelings of anger and 

irritability. 
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Table 9 

Interview Results for Question 2 – Stress Consequences 

Response Frequency Percentage of Participants 

Irritation/Anger 

Over-Eating  

Physical/Sickness 

Emotional Stress 

Relationship Strain  

Productivity Decrease 

Sleep Loss 

7 

4 

3 

4 

2 

7 

3 

70% 

40% 

30% 

40% 

20% 

70% 

30% 

The third interview question asked the participants to identify the methods and/or mechanisms 

they used to cope with the stress they experienced at work.  Table 10 shows the complete list of 

identified coping methods and the frequency of identified methods.  Based on frequency, no 

single method stood out as an answer to dealing with work stress. 

Table 10 

Interview Results for Question 3 – Coping Mechanisms 

Response Frequency Percentage of Participants 

Alcohol 

Physical Activity  

Venting 

Hobbies/Sports  

Read  

Spend Time with Family  

Alone Time  

2 

4 

2 

3 

1 

4 

3 

20% 

40% 

20% 

30% 

10% 

40% 

30% 
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 The fourth interview question asked the participants to explain what burnout meant to 

them and what they believed could be done to reduce workplace burnout.  An underlying theme 

to the question of what burnout is was a loss of apathy and becoming desensitized.  One 

participant reported that being ‘checked out’ and a loss of passion indicated burnout, while 4 

participants reported the loss of compassion, and that burnout makes them dread coming to work 

and unable to cope with the stress. 

Regarding ways to mitigate burnout in the workplace, responses varied from having more 

realistic expectations with tasks, reducing caseload sizes, and a bigger workforce.  One 

participant suggested that management should acknowledge employee’s work and take care of 

the employees and having more resources for employees to reduce stress.  

 The final phase of the interview consisted of 5 yes-no questions specific to personal 

experience with secondary stress, compassion fatigue, and burnout.  If a participant responded 

yes to any of the questions, he or she was asked to then quantify the experience using a tree-point 

Likert scale.  The results of interview questions 6-10 are summarized in Table 11.  
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Table 11 

Interview Results for Questions 6-10 

Question % Extent of Experience 

Interview Question 6 % Yes Very 

Stressful 

Stressful Mildly Stressful 

Experienced workplace trauma 20% — 100% — 

Interview Question 7 % Yes Very Much Moderate Mildly 

Secondary stress contributes to 

burnout 

20% 50% 50% — 

Interview Question 8 % Yes Very Much Moderate Mildly 

Burnout led to decreased productivity 60% 16.6% 66.6% 16.6% 

Interview Question 9 % Yes Very Much Moderate Mildly 

Experienced compassion fatigue  40% — 75% 25% 

Interview Question 10 % Yes Very Much Moderate Mildly 

Experienced workplace burnout 

If yes, how often/how much 

80% 

 

25% 

Daily 

50% 

>1/wk 

25% 

<1/wk 

  25% 25% 50% 

Note.  Questions in the table have been paraphrased to fit the table to make results readable.  

 Interview question 6 asked if the participants have experienced workplace trauma when 

clients were telling their personal trauma experiences, which resulted in 20% stating that they 

have experienced trauma and of the participants who reported they have experienced secondary 

trauma suggested it was stressful.  The follow-up question to the participants asked if the 

experience of secondary trauma was contributing to their feelings of burnout and what extent.  
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One participant reported the experience was very much contributing to burnout and another 

participant reported the experience of secondary trauma was moderately contributing.  All of the 

participants were asked if they felt if workplace burnout has decreased their productivity and 

60% responded that they did believe workplace burnout and of those reporting yes, 16.6 % 

responded very much, 66.6% reported moderate, and 16.6% stating the experience is mildly 

decreasing their productivity.  Interview question 9 asked if the participants experienced 

compassion fatigue while working and how much this experience contributed to their overall 

workplace stress.  40% of the participants stated they have experienced compassion fatigue and 

of those individuals, 75% suggested that the experience was moderately contributing and 25% 

reported the experience was mildly contributing to workplace stress.  The final interview 

question (10) was directly asking the participants if they have experienced workplace burnout 

and to what extent.  80% of the participants interviewed responded that they have experienced 

workplace burnout and 25% stated that the experience they experience burnout very often, 50% 

reported the experience is moderate and 25% stated the experience is mild.  The eight 

respondents who answered yes to interview question 10 were asked how much/how often they 

experience burnout, which resulted in 25% reporting burnout is experienced daily, 25% reported 

burnout more than once a week and 50% stated they experience burnout once a week.  
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Chapter V: Discussion, Conclusion and Recommendation 

The purpose of this study was to gain a better understanding of the effects if any, 

secondary trauma stress (STS) and compassion fatigue in contributing to the overall workplace 

stress and burnout of probation and parole agents.  The primary question this study attempted to 

answer what the significance of the factors of experiences of secondary trauma and compassion 

fatigue contributed to the overall levels of workplace stress and job burnout of probation and 

parole agents working in XYZ Units of the Division of Community Corrections.  This chapter 

discusses the research conclusion, limitations to the research, and recommendations.  

