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W N e

Abstract: Supervision is an imperative practice within the social work field. It provides social
workers with support systems, ensures that social workers are adhering to professional standards,
and protects clients. Research has also shown that quality supervision can improve social workers’
professional capacity and reduce work stress. However, most of this research has been confined
to social workers” experiences within Western countries and has been largely qualitative in nature.
Thus, this study aims to examine the experience of 489 social workers based in Guangzhou, China to
understand how supervision affects their negative affect and psychological distress. The findings
indicate that supervision not only reduces negative affect and psychological distress amongst Chinese
social workers, but also is especially effective for social workers with high job demands. When job
demands are high, social workers who receive both individual and group supervision also appear
to have lower negative affect and psychological distress as compared to social workers who only
receive individual supervision. These findings emphasize the significance of supervision as a buffer
factor to reduce negative affect and psychological distress amongst Chinese social workers who face
high job demands.
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1. Introduction
1.1. Development of Social Work in China

Within the last forty years, social work in China has been steadily on the rise. In
the late 1980s, China was nearly void of social workers, but by 2020, the industry had
exponentially grown to about 1.5 million social workers in the field [1-3]. However, with
this rapidly forming professional care industry came major problems. For example, the
social work industry had become riddled with high burnout and turnover rates throughout
the country [4-7] because of the steep emotional job demands the work requires [8-11]. For
example, Huang and colleagues found that, of 897 social workers from Chengdu, China, a
moderate amount of the participants experienced negative affect and psychological distress.
Moreover, they found that participants’ job demands significantly increased negative affect
(beta = 0.32, p < 0.001) and psychological distress (beta = 0.24, p < 0.001) [12]. Thus, Huang
and colleagues concluded that increased negative affect and psychological distress amongst
social workers can often lead to employees’ negative well-being [12-14].

The job responsibilities of frontline social workers in China are wide-ranging. Social
workers are required to perform client visits and outreach, case management, group work,
project planning and execution, community networking, assessment, and training [15,16].
In addition, social workers need to accomplish comprehensive administrative tasks that
stem from government-required service-purchasing agreements [17-19]. Consequently,
social workers frequently work overtime due to the immense needs of clients, projects, and
administrative tasks.
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1.2. Dangers of Negative Affect and Psychological Distress on Social Work Employees

Negative affect is described as an unpleasant feeling or emotion that can be expressed
as guilt, shame, anxiety, fear, irritability, or sadness [20,21]. Negative affect can cause
disturbances in an individual’s physical and mental well-being. For example, negative
affect can cause emotional dysregulation and psychiatric symptoms [21-23], and even
reduced job performance [13,24]. The higher the level of negative affect an individual
experiences, the more intense negative feelings, such as anxiety and nervousness, will
be present [25].

Meanwhile, psychological distress is a state of emotional anguish, due to stress-related
events, that can make daily life incredibly difficult [26,27]. Typically, psychological distress
is characterized by symptoms of depression, anxiety, or other somatic complaints [27]
that can be worsened by perceived stress, especially at work [28]. This type of distress
additionally increases an individual’s risk for developing a multitude of behavioral disor-
ders and illnesses, such as mood and anxiety disorders [29,30] as well as increased work
problems [29-32], and even suicidal behavior [33,34].

Together, negative affect and psychological distress have significant consequences on
an individual’s mental and behavioral well-being, so it is critical that employers understand
how supervision policies could mitigate such occurrences for their social workers with high
job demands. First, negative affect can anticipate how an individual will perform at work
far more accurately than certain personality factors such as neuroticism [25]. Moreover,
negative affect has serious influence on job performance because it increases the likelihood
of worker withdrawal and job-related injuries while reducing the likelihood of modeling
organizational citizenship behavior [25]. Second, psychological distress reduces work
performance because it deteriorates overall psychological well-being [28]. According to
Wright & Cropanzano [35], individuals with low psychological well-being are less likely
to feel happy, especially at work, which can reduce productivity and increase burnout
amongst employees. While both of these mental states have serious repercussions within the
professional realm, they can each be mitigated by adequate, positive supervision at work.

1.3. Concept and Function of Social Work Supervision

Social work supervision is a process of interpersonal communication between the
supervisor and the supervisee that focuses on promoting the development of professional
knowledge, skill, and ethical standards within the practice of social work. Moreover, su-
pervisors are able to monitor supervisees’ advanced knowledge and skills and ensure that
they are ethically and competently applying their capabilities [36]. Social work supervision
also involves administrative, educative, and supportive functions, each working in tandem
to ensure that social workers are supported in their work, delivering professional, quality
services, and that clients are being protected from harm [36-38]. Research on social work
supervision has shown that supervision not only improves the quality of services that
social workers provide to clients [39-44], but that supervision also reduces work stress
and increases job satisfaction amongst supervised social workers [45-48]. Mor Barak et al.
performed a meta-analysis of 27 social work supervision studies. They found that super-
vision was frequently measured by one or two of the following context dimensions: task
assistance, emotional support, and supervisory personal interaction. All three dimensions
were significantly related to positive job outcomes for social workers [39]. Similarly, Wilkins
and Antonopoulou studied 315 social workers from the United Kingdom and found that
supervision frequency was positively associated with positive job outcomes [41]. Hung et al.
used focus group interviews of social workers in Shenzhen, China and found that respon-
dents felt satisfaction with supervision when the supervisor provided task assistance and
emotional support [45]. However, it is important to note that past research on social work
supervision has been largely qualitative in nature [40,42,44,48] and is mainly restricted to
Western countries’ experiences [40,41,48]. While supervision should have a powerful effect
on social workers, it should occur regardless of their geographic location.
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With respect to supervision regulation in social work in China, the Ministry of Civil
Affairs issued the Guidelines for Social Work Supervision in 2021 [49]. These guidelines
stipulate the area, process, ethics, and deployment of supervision, including supervisor
credentials, and implement a cap of 5 supervisees per supervisor. However, the guidelines
do not specify the frequency nor duration of supervision. Consequently, local governments
and social work associations often issue their own guidelines on supervision frequency
and duration [50]. Though varied by cities and provinces, the local guidelines generally
recommend one supervision session per month, and the duration of supervision varies with
the supervisee’s work experience. For example, the Guangzhou Social Work Association
recommends one supervision session per month, which lasts 2 h for social workers with
2 or fewer years of experience, or 1 h for workers with more than 2 years of experience [51].

