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Mike McKinney is a registered clinical psychologist with over 30 years of experience. Following graduation from the University of Canterbury, Mike worked in mental health services before specializing in the management of persistent pain problems. More latterly, he has been working with increasing numbers of clients in his private practice who have been struggling with workplace stressors and burnout. Over the years, Mike has trained in several different martial arts, but his major recreation is the riding of his motorcycles. More recently, he has slipped down the rabbit hole of watch collecting. Mike lives in Christchurch, New Zealand, with his wife (also a psychologist). They have two young adult sons.
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‘When the student is ready, the teacher will appear.’

My journey towards becoming a clinician has not just

involved textbooks, lectures and conferences. I have gained

much from the people in my life. So, many thanks to my

family and friends from across the years. Without realizing

it, you have imparted wisdom, knowledge and skills to me,

by being yourselves and simply doing you.
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1.

MAKING SENSE OF BURNOUT

In the modern working world, burnout is often seen as a disease. However, the concept, and indeed identification, of burnout is not all that new. Companies have been aware of burnout for decades and the industrial/organizational arms of psychology have studied and written much about it.

In essence, burnout is a personal response to regularly engaging in high-demand situations over extended periods. It is a multidimensional concept but one that tends to have some key components, which we will explore together throughout this book. We will also be looking closely at what you can do to bring about positive change — whether you are developing burnout or are already living the experience.

At the core of burnout is a sense of emotional tiredness or even exhaustion. This comes about due to the ongoing nature of the job demands and the realities of trying to function in your life. This is particularly so when you are consistently operating at a level that requires more from you than you are receiving or replenishing. Alongside this is a type of intellectual or cognitive tiredness that presents itself as a loss of sharpness and reduced ability to do previously normal cognitive tasks. People also tend to experience reduced physical and personal energy, often in contrast to what they previously had.

Perhaps one of the most problematic aspects of burnout is the creeping sense of dissatisfaction, which can lead to cynicism. The latter can be about your role, the company worked for or even about yourself (i.e. who you are, what you have achieved and where you are heading). It’s a bit like an existential train wreck, something that calls into question the very foundation of who you are and how you have been operating.

But burnout is not inevitable. It does not affect everyone with a demanding job or busy life. Nor is it going to last forever. Part of the secret to helping prevent burnout seems to relate to your motivation for undertaking the task or role you are in — for example, if you are motivated to stay in a high-pressure position by your own reasons and values, rather than by external factors or payoffs, this is protective. If you are working towards goals and outcomes that are relevant and consistent with your values (more on these later), there is less chance you will become overwhelmed and then burnt out. This is because the goals are consistent with who you are and what is important to you (i.e. not related purely to reinforcers such as increased money or respect from others). There is also an association between intrinsically identified goals and enhanced feelings of personal wellbeing, a positive sense of self and confidence in doing things.


WHO EXPERIENCES BURNOUT?

Burnout is a phenomenon that comes about as a result of experiencing ongoing (usually high) levels of pressure and stress. It is important to acknowledge that the effects can be experienced by people operating in a number of roles, such as medical students or people in long-term, non-paid caring roles. However, the World Health Organization defines burnout as ‘resulting from chronic workplace stress that has not been successfully managed’ and relates to it within the occupational context. For this reason, and due to my professional experience of increasing numbers of professional clients presenting with the symptoms of burnout, this book focuses on the workplace and discusses this as the main cause of burnout. However, if you are experiencing burnout-related symptoms due to other roles or reasons, the book and techniques discussed will still be very helpful for you.

While the research identifies that the most effective way to address burnout is through changes in the workplace, it is unlikely that you — a person currently experiencing burnout — are in a position to effect these changes. So this book focuses instead on what you can do: it will show you ways to help regain a sense of control by looking at aspects of yourself that could make you more vulnerable to burnout in the first place.



WHY DO WE NEED TO KNOW ABOUT BURNOUT?

It’s important to understand burnout as it affects you as an individual, as a worker/professional, as a partner and family member, as a parent, as a friend — in every role you have in life. Burnout affects you at an emotional level as well as a behavioural one. It can impact your mental focus and energy and it comes from . . . your workplace.