Conclusions  

According to the analysis of the data collected in the OLBI survey, the data did indicate 

high levels of both disengagement and exhaustion in the study participants.  Loss of compassion 

for the job, speaking about their work negatively, and being disconnected from their work were 

areas that suggested the participants are disengaged from their work.  The exhaustion items in the 

OLBI showed 85% of the study participants feeling emotionally drained and most of the 

participants (90%) indicating a lack of energy to do the job; although, 60% felt they were able to 

manage the amount of work.  

 The interview results suggested that clients/offenders (80%), unrealistic expectations 

(40%), caseloads (50%), and victim accounts (40%) are contributing to higher levels of 

workplace stress.  The responses relating to the consequences of stress experienced at work-

included anger, declining mental and physical health, productivity decreasing, and family issues.  

These consequences were also identified in the literature review as areas that show a strong 

indication of burnout and result in a decreased level of productivity, employee happiness, and 

absenteeism. 
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The collected data did report high levels of stress when experiencing secondary trauma 

and 80% of the participants indicated that they experience workplace burnout at least once a 

week.  The secondary trauma experienced by the participants was identified as a strong 

contributor to burnout for those participants who stated they have experienced secondary trauma.  

Compassion fatigue was experienced by 40% of the participants and the compassion fatigue 

being experienced contributed at a moderate (75%) and mild (25%) extent to workplace stress.  

The results from both the OLBI survey and the interview determined secondary traumatic stress 

and compassion fatigue strongly contribute to workplace stress and burnout experienced by 

probation and parole agents in the XYZ Units of the Division of Community Corrections.   

 This research correlated with many of the previous studies and research included in the 

literature review. Mathieu’s (2007) compassion fatigue publication related to the data from this 

research, which included many of the occupational hazards and symptoms of compassion 

fatigue.  The negative impact of trauma and burnout identified in the literature review also 

correlated with the research as participants reported declining health, relationship issues, and 

high-stress levels.  The research conducted by Bourassa (2012) identified how participants were 

able to create boundaries to disengage themselves from compassion fatigue; however, the 

prevention methods and preventative actions identified in Bourassa’s (2012) research did not 

correlate with the results from this research.   

Limitations  

One of the limitations of this study was the small sample size for both the OLBI survey 

and the interview as this provided a small sample of statistical data.  Although the number of 

participants (20) represented 0.01 % of the total active probation and parole agents and staff 
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(1,671) in the DCC, because the subjects self-selected they may not be a true representative 

sample of the study population. 

Recommendations 

 Further research should be conducted to provide a larger sample size of participants from 

multiple regions throughout the State to identify the extent of burnout, STS, and compassion 

fatigue in the Division of Community Corrections.  Due to the higher levels of burnout and 

compassion fatigue identified in this study, strategies identified in the literature review section 

would benefit agents who participated in this research to help cope with burnout, STS, and 

compassion fatigue and further research should be conducted to implement prevention methods.  

Further recommendations include modifying the instrumentation by adding another burnout 

survey to compare against the OLBI to identify the significate impact of specific areas of 

burnout, which will help provide prevention strategies.  
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Appendix A: Survey  

Instruction: Below you find a series of statements with which you may agree or disagree. 
Using the scale, please indicate the degree of your agreement by selecting the number that 
corresponds with each statement. The Oldenburg Burnout Inventory is a publicly available 
instrument taken from Burnout and Work Engagement: A Thorough Investigation of the 
Independency of Both Constructs (Demerouti, Mostert, Bakker, 2010).  
 Strongly 

Agree 
Agree Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

1. I always find new and interesting aspects in my work.  1 2 3 4 

2. There are days when I feel tired before I arrive at work. 1 2 3 4 

3. It happens more and more often that I talk about my work in a 
negative way. 

1 2 3 4 

4. After work, I tend to need more time than in the past in order to 
relax and feel better. 

1 2 3 4 

5. I can tolerate the pressure of my work very well. 1 2 3 4 

6. Lately, I tend to think less at work and do my job almost 
mechanically. 

1 2 3 4 

7. I find my work to be a positive challenge. 1 2 3 4 

8. During my work, I often feel emotionally drained. 1 2 3 4 

9. Over time, one can become disconnected from this type of work. 1 2 3 4 

10. After working, I have enough energy for my leisure activities. 1 2 3 4 

11. Sometimes I feel sickened by my work tasks. 1 2 3 4 

12. After my work, I usually feel worn out and weary. 1 2 3 4 

13. This is the only type of work that I can imagine myself doing. 1 2 3 4 

14. Usually, I can manage the amount of my work well. 1 2 3 4 

15. I feel more and more engaged in my work. 1 2 3 4 

16. When I work, I usually feel energized. 1 2 3 4 

Demerouti, Mostert, Bakker, 2010 

Please identify your current age in the blank space to the right  
Please identify your gender in the blank space to the right  
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Appendix B: Interview Questions 