Social work supervision provides social workers with opportunities to manage their
workloads and emotional labor in a safe and supported way [36-38]. Additionally, super-
vision ensures that social workers can continue to provide professional, quality services
to their clients [39-41]. Moreover, supervision has the potential to reduce work stress and
increase job satisfaction amongst social workers [45-48].

This paper seeks to expand the academic understanding of how supervision is per-
formed, and its influence on Chinese social workers. So far, there has been plentiful research
documenting the high emotional stress, such as negative affect and psychological distress,
that Chinese social workers experience [7,12,52]. However, this study uses empirical data
to examine the effects of supervision on negative affect and psychological distress amongst
Chinese social workers. These findings can advance the understanding of how negative af-
fect and psychological distress influences Chinese social workers and whether supervision
may mitigate any subsequent adverse effects. As Meunier and colleagues [28] note, when
adequate supervision occurs, where the supervisor implements strong communication
techniques and shows supportive practices to their employees, workers are less likely to
feel isolated at work or experience psychological strain, and are overall more likely to have
increased well-being. Therefore, we hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 1: Supervision is negatively associated with negative affect.
Hypothesis 2: Supervision moderates the effects of job demands on negative affect.
Hypothesis 3: Supervision is negatively associated with psychological distress.

Hypothesis 4: Supervision moderates the effects of job demands on psychological distress.

2. Methods
2.1. Data and Sample

We utilized an online anonymous survey to collect our data. The survey was originally
written in English, but was later translated to Chinese by two Chinese doctoral students
in the United States and was further verified by an American professor whose native
language is Chinese. The survey and research procedure were approved by the Research
Review Committee, School of Public Administration, Guangdong University of Foreign
Studies in China on 15 June 2021. On 15 September 2021, we sent the survey link to
756 frontline social workers from 54 randomly selected agencies throughout Guangzhou,
China. Thereafter we emailed participants two reminders to participate on 22 September
2021, and on 29 September 2021. Of the 756 frontline social workers emailed, 537 social
workers participated by 10 October 2021, resulting in a 71% response rate. After review,
we excluded 48 social workers who worked as supervisors within their agencies for our
final analysis because we were examining the effects of supervision on supervisees only.
Thus, our final sample consisted of 489 frontline social workers. Each respondent was
additionally informed of their participation rights and informed of their ability to end the
survey at will. The primary demographics of the final sample were majority female (85.1%)



Int. |. Environ. Res. Public Health 2023, 20, 1764 4o0f 11

and never married (56.4%). The mean age was 29 years old, and more than half of the
sample had at least a college degree.

2.2. Measures

First, to measure negative affect we used an abbreviated version of the International
Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (I-PANAS-SF) [53]. The I-PANAS-SF has been shown
to have cross-sample stability, internal reliability, temporal stability, cross-cultural factorial
invariance, and convergent and criterion-related validity, which makes it an effective
tool [53-55]. Essentially, the scale measured the participants’ emotions, such as hostility
and shame, throughout the previous two-week period. Participants were able to select
one answer along a 5-point interval scale ranging from 1 (“never”) to 5 (“always”). The
responses to each item were then averaged. Each participant could have a final score
ranging from 1 to 5, and the higher the score, the more negative affect was present. Here,
the Cronbach’s alpha of negative affect was 0.88.

Second, to measure psychological distress, we used the valid and reliable Kessler
6 Psychological Distress Scale (“K6”) [30,56-58]. The K6’s measure of psychological distress
has been calibrated and shown reliable through previous studies [29,56,59]. Participants
were asked to self-report how often they experienced psychological distress within the
past 30-day period. These included feelings of nervousness, hopelessness, restlessness,
worthlessness, and/or depression. For example, one of the prompts asked participants to
rate how frequently they felt “everything was an effort” [56]. Participants could rate their
response ranging along a 5-point scale from 0 (“none of the time”) to 4 (“all of the time”).
Next, we added all responses from each item, giving each participant a psychological
distress score between 0 and 24. In this study, the K6 scale had a Cronbach’s alpha
value of 0.94.

Third, we followed previous studies [39,41,45] and critiqued the influence of super-
vision through three lenses: (1) frequency, (2) type, and (3) reported satisfaction in task
assistance and emotional support areas. We measured frequency of supervision by asking
respondents to report how often they had had a supervision meeting within the last year.
Respondents could answer either between “3 times or less”, “4-6 times”, “7-9 times”, or
“10 times or more”. Next, we assessed for type of supervision by asking respondents to
report what kind of supervision they experienced at work. These options ranged from:
“individual”, “group”, or “both individual and group” supervision. Finally, we measured
satisfaction with supervision by asking respondents whether they felt satisfied with the
help they received in each of the following supervision topics: case management, program
design and implementation, resource integration and utilization, professional knowledge,
professional ethics, ability to oversee team members, and emotional counseling and sup-
port. Respondents could respond either O (“not satisfied”) or 1 (“satisfied”). Each of the
answers were then summed to get a final score ranging from 0 to 7.