Burnout is not a contagion that you catch in the main street of town, nor is it transmitted through contact/poor hygiene. It emanates from the environment you are in, such as the workplace, and the factors that operate within that setting. These can include the stressors and demands of the role itself or the unrelenting workload you are exposed to over long periods of time and that seem impossible to deal with. It is also a stealthy condition that quietly takes hold of your life and then manages to suck out the enjoyment, focus and energy from deep within you. It doesn’t hit you all of a sudden. Rather, it operates like the slow leak of your car tyre, where the air (or your energy) quietly but consistently leaks out until it reaches a point where the tyre no longer operates as it did previously. Try driving your car with one or two tyres like that and see what it does to the performance and capabilities of a previously well-running machine. If you keep driving like that, there will be a noticeable difference in the time it takes to get to places compared to previous journeys, and you run the risk of doing permanent damage to important parts of your vehicle. Now, transpose the tyre for yourself and the escaping air for your depleting energy. Get the picture?

Burnout does not occur within a vacuum. It is associated with the stressors and demands of your workplace and comes about from the expectation to perform to a high level, over a long period of time and, often, without adequate resources. It is the combination of these factors which really determines burnout’s overall effect on you. Any one of these issues may be a challenge by itself; however, when several of these key ingredients appear together and remain present for a long period of time, the effects are almost exponential. This is especially so when you have no recovery time or space, as the expectations and productivity demands remain the same. As a result, you tend to keep trying to perform as expected (or as you expect of yourself!) and the toll begins to mount.

Throughout the book I’ll introduce you to some techniques and ideas to help you calm your nervous system and reframe the way you relate to burnout and your approach to work, starting with a breathing technique, below.


TRY THIS

Simple breathing exercises are a portable, go-anywhere way to help you manage stress and nervous system arousal, both of which are present during burnout. Deep, diaphragmatic breathing (sometimes called ‘belly breathing’) helps to slow the heart rate, regulate blood pressure and reduce levels of cortisol — the stress hormone — in the blood.

To start, try the technique below or do a quick internet search for other styles that might suit you.

Box breathing

Begin by sitting in a chair that has a back, or gently lean against a wall. This is for physical support and sensory feedback that you are safe. Close your eyes and shift your attention to your breathing. Breathe out slowly, letting all the air leave your lungs. Now:

• Breathe in through your nose while counting to four in your head. (Make the in-breath slow and steady, and try to notice the sensation of air filling your lungs.)

• Hold the breath in your lungs as you count to four.

• Slowly and steadily (don’t rush it) exhale through your mouth, as you count to four.

• Pause (briefly, not breathing) for a count of four. Start the cycle again by breathing for four, and repeat the cycle until you feel calmer or more settled.



The effects of burnout do not remain exclusively in the workplace; you will experience the associated difficulties in all facets of your life. If you think about it, it’s pretty hard to conceive of a way that significant stress and its associated negative personal changes would remain within the four walls of your workplace. These experiences are going to be carried home with you and expressed in all domains of your life. Interestingly, and unfortunately, you most likely did not notice this burnout beginning to impact your work performance. As a result, there is a high chance you will not notice that it is affecting how you relate to your world, the people around you and the things that you previously found to be positive or interesting.

WHAT CAUSES BURNOUT?

Let’s start by getting one thing out of the way. People don’t become burnt out simply because they are unhappy in their job. That might make you feel stressed or dissatisfied, but it is not the same as burnout. You might not enjoy your role at work and may not want to be part of the organization, but this is not the same as the fatigue, emotional distancing and cynicism that characterizes burnout.

If we are to understand burnout better, we need to start where it starts: the workplace. This book isn’t going to focus specifically on your work situation or what you can do within that to feel better. But we do need to first understand the central role that work can play in burnout showing up in your life. As you probably know, one of the biggest drivers in developing burnout is being overworked. This involves too much to do and, often, too little time to do it in. This can also be compounded by not having enough resources available to do your work. Not having the right tools, or having timeframes that are too tight, can result in you staying later at work (possibly without compensation), missing your breaks or feeling like you cannot take leave. The result of this is that there is no time to switch off from work or disengage cognitively from the demands of the role. This is particularly so if you have a work phone, which can receive messages at all hours of the day or night. As a result, your role does not necessarily finish when you leave the office — nor does the concern and worry around completing tasks!

More generally, expectations and workplace practices can also have a big effect on the development of burnout. Often referred to as the culture of the company, this relates to both explicit (as well as implicit) expectations. There can be verbal statements/ directions as well as modelled behaviours; for example, if those in charge never seem to take breaks or often leave late. If they work through their lunch breaks and stay beyond the usual finishing time, this can send messages to the team that this is how things are done.

