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Extended Abstract:

1. Introduction

Occupational burnout has become a central concern in the helping professions,
where the sustained emotional labor of caring for others can deplete the very
resources practitioners rely on. School counselors are particularly exposed: they
manage academic guidance, crisis intervention, family liaison, and administrative
demands, frequently with limited institutional support and ambiguous role
boundaries. While burnout has been studied extensively among teachers and
clinical practitioners, the specific lived experience of school counselors remains
underexplored, especially in non-Western educational systems and in terms of
how its physical, relational, and motivational dimensions interact. This study
addresses that gap by examining how female middle school counselors in District
4 of Isfahan, Iran, experience burnout and what strategies they employ to cope
with it, and by deriving from their accounts an applied model of coping.

Research Questions

1. How do school counselors experience occupational burnout across its
physical, relational, and work-related dimensions?

2. What coping strategies do school counselors employ to manage and resist
burnout?
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3. How can these experiences and strategies be integrated into an applied model
for prevention and intervention?

2. Literature Review

2.1. Theoretical Models of Occupational Burnout

Burnout is most commonly framed through Maslach's tri-dimensional model of
emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment.
This framework situates burnout as a response to chronic workplace stressors and
provides a foundation for understanding how depletion unfolds over time.
However, the model was developed largely in Western clinical and service
settings, and a growing body of qualitative work suggests that practitioners in
other contexts experience dimensions, such as physical depletion and relational
disenchantment, that the original model does not fully capture.

2.2. School Counselor Context

School counselors face a distinctive constellation of stressors, including high
caseloads, role ambiguity, administrative overload, and emotionally intense
interactions with students in distress. In many educational systems, the counseling
role is undervalued relative to teaching and administration, leaving counselors
with responsibility but limited authority or recognition. These conditions
distinguish their experience of burnout from that of other educators and warrant
focused, context-sensitive investigation.

Existing studies tend to measure burnout quantitatively or focus on adjacent
professions such as teaching and clinical practice. Few examine the qualitative
texture of school counselors' lived experience, and fewer still connect that
experience to concrete, level-specific coping strategies or to the structural
conditions of under-resourced systems. This study addresses that gap by
foregrounding counselors’ own accounts and translating them into an applied
model.

3. Methodology

A qualitative thematic design was adopted, following Braun and Clarke's six-
phase framework for thematic analysis. Twelve female middle school counselors
in District 4 of Isfahan, Iran, each with a minimum of five years' professional
experience and self-reported chronic burnout, were selected through purposive
criterion sampling from an initial pool of twenty-four volunteers. Data were
collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews conducted in spring and
summer 2025 and were analyzed in MAXQDA. Coding proceeded from forty
initial codes to twenty-three and finally four main themes. Trustworthiness was
supported through member checking, peer debriefing, and reflexive engagement
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with the data.

Burnout was operationalized using Maslach's three-dimensional model
(emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment)
as a qualitative screening criterion rather than as a quantitative measure. From an
initial pool of twenty-four volunteers, twelve counselors were retained who
reported the chronic presence of all three Maslach dimensions. Volunteers were
excluded if any one of the three dimensions was absent, or if their symptoms
appeared situational or temporary rather than chronic. This screening ensured that
participants represented sustained, multidimensional burnout consistent with the
study's focus.

Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Participants

Parct:lg(ljzant Gender | Age Education Work Experience (Years)
P1 Female | 36 MA Clinical Psychology 10
P2 Female | 34 | MA Educational Psychology 7
P3 Female | 38 MA Counseling 11
P4 Female | 33 BA Clinical Psychology 8
P5 Female | 43 | MA Educational Psychology 20
P6 Female | 39 MA Counseling 18
P7 Female | 31 BA Counseling 6
P8 Female | 30 BA Counseling 8
P9 Female | 27 BA Counseling 5
P10 Female | 35 MA Clinical Psychology 12
P11 Female | 45 MA Clinical Psychology 13
P12 Female | 29 BA Counseling 7
4. Results

Analysis produced four main themes. Table 2 summarizes the hierarchical
thematic structure with the corresponding participant codes.