Fourth, we used Lequeurre et al.’s Questionnaire sur les Ressources et Contraintes
Professionnelles (QRCP) [60] to measure job demands. For this assessment, we considered
three influencing aspects of Chinese social workers’ job responsibilities: pace and amount of
workload given to each worker, emotional workload, and changes within tasks. First, pace
and amount of workload examined the quantity of work or tasks that social workers are
given in a relatively constrained time. Second, emotional workload examined the quantity
of emotional energy that social workers are required to utilize throughout their workdays.
Third, changes in tasks examined how changes in job tasks created challenges for workers.
Lequeurre and colleagues used 4 prompts to measure each of these three influential aspects
of job demands [60]. For example, participants were asked to self-report how often they
felt they had “Too much work to do”. Possible answers ranged along a 7-point Likert scale
from 1 (“never”) to 7 (“always”). We then averaged the scores from all the items. The
higher the score, the more job demands were present. Overall, the Cronbach’s alpha was
0.83 in this study.
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The analysis also factored in certain demographics and socioeconomic characteris-
tics from the participants, such as gender (female = 1, male = 0), age, marital status (never
married = 1, other = 0), and education (college degree or above = 1, below college
education = 0).

2.3. Analytical Approach

To analyze our sample, we used STATA software 16.0 to perform descriptive analyses
that illustrate the respondents’ characteristics among all variables and an ordinary least
squares (OLS) regression analysis to estimate the effects that supervision had on negative
affect and psychological distress. Throughout these analyses, we controlled for socioeco-
nomic characteristics of the respondents to ensure that these factors did not influence our
results. Finally, we assessed for a moderation effect by adding the interaction between job
demands and supervision into the analysis [61].

3. Results

Table 1 demonstrates the variables” descriptive statistics. Respondents reported, on
average, a score of 2.4 for negative affect (SD = 0.9) and 7.5 for psychological distress
(SD = 5.4). A majority of the sample also reported having supervision meetings 10 times
or more annually (82.0%), followed by three times or less (9.6%), seven to nine times
(5.1%), and four to six times annually (3.3%). Additionally, most of the respondents report
experiencing both individual and group supervision at work (90.8%), followed by group
supervision only (5.7%), and individual supervision only (3.5%). The average satisfaction
with supervision was 3.7 (SD = 1.8), ranging from 0 to 7. Respondents also conferred
relatively high job demands (M = 4.7, SD = 0.7). Together, these results suggest that,
although the sampled social workers had high job demands, most of them also frequently
received individual and/or group supervision. Finally, most of the respondents also
reported moderate satisfaction with supervision along with modest negative affect and
psychological distress.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of key variables.

Mean (S.D.)

1. Negative Affect (1-5) 24 (0.9)
2. Psychological Distress (0-24) 7.5(5.4)
3. Frequency of Supervision (%)

<3 9.6

4-6 3.3

7-9 5.1

>10 82.0
4. Type of Supervision (%)

Individual 35

Group 5.7

Individual and Group 90.8
5. Satisfaction w. Supervision (0-7) 3.7 (1.8)
6. Job Demand (1-7) 4.7 (0.7)
7. Female (%) 85.1
8. Age (18-60) 29.0 (6.4)
9. Education (%)

Below College 49.5

College and Above 50.5
10. Marital Status (%)

Never Married 56.4

Married 44.6

Note: N = 489. Numbers in brackets show ranges of the variables.

Tables 2—4 demonstrate the standardized estimates of negative affect and psychological
distress, estimated by the OLS regression. Tables 2 and 3, respectively, focus on frequency
and type of supervision, while Table 4 examines the effects of satisfaction with supervision.
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Moreover, four models were presented in each Table. Model 1 demonstrates the effects of
supervision and job demands on negative affect, while Model 2 demonstrates the interaction
between supervision and job demands. Models 3 and 4 are respectively the same as Models
1 and 2, except that each uses psychological distress as the dependent variable rather than
negative affect.

Table 2. Regression analysis of negative affect and psychological distress by frequency of supervision.

Negative Affect Psychological Distress
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Beta S.E. p Beta S.E. p Beta S.E. p Beta S.E. p

Supervision

(1: <3 - - - - - - - -

(2): 4-6 0.01 0.23 0.39 1.39 —0.03 1.36 0.21 8.37

3):7-9 —0.07  0.19 0.40 111 —0.09 1.16 * 043 6.69

(4): >10 —0.15 0.12 ** 0.49 0.68 —0.11 0.73 * 0.53 4.07
Job Demands 0.42 0.05 e 0.65 0.13 e 0.49 0.30 e 0.72 0.82 el
Supervision * Job Demands

(1) * Job Demands - - - - - - - -

(2) * Job Demands - - —0.39 0.31 - - —0.25 1.84

(3) * Job Demands - - —0.48 0.24 - - —0.54 1.45 *

(4) * Job Demands - - —-0.71 0.15 * - - —0.72 0.89 *
Female —0.07  0.10 —0.07  0.10 —0.06  0.61 —0.06  0.61
Age —0.02 0.01 0.02 0.01 —0.08 0.04 —0.08  0.04
Education—College and Above —0.02 0.07 —0.03 0.07 0.00 0.43 0.00 0.43
Never Married 0.06 0.09 0.06 0.09 0.06 0.54 0.06 0.54
Adjusted R-square 0.18 0.19 0.25 0.26

Note: N =489. *p < 0.05, * p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

As shown in Table 2, the adjusted R-square of Model 1 was 0.18. As expected, super-
vision and job demands have significant effects on negative affect. Social workers who
had 10 or more supervision sessions at work annually, compared to social workers who
had supervision 0 to 3 times annually, reported a 0.15-standard-deviation-lower score on
negative affect (p < 0.01). These results confirm Hypothesis 1: frequent supervision reduces
negative affect. Likewise, the data showed that an increase of 1 standard deviation in job
demands was associated with an increase of 0.65 standard deviations in negative affect
(p < 0.001). Additionally, the interaction between category 4 of supervision (10 times or
more) and job demands was significant (Beta = —0.71, p < 0.05) (See Model 2). This finding
supports Hypothesis 2: high frequency of supervision moderates the effect of job demands
on negative affect.