A confusing and subtle shaper of office behaviours can come in the form of mixed messages. The most challenging of these is when a company has publicly stated guidelines for healthy- working behaviours — such as advice to care for yourself, statements on the importance of taking time for yourself and not going beyond what is realistic — yet the upper echelons of the team demonstrate different behaviours. How do you look after yourself when the bosses are seen to work very long hours on a consistent basis and your regular meetings are focused on achieving unrealistic targets?

The issue of team culture can play a large role in demonstrating what is considered ‘correct’ within a workplace and can have a significant impact on the company’s employees. The unspoken language can be one of preferring hard work within an environment with ‘values’ around ensuring targets are achieved. This preference may be expressed via interactions (who the bosses spend more time with) or reinforcements (e.g. increased salaries and consideration for advancement). These potential outcomes are monitored by employees and it is often very hard to resist the unspoken — but clearly obvious — preferences of the seniors. As a result, the expectations get picked up, taken on board and then reinforced, which of course means this approach to work is maintained. Such an approach can be particularly challenging if you do not feel confident within yourself at work, or if you operate with an ‘all or nothing’ approach (we’ll explore this soon). This can lead you to either operate within the preferred, achieving manner or else run the risk of becoming an employee who is not valued.

A disconnect between the organization’s and an employee’s value sets can have a significant impact on burnout. The greater the gap, the more often staff find themselves making a trade-off between how they are expected to operate and how they would prefer to operate.

When we feel as if we are not making any headway (despite high levels of effort or many hours at work), then we are more likely to experience burnout. This is because, despite our valiant efforts to meet goals and aims, we develop and then grow the notion that nothing is making any difference. It’s a bit like trying to wade through a swampy patch of land that grabs your boots and sucks them in further with each step you take. The effort required to keep going forward starts to take its toll after a while, but you realize that you can’t really stop in the middle of a swampy patch of ground. This seems to leave you with little choice other than to keep pushing on, while worrying that you might not make it to the other side. Try to hold that image in your head for a few moments and think about what the loss of energy and heightened struggle might do to you, your confidence and all aspects of your life outside of work. Perhaps you can see from this image what happens when you become tired and overwhelmed while feeling trapped in a particular workplace or role.


2.

WHO IS MORE LIKELY TO DEVELOP BURNOUT?

There are two aspects to consider when looking into this question. One is whether certain occupational groups might be more susceptible to burnout. The second is which personal characteristics could make it more likely that you develop the condition. In this chapter we will explore both of these important issues, as they can have interactive and synergistic effects. As you read on, you might find you work in one of the occupational groups known to have high levels of burnout. This is not all bad news, as such awareness can give you a chance to catch things before they become too bad. Similarly, by developing an understanding of personal attributes or characteristics that could make it more likely you’ll develop burnout, you can reflect upon how you behave and operate within the workplace. This, again, should give you the opportunity to see whether your relationship to work may be setting you up for a not-so-good outcome. Some readers might tick boxes in both camps — this is a double whammy, but forewarned is forearmed!

Having said that, it is vital to reiterate a most important point: anyone, in any working role or industry, can develop burnout. However, some industries do seem more likely to set their employees up to experience high levels of stress and burnout. As noted earlier, this may be because of limited resources or due to expectations. Just because a person chooses to work in a certain industry does not mean they are fully aware of the real-life implications of operating in that domain. Within these occupational groups, there will be a significant contribution from the way the business operates. Conditions that are set up to maximize output and the generation of billable hours will probably have a greater effect on workers’ wellbeing. This is due to the prioritization process, which would focus on achieving aims and goals, rather than looking after employees. The organizational aspects of the workplace will affect the workers’ quality of work experience — and potentially their longevity in the industry.

As children, all of us encountered modelling of behaviours in our family of origin, school and social settings — we would have viewed the activities and behaviours of important people in our lives. As a result, we will have probably repeated those behaviours and put in place others that are similar, as we unconsciously absorbed the messaging that such behaviours were desirable. Something very similar occurs in the workplace and, although adults, we are just as vulnerable to these paradigms. If your supervisor or colleagues all demonstrate similar ways of working, you will quickly figure out that to get ahead you have to behave in a similar manner. Reinforcement contingencies are still relevant for us as grown-up people. You and I both respond to praise by continuing the praised behaviour. As we are social and herd creatures, we generally want to do as the tribe does, so that we can fit in and be considered worthy tribe members. And guess what? Once we have been behaving for a while in the ways valued by the tribe, we internalize them as being part of the tribe culture and automatically continue exhibiting them.

Burnout doesn’t just happen to one ‘type’ of person. However, there can be some similarities amongst the people who experience burnout, not the least of which is pushing yourself to attain goals while being concerned about judgments from others and only feeling good when you meet targets you set. If you are struggling at work and find your sense of self is precariously balanced or dependant on feedback from external people and organizations, you may well be at risk of experiencing burnout.