Interview questions conducted with the probation and parole agents in the unit 

Question Response 

1. What stressors do you experience at work?     

2. What consequences do you experience due 
to workplace stress?  

 

3. How do you cope with workplace stress?   

4. What does workplace burnout mean to 
you?   

 

5. What do you think could help reduce 
workplace burnout?  

 

6. Have you experience stress/trauma when 
clients are telling you about their personal 
trauma experience? 

Yes/No 
 

If yes, how would you describe what you 
experience (very stressful/stressful/mildly 
stressful).  

7. Do feel these experiences of secondary 
stress are contributing to your feeling of 
burnout? 

Yes/No 
 

If yes, how would you describe what you 
experience (Very Much/Moderate/mildly). 
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8. Do you feel workplace burnout has 
decreased your productivity?  

Yes/No 
 

If yes, how would you describe what you 
experience (Very Much/Moderate/Mildly). 

9. Have you experienced compassion fatigue 
while working?  

Yes/No 
 

If yes, how much has this contributed to your 
overall workplace stress (Very 

Much/Moderate/Mildly).  

10. Have you experienced workplace 
burnout?  

Yes/No 
 

If yes, to what extend (Very 
Much/Moderate/Mildly). 

 
If yes, how often/how much (Daily, more than 

once a week, once a week).  
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Appendix C: Consent Form 

 
UW-Stout Signed Consent Statement 

for Research Involving Human Subjects 
 

Consent to Participate In UW-Stout Approved Research  
 
Project Title: The Influence of Workplace Stress: Increasing Human Performance by 
Mitigating Burnout 
 
Description:  
The purpose of this study was to gain a better understanding of what the effects, if any, 
secondary trauma stress (STS) and compassion fatigue in contributing to the overall workplace 
stress and burnout of probation and parole agents. The primary question this study attempted to 
answer what significance of the factors of experiences of secondary trauma and compassion 
fatigue contributed to the overall levels of workplace stress and job burnout of probation and 
parole agents working in XYZ Units of the Division of Community Corrections. You will be 
asked to complete a survey and will be given the opportunity to conduct a one-on-one interview. 
Please feel free to ask the researcher any questions that you may have regarding this study.  
 
Risks:  
Risks are minimized by keeping data collected anonymous and removing any personal 
identification information (PII).  
 
Benefits:  
You may benefit by contributing to this research to increase the impact of the training needs 
within the unit, which could allow for positive changes for the State of Wisconsin and the 
Department of Corrections by identifying if compassion fatigue and STS contribute to burnout 
and stress, which will help future efforts to improve job satisfaction.  
 
Confidentiality:  
No identifying information will be may public during this study. Your PII regarding the study 
will only be stored on the researcher’s password protected computer and will be permanently 
deleted once the Fall Semester of 2019 ends.  
 
Time Commitment:  
The survey will take about 20 minutes and the one-on-one interview will last 30-40 minutes.  
 
Right to Withdraw:  
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. You may choose not to participate without 
any adverse consequences to you. You have the right to stop the survey at any time. However, 
should you choose to participate and later wish to withdraw from the study, there is no way to 
identify your anonymous document after it has been turned into the investigator. If you are 
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participating in an anonymous online survey, once you submit your response, the data cannot be 
linked to you and cannot be withdrawn. 
 
IRB Approval: This study has been reviewed and approved by The University of Wisconsin-
Stout's Institutional Review Board (IRB). The IRB has determined that this study meets the 
ethical obligations required by federal law and University policies.  If you have questions or 
concerns regarding this study, please contact the Investigator or Advisor.  If you have any 
questions, concerns, or reports regarding your rights as a research subject, please contact the IRB 
Administrator. 
 
 
Investigator: Brad Hafner 
608-386-1369 | 
hafnerb2254@my.uwstout.edu 
 
 

IRB Administrator 
Elizabeth Buchanan  
Office of Research and Sponsored Programs 
152 Vocational Rehabilitation Bldg. 
UW-Stout 
Menomonie, WI 54751 
715.232.2477 
Buchanane@uwstout.edu  

Advisor: Dr. Richard Herling 
715-232-5423 | herlingr@uwstout.edu 
 

 
 
Statement of Consent: 
By completing the following survey, you agree to participate in the Organization Development 
Evaluation Training project.  
 
 
__________________________________________________ 
Name Date 
 