With respect to the results on psychological distress, the adjusted R-square of Model
3 was 0.25. Supervision and job demands also have significant effects on psychological
distress. Social workers who underwent supervision 10 times or more annually, com-
pared to social workers who attended supervision zero to three times per year, reported a
0.11-standard-deviation-lower distress level at work (p < 0.05). Additionally, our results
show that social workers who underwent supervision seven to nine times annually also had
significantly low psychological distress (beta = —0.09, p < 0.05). These findings confirm Hy-
pothesis 3. Finally, an increase of 1 standard deviation in job demands was associated with
an increase of 0.49 standard deviations in psychological distress amongst social workers
(p <0.001).

The results in Model 4 indicate that the interaction between category 4 of supervision
(10 times or more annually) and job demands was significant (Beta = —0.72, p < 0.05), and
similarly for the interaction between category 3 of supervision (7-9 times) and job demands
(Beta = —0.54, p < 0.05). These findings confirm Hypothesis 4 and suggest that supervision
moderates the effects of job demands on psychological distress.

Importantly, the type of supervision showed no effect on negative affect and psy-
chological distress in Models 1 and 3 in Table 3; however, the interaction between the
type of supervision and job demands was significant in Models 2 and 4. This significant
interaction suggests that when job demands at work are high, social workers who receive
both individual and group supervision have significantly lower negative affect and psy-
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chological distress as compared to social workers who receive only individual supervision.
In addition, social workers who receive only group supervision will tend to have lower
psychological distress when job demands are high, compared to social workers who receive
only individual supervision. Thus, the type of supervision matters.

Table 3. Regression analysis of negative affect and psychological distress by type of supervision.

Negative Affect Psychological Distress
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Beta S.E. P Beta S.E. p Beta S.E. p Beta S.E. p

Type of Supervision

(1): Individual - - - - - - - -

(2): Group —0.06 024 0.73 1.53 0.02 1.46 0.82 9.18 *

(3): Individual and Group —0.01 0.20 0.86 1.27 * 0.04 1.17 1.02 7.65 *
Job Demands 0.40 0.05 . 0.82 0.25 o 0.48 0.31 b 0.95 1.51 i
Type of Supervision * Job
Demands

(1) * Job Demands - - - - - - - -

(2) * Job Demands - - —0.72 0.33 - - —0.72 1.95 *

(3) * Job Demands - - —0.94 0.26 * - - —1.05 1.55 *
Female -0.08  0.10 —0.06  0.10 —0.07 061 —0.05 061
Age -0.02  0.01 -0.02  0.01 —0.08  0.04 —0.08  0.04
Education—College and Above —0.03 0.07 —0.03 0.07 0.00 0.43 0.00 0.43
Never Married 0.06 0.09 0.07 0.09 0.06 0.54 0.06 0.54
Adjusted R-square 0.17 0.18 0.25 0.25

Note: N =489. *p < 0.05, ** p < 0.001.

Lastly, satisfaction with supervision has significant effects on negative affect and
psychological distress, as shown in Table 4. Increasing 1 standard deviation of satisfaction
with supervision would lead to 0.09 standard deviations lower of negative affect and 0.08
standard deviations lower of psychological distress. However, the interactions between
satisfaction with supervision and job demands were not significant.

Table 4. Regression analysis of negative affect and psychological distress by satisfaction with supervision.

Negative Affect Psychological Distress
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Beta S.E. P Beta S.E. p Beta S.E. p Beta S.E. p
Satisfaction w. Supervision —0.09 0.02 * —0.14 0.13 —0.08 0.12 * 0.26 0.75
Job Demands o 0.42 0.05 et 0.40 4.81 ek 0.49 0.30 ek 0.59 0.61 e
Satisfaction w. Supervision * Job 0.05 0.03 037 015
Demands
Female —0.08 0.10 —0.08 0.10 —0.06 0.60 —0.06 0.60
A§e —0.03 0.01 —0.03 0.01 —0.09 0.04 —0.09 0.04
Education—College and Above —0.02 0.07 —0.02 0.07 0.00 0.43 0.00 0.43
Never Married 0.06 0.09 0.06 0.09 0.06 0.54 0.06 0.54
Adjusted R-square 0.18 0.18 0.26 0.26

Note: N =489. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.001.

4. Discussion

The findings from the regression analysis support our hypotheses that supervision
reduces negative affect and psychological distress amongst Chinese social workers. The
results are consistent with previous findings that supervision provides emotional support
and reduces distress [41,43-45,47,48]. The effects were stronger for social workers who had
both higher job demands and frequent, rewarding supervision. The estimates suggest that
supervision has a relatively large effect when the frequency of supervision is 10 times or
more annually. The findings also support the supervision guideline in Guangzhou that
specify that supervision should be only as frequent as once per month [51]. It is especially
crucial to maintain frequent supervision for social workers with high job demands and
who thus may need more emotional support and professional guidance [14,45].

Moreover, the importance of supervision satisfaction is highlighted in this study. It
is essential for supervisors to understand the needs of their supervised social workers
and to listen to supervisees’ constructive feedback to better provide suitable supervision
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and sufficient advice [43,45,50]. According to the results of this study, the current level
of supervision satisfaction is around the mean. Thus, supervisors need to modify their
practices to become more effective, so supervision can further reduce negative affect and
psychological distress amongst social workers in China. Finally, when job demands were
high, social workers who received both individual and group supervision also appeared
to have lower negative affect and psychological distress as compared to social workers
who only received individual supervision. Thus, supervisors might continue to use mixed
approaches to provide supervision, as social workers could learn and receive support
from both supervisors and colleagues. However, supervisors also need to be mindful
of Chinese traditional culture, particularly face culture, during group supervision. Face
culture refers to the cultural need to avoid criticism and confrontation, especially in group
setting. Traditional Chinese values emphasize harmony within interpersonal dynamics,
so supervisors and peer supervisees should be mindful to how they deliver constructive
feedback and suggestions to supervisees [50,62].