It is not all bad news, though. People less likely to experience burnout are those who identify positively with their role. This is important, because if you can begin to shift your emphasis from achieving for achievement’s sake, you will reduce your risk of developing burnout. A key message here is that there are risks to focusing on the outcomes alone (particularly in the longer term).

Hopefully, you will see from this chapter that how you operate can have implications for your health — both physical and psychological.

THE JOB MADE ME DO IT

Some businesses and professions operate in ways that present a bigger risk of developing burnout. Regardless of your profession, if you are pushed beyond your ability to cope for long enough, you are more likely to suffer burnout. If you work in one of the professions explored below, it’s even more important to take note of both the causes and solutions to burnout — especially if you are in a leadership role.

The legal profession

Although many professions have highly committed people working in them, there are some that attract (or is that create?) a higher proportion of such people. One of these is the legal profession. This is a group of very focused individuals in a profession that values tradition, doing things correctly and working very hard. There is a high risk for burnout in the legal profession because of consistently high workloads, tight deadlines and a seeming dedication to long hours in order to rise through the ranks. It is also peopled by individuals who are intelligent, competitive and driven to achieve. I recall phone calls with a friend when he was practising law in the United States. He would describe how he had finally finished his work around 2 a.m. but that there was little point in heading home because he would no sooner be settled into sleep than he’d need to get up to start the next workday. As he progressed and honed his talents, he became more used to doing the long hours and described negotiations that would go till the early hours, which then necessitated him returning to his office to type up contracts to be presented at the start of the next business day. He also described the expectation for new employees: that they would fully commit themselves to the company and its aims. Interestingly, this expectation was not necessarily articulated but, I would suggest, it soon became apparent to new employees by watching the behaviours of the partners and other senior lawyers. When I asked what would happen to a new person who did not undertake long hours, I was told that nothing would actively happen to them; however, they would probably not advance within the company. Now what are the chances that this unarticulated, informal message would go unnoticed?

Psychological research provides some insight into the legal profession and those who pursue it. It appears that, as a group, lawyers are impacted by psychological distress to a greater level than both the general population and other occupational groups. It is hypothesized that personality traits prevalent amongst lawyers may make them more vulnerable to depression and anxiety. The personality traits this group regularly exhibit include a very strong work ethic, competitiveness, perfectionism, and a need for achievement. The question of interest for us is whether such commitment comes at a cost for the individual and whether the profession attracts and/or actively selects those who may exhibit this focused and very disciplined approach to work. This type of commitment to the role can result in an imbalance between home, personal and work life. Such an imbalance is regularly identified as one of the predictors of burnout.

The caring professions: doctors, nurses, social workers, counsellors, psychologists

Why might it be that people who are caring — and even promote self-care — are prone to experience burnout? It seems to make little intuitive sense when mental and physical health professionals spend their time helping others to cope better and manage challenges more effectively. Seems more than a little ironic, doesn’t it? However, one of the core attributes of people in the caring professions is that they care about people and their wellbeing. This can lead to an intense focus on helping others but not necessarily themselves. Their training and social conscience leads people in these professions to prioritize the needs of their clients/patients. Perhaps being a caring individual should come with a healthcare announcement: ‘Warning! Being extremely caring to others may be injurious to your own wellbeing.’ Sounds silly when you say it like that, I guess. However, when you have a client base with consistently high needs and their situations really speak to your own emotions, you are less likely to place boundaries on your time.

No matter where you are in the world, the health professions are underfunded and under-resourced. These two factors can lead to clinicians putting in longer hours, plugging gaps in the system/rosters and going beyond their physical tolerance levels. Unfortunately, once the clinical work is done for the day, there tends to be a pile of admin work still to do, which extends work hours. When you care greatly about others, you tend to downplay or overlook your own needs, as these seem to pale in comparison. This is why exhaustion — a key component of burnout — is prevalent in such workers. Whether you are working in the emergency department of your local hospital or providing support in a mental health setting, there are many interpersonal demands that require you to not only be present but also empathetic with each client/patient you encounter, across each day. There are also upsetting aspects to such jobs. The stories clinicians hear and the significant health problems encountered have the potential to wear anyone down over time.