Table 2. Hierarchical Structure of Themes and Sub-themes Identified in the Study

Main themes Sub-themes Participant Codes
. . . P2, P3, P4, P6, P7,
Physical, mental, and emotional fatigue P10
Lack of energy and interest P2, P10
Physical and Psychosomatic ~ stress  syndrome  and P2 P4
psychological somatization :
disenchantment P3. P7. P10

Feelings of hopelessness and discouragement
Difficulty concentrating P3, P7
Social isolation P2, P7
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Main themes Sub-themes Participant Codes
In.ablllty to communicate with and accept P2. P3. P4, P6, P7
clients

- Cynical attitude and chronic resentment P2 P3. P7
Relational toward colleagues
disenchantment Resentment toward superiors P2, P3, P4, P7
Difficulty communicating with one’s children P4, P10
Chronic resentment toward students P7
Chronic resentment toward one’s spouse P6, P10
Longing for days off P1, P5, P10
Relief after distancing oneself from work P4, P6, P9
Work-related Feeling of job role overload P1, P6, P10
disenchantment Work pressure and severe job dissatisfaction P6, P8, P11, P12
Staying in the job solely to maintain income P6, P11, P12
Eagerness for early retirement P1, P5, P8, P9, P12
Consulting with colleagues P1, P5, P8, P9, P11
. . Kindness toward students P8, P11
Oper::rl;)tzzli;;:pmg Maintaining professional commitment P11
Finding meaning in work P8, P11
Independent decision-making in specific cases P1, P5, P9

Note. Participant codes (P1-P12) denote individual counselors who reported each
sub-theme.

Figure 1
A Three-Dimensional Model of Burnout and Coping
[Insert figure here — left-aligned. The diagram shows the three burnout

dimensions (physical/psychological disenchantment, relational disenchantment,
and work-related disenchantment) converging toward the central construct of
occupational burnout, with operational coping strategies positioned at individual,
interpersonal, and institutional levels and feeding back to mitigate each
dimension.]

The first three themes described the experience of burnout, while the fourth
captured the coping responses counselors mobilized across individual,
interpersonal, and institutional levels.

5. Discussion

Rather than rejecting Maslach's framework, these findings represent a local
reformulation of it. Relational disenchantment corresponds closely to
depersonalization; work-related disenchantment parallels reduced personal
accomplishment in its motivational consequences; and physical and psychological
disenchantment both ground and extend emotional exhaustion by foregrounding
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its somatic dimension.

The findings confirmed that burnout among school counselors was layered
rather than monolithic. The separation of physical, relational, and work-related
dimensions clarifies why generic interventions often fall short. Physical and
psychological disenchantment appeared as the somatic and affective foundation of
burnout, while work-related disenchantment, expressed through longing for days
off, dissatisfaction, and eagerness for early retirement, represented its
motivational endpoint. Relational disenchantment emerged as the pivotal
mechanism connecting personal depletion to professional disengagement, and
notably extended beyond the workplace into counselors' family relationships. The
operational coping strategies counselors described, including consulting
colleagues, finding meaning in work, and exercising independent judgment,
suggest that resilience in this population is sustained as much through
interpersonal and institutional resources as through individual effort. By linking
each dimension of burnout to corresponding coping responses, the proposed
model offers a more targeted basis for support and reframes burnout away from
individual deficit toward the structural conditions of under-resourced school
systems.

Findings suggested several actionable steps: reviewing and clarifying
counselor job descriptions to reduce role ambiguity and overload; designing
structured organizational support and peer-supervision programs; and adjusting
student-to-counselor ratios to sustainable levels.

6. Conclusion

School counselor burnout is a multidimensional phenomenon that calls for
multidimensional responses. The three-dimensional model derived in this study
integrates lived experience with operational coping strategies, providing a
practical framework for counselor training, institutional support, and policy
reform aimed at sustaining counselor well-being, professional commitment, and
retention in under-resourced educational systems.

The study was limited to female middle school counselors in a single district,
which constrains transferability to male counselors, other school levels, and other
regions. Reliance on self-reported burnout and retrospective interview accounts
introduces the possibility of recall and self-presentation bias.

Future research could test the proposed three-dimensional structure
quantitatively, develop and validate a locally grounded burnout scale, and
evaluate the effectiveness of organizational interventions derived from the model.
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