The findings also support our hypotheses that job demands influence both negative
affect and psychological distress for Chinese social workers. The average of our sample
experienced relatively high job demands at work. Thus, it is critical that social work
employers be aware and cautious of placing high job demands onto their employees
because it can lead to negative mental health outcomes that increase burnout and turnover
throughout the agency [13,23,30,32]. This is particularly relevant as the job responsibilities
of Chinese social workers tend to be wide-ranging and demanding [14,15,18,19]. Employers
should implement interventions that seek to reduce negative affect and psychological
distress. For instance, studies on mindfulness-based interventions have provided evidence
of the effectiveness of mindfulness on improving positive affect and reducing negative
affect [63—67]. It may be financially more difficult for smaller agencies to take on these
efforts, so policymakers should consider requiring the federal government to subsidize
funding and aid to ensure that all social workers are protected equally regardless of
access or means.

However, our results do have some limitations. For example, the associative rela-
tionship between supervision, negative affect, and psychologic distress could only be
approximated because the analysis was based on a cross-sectional dataset. Future studies
might prefer to use a longitudinal design to better approximate the causal relationships
of these variables. Additionally, there were certain unobserved variables that were likely
excluded from the study, such as personality traits of the participants, years of professional
experience, training of supervisors, models of supervision, and other contextual charac-
teristics [44]. These excluded variables may have had effects on the relationship between
supervision, negative affect, and psychologic distress that went unaccounted for. Moreover,
our data was collected using a self-reporting survey. This means the participants may
have intentionally or unintentionally overreported /underreported certain aspects of their
experience when it came to supervision, negative affect, and psychologic distress. Future
research might consider data triangulation through colleague and employer reports instead
of this method. Last, the results are narrowly focused on the experience of social workers
from Guangzhou, a major city in China. Even though the results were well supported, it is
unknown how much they apply to social workers across China in different regions. Thus,
further investigation is required.

5. Conclusions

This study utilized data from 489 social workers in Guangzhou, China, to understand if
there was a relationship between supervision, job demands, negative affect, and psychologic
distress amongst Chinese social workers. Our results agreed with past findings from
cross-cultural research, which have indicated that supervision reduces negative affect and
psychological distress, while job demands increase them. The findings emphasize that
supervision has a significant influence on Chinese social workers: supervision is a buffer
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factor to reduce negative affect and psychological distress for social workers who face high
job demands.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, B.T., C.H. and S.S.; methodology, B.T., C.H., S.S. and
Y.W.,; software, B.T. and C.H.; validation, B.T. and C.H.; formal analysis, B.T. and C.H.; investigation,
B.T., C.H. and Y.W,; resources, B.T. and C.H.; data curation, B.T., C.H. and Y.W.; writing—original
draft preparation, B.T., C.H., S.S. and Y.W.; writing—review and editing, B.T., C.H., S.S. and Y.W,;
visualization, B.T.,, C.H., S.S. and Y.W.; supervision, B.T. and C.H.; project administration, B.T.
and C.H.; funding acquisition, B.T. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of
the manuscript.

Funding: This study was supported by the Social Science Fund of the Ministry of Education
(No. 22]Z2D028).

Institutional Review Board Statement: The study was conducted according to the guidelines of the
Declaration of Helsinki and approved by Research Review Committee, School of Public Administra-
tion, Guangdong University of Foreign Studies.

Informed Consent Statement: Written informed consent was waived due to online survey. An
informed consent process was implemented prior to the survey; individuals were informed that their
participation was voluntary and that they could choose to stop the survey at any time.

Data Availability Statement: Data available on request due to privacy restrictions.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References

1. Li, Y; Han, W.-].; Huang, C.-C. Development of social work education in China: Background, current status and prospect. J. Soc.
Work Edu. 2012, 48, 635-653. [CrossRef]

2. Chan, CLW, Leung, ].C.B.; Min, J.; Xu, Y.X. China: From Ideological Focused Education to Professional Social Work Education.
In The Palgrave Handbook of Global Social Work Education; Sajid, S.M., Baikady, R., Sheng-Li, C., Sakaguchi, H., Eds.; Palgrave
Macmillan: Cham, Switzerland, 2020; pp. 61-77. [CrossRef]

3. Ministry of Civil Affairs. Achievements in the Development of Civil Affairs during the “Thirteenth Five-Year Plan” Period; Ministry of
Civil Affairs, People’s Republic of China: Beijing, China, 2021. Available online: http:/ /www.mca.gov.cn/article/gk/tjtb /202102
/20210200032144.shtml (accessed on 5 April 2022). (In Chinese)

4.  Lin, S; Lan, X. Analysis and countermeasures of the brain drain of social workers in Guangzhou city. J. School Adm. Zhuhai 2014,
5,54-58. (In Chinese)

5. Xu, Q.; Deng, M.; Zhou, R.; Zhuang, M.; Zheng, ]. Investigation and reflection on the problem and turnover of social workers—
Evidence from Guangzhou. Guangzhou Soc. Work Rev. 2016, 1, 314-328. (In Chinese)

6. Jiang, H.; Wang, Y.; Chui, E.; Xu, Y. Professional identity and turnover intentions of social workers in Beijing, China: The roles of
job satisfaction and agency type. Int. Soc. Work 2019, 62, 146-160. [CrossRef]

7. Tang, X, Li, X. Role stress, burnout, and workplace support among newly recruited social workers. Res. Soc. Work Pract. 2021, 31,
529-540. [CrossRef]

8. Johnson, S.; Cooper, C.; Cartwright, S.; Donald, I.; Taylor, P.; Millet, C. The experience of work-related stress across occupations.
J. Manag. Psychol. 2005, 20, 178-187. [CrossRef]

9.  Adams, R.E,; Boscarino, J.A.; Figley, C.R. Compassion fatigue and psychological distress among social workers: A validation
study. Am. |. Orthopsychiatry 2006, 76, 103-108. [CrossRef]