Caring and helping are not attributes limited to paid professionals, of course. There are millions of people worldwide who are caring for family members with chronic health problems or intellectual, physical or psychiatric disabilities. This can involve long hours of providing physical and emotional support and tends to see the carer placing their family member’s needs front and centre. What drives these carers is not monetary gain but caring, and the desire to have their loved one looked after in the best possible way. As the role is often within the family home, it can mean that the one doing the caring, quite literally, cannot get away from the tasks at hand. Over time, this high level of activity and being fully emotionally present can take its toll.


Dan is a wonderfully caring man in his fifties. He lives with his husband, who has significant and disabling health issues. The couple has been happily married for years and the love remains strong. However, Dan came to my office seeking help for his feelings of absolute tiredness, a distancing from the partner he cared for and loved, plus a sense that nothing was ever going to change. He disliked the fact he was struggling — because this was his husband and how could anyone become sad and pessimistic in a loving environment?

Although Dan had funded carer hours available, it appeared that he was often doing many of the tasks that the assistants were employed to do. When I explored this more closely, Dan began describing a fear that his husband might not get the high level of care he needed, or that the other carers might not really understand what his husband needed. Dan was also acutely aware of the multitude of risks to his husband’s vulnerable health. So, to ensure he did not go without and to minimize risks to him, Dan would often do (or redo) tasks the carers undertook. For surely no one could care for his husband as well and lovingly as he could. This approach was driven by a mixture of perfectionism, strong schemas around responsibility and fear for his husband’s wellbeing. The result was the experience of burnout.



Business professions

One of the groups I really enjoy working with are executives and managers from the business world. They tend to be bright, goal- oriented and keen to achieve. They are also notoriously bad at noticing when things have started to get out of balance in their lives and work environments.

Ironically, while business professionals often have oversight of large budgets and sensitive timelines, which require attention to detail, and are often in charge of departments and team members, it seems to elude them that they may not actually be in control of their own missions and behaviours. However, it may not always be about not noticing personal changes. There can be some strong pressures within the upper echelons of business to always be on top of things and demonstrate leadership by being all things to all people. This can come with a hefty price tag for some people, as they feel a pressure to not show ‘weakness’ within the corporate world. Additionally, there may be few confidantes at the higher levels of business who are not direct competitors. The old adage of it being lonely at the top may well be true. Where do you go to seek support if the expectation is that you should be running everything and ‘onto it’?

One of the fears that traps senior executives into soldiering on is that their reputation could suffer and the demanding corporate world might not want to hire someone who has had ‘difficulties’. (This, of course, underscores why burnout is insidious and so hard to reduce in the workforce.) If people do not want to acknowledge they are experiencing it, how can it ever be normalized and ‘okay’ for individuals to experience? We know that unrelenting pressure contributes to burnout, and the pressures at the top of the company can be particularly onerous due to their multidimensional nature and competing demands. These include meeting the expectations of disparate groups such as the workforce, board and shareholders.

In the business world, I have come across a small group of leaders I have found hard to work with on the issue of burnout. These are entrepreneurs and founders of start-up companies — particularly within the tech industries. By the time they make contact with me they have often been working full-time in their fledgling company for a couple of years. This has invariably involved very long hours, a high sense of responsibility, a lot of investment (time, money and emotional connection) plus a powerful level of passion. Unfortunately, by the time of our meeting, they have all (to a person) been experiencing unpleasant feelings for quite some time. Their moods are variable to low, they report poor sleep, reduced energy and — for the first time — a sense that they are less connected somehow to the direction of their business ‘babies’. This is wrapped up in a cocoon of struggle around the venture, which involves doubts creeping in about anything from its worthiness to the utility of their product.

The above feelings and experiences are often alien to this group of young and, usually, energetic individuals. It makes no sense to them why they don’t feel energized each morning to tackle the latest issue or funding application. To use a psychological term, this is ego-dystonic . . . and they hate feeling like this. The aim of engaging in therapy is clear to these successful and focused young people. They want answers and tools to fix these uncomfortable sensations and feelings. Interestingly, most of them also read extensively on burnout and a number will have already signed up for yoga, meditation or mindfulness courses (or apps). Time proves to be critical for these clients, as they are used to addressing problems, identifying solutions and moving on. They also prefer strategies that they can ‘do’ to settle the discomfort and get them back on track. The real challenges with such clients come when I suggest that two central aspects of managing burnout are making changes to a demanding workplace environment and being open to adjusting behaviours, plus expectations in relation to performance and achievement. The first point proves to be unacceptable, as their passion tells them this was how it needs to be. The second point is unacceptable, as their passion once again tells them this was how it needs to be.

PERSONAL FACTORS THAT CONTRIBUTE TO BURNOUT
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