10. Rossi, A.; Cetrano, G.; Pertile, R.; Rabbi, L.; Donisi, V.; Grigoletti, L.; Curtolo, C.; Tansella, M.; Thornicroft, G.; Amaddeo, F.
Burnout, compassion fatigue, and compassion satisfaction among staff in community-based mental health services. Psychiatry
Res. 2012, 200, 933-938. [CrossRef]

11.  Kagan, M,; Itzick, M. Work-related factors associated with psychological distress among social workers. Eur. ]. Soc. Work 2019, 22,
30-42. [CrossRef]

12. Huang, C.; Xie, X.; Cheung, S.P,; Zhou, Y. Job Demands and Resources, Positive and Negative Affect, and Psychological Distress
of Social Workers in China. Front. Psychiatry 2022, 12, 752382. [CrossRef]

13.  Chen, Y,; Zhang, F,; Wang, Y.; Zheng, ]. Work-family conflict, emotional responses, workplace deviance, and well-being among
construction professionals: A sequential mediation model. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2020, 17, 6883. [CrossRef]

14. Cheung, S.; Xie, X.; Huang, C.-C.; Li, X. Job Demands and Resources and Employee Well-Being Among Social Workers in China:
The Mediating Effects of Affect. Br. J. Soc. Work 2022, 52, 4202-4222. [CrossRef]

15.  An, Q.; Chapman, M.V. The early professional experience of a new social worker in China. J. Soc. Work Edu. 2014, 50, 322-333.
[CrossRef]

16. Gu, D. Introduction to Social Work; Fudan University Press: Shanghai, China, 2021. (In Chinese)


http://doi.org/10.5175/JSWE.2012.201100049
http://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-39966-5_5
http://www.mca.gov.cn/article/gk/tjtb/202102/20210200032144.shtml
http://www.mca.gov.cn/article/gk/tjtb/202102/20210200032144.shtml
http://doi.org/10.1177/0020872817712564
http://doi.org/10.1177/1049731520984534
http://doi.org/10.1108/02683940510579803
http://doi.org/10.1037/0002-9432.76.1.103
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2012.07.029
http://doi.org/10.1080/13691457.2017.1357021
http://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2021.752382
http://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17186883
http://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcac043
http://doi.org/10.1080/10437797.2014.885266

Int. |. Environ. Res. Public Health 2023, 20, 1764 10 of 11

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.
24.

25.

26.
27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

44.

Chan, C.K; Lei, J. Contracting social services in China: The case of the Integrated Family Services Centres in Guangzhou. Int. Soc.
Work 2017, 60, 1343-1357. [CrossRef]

Luo, M.; Lei, ]. Using the JD-R Model to Predict the Organizational Outcomes of Social Workers in Guangzhou, China. J. Soc. Soc.
Work Res. 2021, 12, 349-369. [CrossRef]

Tang, Y.; Hooyman, N.; Chiu, W.-T. An exploratory study of early professional experiences and job burnout among BSW graduates
in China. Soc. Work Edu. 2017, 36, 823-836. [CrossRef]

Weiss, H.M.; Cropanzano, R. Affective Events Theory: A theoretical discussion of the structure, causes and consequences of
affective experiences at work. In Research in Organizational Behavior: An Annual Series of Analytical Essays and Critical Reviews; Staw,
B.M., Cummings, L.L., Eds.; Elsevier Science/JAI Press: Oxford, UK, 1996; Volume 18, pp. 1-74.

Wilkes, C.M.; Wilson, H-W.; Woodard, J.L.; Calamari, J.E. Do negative affect characteristics and subjective memory concerns
increase risk for late life anxiety? J. Anxiety Disord. 2013, 27, 608-618. [CrossRef]

Bradley, B.; DeFiFe, ].A.; Guarnaccia, C.; Phifer, J.; Fani, N.; Ressler, K.].; Western, D. Emotion dysregulation and negative affect:
Association with psychiatric symptoms. J. Clin. Psychiatry 2011, 72, 685-691. [CrossRef]

Jonas, B.S.; Lando, J.F. Negative affect as a prospective risk factor for hypertension. Psychosom. Med. 2000, 62, 188-196. [CrossRef]
Aquino, K.; Lewis, M.U.; Bradfield, M. Justice constructs, negative affectivity, and employee deviance: A proposed model and
empirical test. J. Occup. Behav. 1999, 20, 1073-1091. [CrossRef]

Kaplan, S.; Bradley, J.C.; Luchman, J.N.; Haynes, D. On the role of positive and negative affectivity in job performance: A
meta-analytic investigation. J. Appl. Psychol. 2009, 94, 162-176. [CrossRef]

Ridner, S.H. Psychological distress: Concept analysis. ]. Adv. Nurs. 2004, 45, 536-545. [CrossRef]

Arvidsdotter, T.; Marklund, B.; Kylén, S.; Taft, C.; Ekman, I. Understanding persons with psychological distress in primary health
care. Scand. J. Caring Sci. 2016, 30, 687-694. [CrossRef]

Meunier, S.; Bouchard, L.; Coulombe, S.; Doucerain, M.; Pacheco, T.; Auger, E. The association between perceived stress,
psychological distress, and job performance during the COVID-19 pandemic: The buffering role of health-promoting management
practices. Trends Psychol. 2022, 30, 549-569. [CrossRef]

Furukawa, T.A.; Kessler, R.C.; Slade, T.; Andrews, G. The performance of the K6 and K10 screening scales for psychological
distress in the Australian National Survey of Mental Health and Well-Being. Psychol. Med. 2003, 33, 357-362. [CrossRef]
Kessler, R.C.; Green, ].G.; Gruber, M.].; Sampson, N.A.; Bromet, E.; Cuitan, M.; Furukawa, T.A.; Gureje, O.; Hinkov, H.; Hu, C.-Y,;
et al. Screening for serious mental illness in the general population with the K6 screening scale: Results from the WHO World
Mental Health (WMH) survey initiative. Int. |. Methods Psychiatr. Res. 2010, 19, 4-22. [CrossRef]

Hardy, G.E.; Woods, D.; Wall, T.D. The impact of psychological distress on absence from work. J. Appl. Psychol. 2003, 88, 306-314.
[CrossRef]

Levesque, A; Roy, E.; Jutras-Aswad, D.; Zang, G.; Artenie, A.A.; Bruneau, ]. Examining the link between psychological distress,
mental health disorders and sharing behaviors among cocaine users. Addict. Behav. 2016, 62, 54-59. [CrossRef]

Eskin, M.; Sun, ].-M.; Abuidhalil, J.; Yoshimasu, K.; Kujan, O.; Janghorbani, M.; Flood, C.; Carta, M.G; Tran, U.S.; Mechri, A;
et al. Suicidal behavior and psychological distress in university students: A 12-nation study. Arch. Suicide Res. 2016, 20, 369-388.
[CrossRef]

Tang, E.; Byrne, M.; Qin, P. Psychological distress and risk for suicidal behavior among university students in contemporary
China. J. Affect. Disord. 2018, 228, 101-108. [CrossRef]

Wright, T.A.; Cropanzano, R. Psychological well-being and job satisfaction as predictors of job performance. J. Occup. Health
Psychol. 2000, 5, 84-94. [CrossRef]

National Association of Social Workers and Association of Social Work Boards. Best practice standards in social work supervision.
Nat. Assoc. Soc. Work 2013. Available online: https://www.socialworkers.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=GBrLbl4BuwI%3Dé&
portalid=0 (accessed on 11 November 2022).

Kadushin, A. Supervision in Social Work; Columbia University Press: New York, NY, USA; London, UK, 1976.

Chen, J. Social Work Supervision: Experience Learning Orientation; East China University of Science and Technology Press: Shanghai,
China, 2018. (In Chinese)

Mor Barak, M.E.; Nissly, J.A.; Levin, A. Antecedents to retention and turnover among child welfare, social work, and other human
service employees: What can we learn from past research? A review and metanalysis. Soc. Serv. Rev. 2001, 75, 625-661. [CrossRef]
O’Donoghue, K.; Tsui, M.-S. Social work supervision research (1970-2010): The way we were and the way ahead. Br. ]. Soc. Work
2015, 45, 616-633. [CrossRef]

Wilkins, D.; Antonopoulou, V. What does supervision help with? A survey of 315 social workers in the UK. Practice 2019, 31,
21-40. [CrossRef]

Zhang, X. Empowerment-oriented multidimensional supervision model —Based on the personal growth of social workers in
child welfare institutions. Soc. Welf. 2020, 4, 49-50. (In Chinese)

Ravalier, J.; Wegrzynek, P.A.; Mitchell, A.; McGowan, J.; Mc Fadden, P,; Bald, C. A rapid review of reflective supervision in social
work. Br. J. Soc. Work 2022, bcac223. [CrossRef]

Wong, P.Y.J.; Wong, K.L.; Ghoh, C.; Chiu, M.Y.L. Supervision of supervisory practice: From idea to practice. Int. Soc. Work 2022.
[CrossRef]


http://doi.org/10.1177/0020872817725135
http://doi.org/10.1086/714311
http://doi.org/10.1080/02615479.2017.1341480
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.janxdis.2013.03.008
http://doi.org/10.4088/JCP.10m06409blu
http://doi.org/10.1097/00006842-200003000-00006
http://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1099-1379(199912)20:7&lt;1073::AID-JOB943&gt;3.0.CO;2-7
http://doi.org/10.1037/a0013115
http://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2648.2003.02938.x
http://doi.org/10.1111/scs.12289
http://doi.org/10.1007/s43076-021-00136-5
http://doi.org/10.1017/S0033291702006700
http://doi.org/10.1002/mpr.310
http://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.88.2.306
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.addbeh.2016.06.004
http://doi.org/10.1080/13811118.2015.1054055
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2017.12.005
http://doi.org/10.1037/1076-8998.5.1.84
https://www.socialworkers.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=GBrLbl4BuwI%3D&portalid=0
https://www.socialworkers.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=GBrLbl4BuwI%3D&portalid=0
http://doi.org/10.1086/323166
http://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bct115
http://doi.org/10.1080/09503153.2018.1437398
http://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcac223
http://doi.org/10.1177/00208728211073648

Int. |. Environ. Res. Public Health 2023, 20, 1764 11 of 11

45.

46.

47.
48.

49.

50.

51.

52.

53.

54.

55.

56.

57.

58.

59.

60.

61.

62.
63.

64.

65.

66.

67.

Hung, S.L.; Ng, S.L.; Fung, K K. Functions of social work supervision in Shenzhen: Insights from the cross-border supervision
model. Int. Soc. Work 2010, 53, 366-378. [CrossRef]

McNamara, PM. Staff support and supervision in residential youth justice: An Australian model. Resid. Treat. Child. Youth 2010,
27,214-240. [CrossRef]

Ingram, R. Emotions, social work practice and supervision: An uneasy alliance. ]. Soc. Work Pract. 2013, 27, 5-19. [CrossRef]
Newcomb, M. Supportive social work supervision as an act of care: A conceptual model. Br. J. Soc. Work 2022, 52, 1070-1088.
[CrossRef]

Ministry of Civil Affairs. Guidelines for Social Work Supervision; Ministry of Civil Affairs: Beijing, China, 2021. Available online:
https:/ /mzzt.mca.gov.cn/article/zt_2020sgjs/zhbd /202104 /20210400032912.shtml (accessed on 1 June 2022).

Mo, Y.H.; Leung, T.L.; Tsui, M.S. Chaos in order: The evolution of social work supervision practice in the Chinese Mainland. Clin.
Superv. 2019, 38, 345-365. [CrossRef]

Social Work in China. Implementation Procedures for the Qualification and Certification of Supervisors in the Social Work Industry in
Guangzhou; Guangzhou Social Work Association: Guangzhou, China, 2015; Available online: http:/ /laws.swchina.org/policy /20
15/0812/23331.shtml (accessed on 15 April 2022).

Xie, X.; Huang, C.; Cheung, S.; Zhou, Y.; Fang, J. Job Demands and Resources, Burnout, and Psychological Distress of Social
Workers in China: Moderation Effects of Gender and Age. Front. Psychol. 2021, 12, 741563. [CrossRef]

Thompson, E.R. Development and validation of an internationally reliable short-form of the Positive and Negative Affect
Schedule (PANAS). J. Cross-Cult. Psychol. 2007, 38, 227-242. [CrossRef]

Liu, J.-D.; You, R.-H.; Liu, H.; Chung, P.-K. Chinese version of the International Positive and Negative Affect Schedule Short
Form: Factor structure and measurement invariance. Health Q. Life Outcomes 2020, 18, 285. [CrossRef]

Jovanovic, V.; Joshanloo, M.; Martin-Carbonell, M.; Caudek, C.; Espejo, B.; Checa, I.; Krasko, J.; Kyriazos, T.; Piotrowski, J.; Rice,
S.PM.; et al. Measurement Invariance of the Scale of Positive and Negative Experience across 13 countries. Assessment 2021, 29,
1507-1521. [CrossRef]

Kessler, R.C.; Barker, PR.; Colpe, L.J.; Epstein, ].E,; Gfroerer, ].C.; Hiripi, E.; Howes, M.J.; Normand, S.-L.T.; Manderscheid, R.W,;
Walters, E.E.; et al. Screening for serious mental illness in the general population. Arch. Gener. Psychiatry 2003, 60, 184-189.
[CrossRef]

Oshio, T.; Inoue, A.; Tsutsumi, A. Associations among job demands and resources, work engagement and psychological distress:
Fixed-effects model analysis in Japan. J. Occup. Health 2018, 60, 254-262. [CrossRef]

Twenge, ].; Joiner, T.E. Mental distress among U.S. adults during the COVID-19 pandemic. J. Clin. Psychol. 2020, 76, 2170-2182.
[CrossRef]

Fushimi, M.; Saito, S.; Shimizu, T.; Kudo, Y.; Seki, M.; Murata, K. Prevalence of psychological distress, as measured by the Kessler
6 (K6), and related factors in Japanese employees. Community Ment. Health ]. 2012, 48, 328-335. [CrossRef]

Lequeurre, |.; Gillet, N.; Ragot, C.; Fouquereau, E. Validation of a French questionnaire to measure job demands and resources.
Rev. Int. Psychol. Soc. 2013, 26, 93-124.

Hayes, A.F. Introduction to Mediation, Moderation, and Conditional Process Analysis—A Regression-Based Approach; Guilford Publica-
tions: New York, NY, USA, 2017.

Tsui, M.S. Functions of social work supervision in Hong Kong. Int. Soc. Work 2005, 48, 485-493. [CrossRef]

Vinci, C.; Peltier, M.R,; Shah, S.; Kinsaul, J.; Waldo, K.; McVay, M.A.; Copeland, A.L. Effects of a brief mindfulness intervention on
negative affect and urge to drink among college student drinkers. Behav. Res. Ther. 2014, 59, 82-93. [CrossRef]

Montero-Marin, J.; Tops, M.; Manzanera, R.; Demarzo, M.M.P,; Alvarez de Mon, M.; Garcia-Campayo, J. Mindfulness, resilience,
and burnout subtypes in primary care physicians: The possible mediating role of positive and negative affect. Front. Psychol.
2015, 6, 1895. [CrossRef]

Colgan, D.D.; Klee, D.; Memmott, T.; Oken, B. Perceived stress mediates the relationship between mindfulness and negative
affect variability: A RCT among middle-aged to older adults. Stress Health 2019, 35, 89-97. [CrossRef]

Lomas, T.; Medina, J.C.; Ivtzan, I.; Rupprecht, S.; Eiroa-Orosa, FJ. A systematic review and meta-analysis of the impact of
mindfulness-based interventions on the wellbeing of healthcare professionals. Mindfulness 2019, 10, 1193-1216. [CrossRef]
Suleiman-Martos, N.; Gomez-Urquiza, J.L.; Aguayo-Estremera, R.; Canadas-De La Fuente, G.A.; De La Fuente-Solana, E.I;
Garcia-Albendin, L. The effect of mindfulness training on burnout syndrome in nursing: A systematic review and meta-analysis.
J. Adv. Nurs. 2020, 76, 1124-1140. [CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.


http://doi.org/10.1177/0020872809359864
http://doi.org/10.1080/0886571X.2010.501630
http://doi.org/10.1080/02650533.2012.745842
http://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcab074
https://mzzt.mca.gov.cn/article/zt_2020sgjs/zhbd/202104/20210400032912.shtml
http://doi.org/10.1080/07325223.2019.1610681
http://laws.swchina.org/policy/2015/0812/23331.shtml
http://laws.swchina.org/policy/2015/0812/23331.shtml
http://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.741563
http://doi.org/10.1177/0022022106297301
http://doi.org/10.1186/s12955-020-01526-6
http://doi.org/10.1177/10731911211021494
http://doi.org/10.1001/archpsyc.60.2.184
http://doi.org/10.1539/joh.2017-0293-OA
http://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.23064
http://doi.org/10.1007/s10597-011-9416-7
http://doi.org/10.1177/0020872805053471
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.brat.2014.05.012
http://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01895
http://doi.org/10.1002/smi.2845
http://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-018-1062-5
http://doi.org/10.1111/jan.14318

	Introduction 
	Development of Social Work in China 
	Dangers of Negative Affect and Psychological Distress on Social Work Employees 
	Concept and Function of Social Work Supervision 

	Methods 
	Data and Sample 
	Measures 
	Analytical Approach 

	Results 
	Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	References

