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The concept of staff burn-out is explored in terms of the physical 
signs and the behavioral indicators. There is a discussion of how the 
cognitive, the judgmental as well as the emotional factors are intruded 
upon once the process is in motion. Further material deals with who 
is prone to staff burn-out and what dedication and commitment can 
imply from both a positive and negative point of view. A practical 
section deals with what preventive measures a clinic staff can take 
to avoid burn-out among themselves, and if unluckily it has taken 
place then what measures may be taken to insure caring for that 
person, and the possibility of his return to the clinic at some future 
time. 

Some years ago, a few of us who had been working intensively 
in the free clinic movement began to talk of a concept which 
we referred to as “burn-out.” Having experienced this feeling 
state of burn-out myself, I began to ask myself a number of 
questions about it. First of all, what is burn-out? What are its 
signs, what type of personalities are more prone than others to 
its onslaught? Why is it such a common phenomenon among 
free clinic folk, or is it also something that strikes all or at least 
most staff members working in alternative self-help or crisis 
intervention institutions? Does it happen with the same intensity 
to the professional volunteer and to the volunteer service worker? 
Or does it affect that volunteer and paid staff member differently? 
What can we do about burn-out once it starts? And what criteria 
can we build within ourselves or our working environment to 
help us to safeguard against this serious occupational hazard? 

WHAT IS BURN-OUT? 
The dictionary defines the verb “burn-out” as “to fail, wear 

out, or become exhausted by making excessive demands onenergy, 
strength, or resources.” And that is exactly what happens when 
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a staff member in an alternative institution burns out for whatever 
reasons and becomes inoperative to all intents and purposes. 

The burn-out manifests itself in many different symptomatic 
ways which vary in symptom and degree from person to person. 
It usually occurs about one year after someone has begun working 
in an institution, because it is just about at that point that a 
number of factors begin to come into play. 

One of the chief preludes to burn-out seems to be the loss 
of charisma of the leader, and the let-down of the clinic with 
this disappointment. This writer believes that we too often expect, 
because it was one person or a few people who started the clinic, 
that they are almost super-people. As they begin to disappoint 
us, we bad rap them and the result, unless it is stopped is a 
psychic damage to the whole clinic. 

But let us turn to the burn-out of the individual staff member 
and what are its causes and signs? 

THE PHYSICAL SIGNS 
The physical signs are easy to spot. For one, there is a feeling 

of exhaustion and fatigue, being unable to shake a lingering cold, 
suffering from frequent headaches and gastrointestinal distur- 
bances, sleeplessness and shortness of breath. In short, one 
becomes too somatically involved with one’s bodily functions. 

WHAT ARE THE BEHAVIORAL SIGNS? 
A staff member’s quickness to anger and his instantaneous 

irritation and frustration responses are the signs. The burn-out 
candidate finds it just too difficult to hold in feelings. He cries 
too easily, the slightest pressure makes him feel overburdened 
and he yells and screams. With the ease of anger may come 
a suspicious attitude, a kind of suspicion and paranoia. The victim 
begins to feel that just about everyone is out to screw him, including 
other staff members. The paranoid state may also lead to a feeling 
of omnipotence. The burning out person may now believe that 
since he has been through it all, in the clinic, he can take chances 
that others can’t. He becomes overconfident and in the process 
may look foolish to all. His risk-taking behavior in counseling 
with speed freaks, psychotics, homicidal people and other para- 
noids sometimes borders on the lunatic, in terms of his own 
behavior. He may resort to an excessive use of tranquilizers and 
barbiturates. Or get into pot and hash quite heavily. He does 
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this with the “self con” that he needs the rest and is doing it 
to relax himself. 

As to the person’s thinking, that almost becomes a closed 
book. He becomes excessively rigid, stubborn, and inflexible. He 
almost cannot be reasoned with-he once again knows it all better 
than anyone else. He blocks progress and constructive change. 
Why? because change means another adaptation and he is just 
too tired to go through more changes. Another behavioral indica- 
tor of burn-out is the totally negative attitude that gets verbalized. 
He becomes the “house cynic.” Anything that is suggested is bad 
rapped or bad mouthed. He knows it all because he has been 
through it all. 

The person looks, acts and seems depressed. He seems to 
keep to himself more. Other brothers and sisters really don’t 
know what is going on. But they do know that changes are taking 
place in that individual. A sign that is difficult to spot until a 
closer look is taken is the amount of time a person is now spending 
in the free clinic. A greater and greater number of physical hours 
are spent there, but less and less is being accomplished. He just 
seems to hang around and act as if he has nowhere else to go. 
Often, sadly, he really does not have anywhere else to go, because 
in his heavy involvement in the clinic, he has just about lost 
most of his friends. 

WHO IS PRONE TO BURN-OUT? 

The dedicated and the committed. Now that may sound 
foolish. But just think for a minute. Those of us who work in 
free clinics, therapeutic communities, hot lines, crisis intervention 
centers, women’s clinics, gay centers, runaway houses, are people 
who are seeking to respond to the recognized needs of people. 
We would rather put up than shut up. And what we put up 
is our talents, our skills, we put in long hours with a bare minimum 
of financial compensation. But it is precisely because we are 
dedicated that we walk into a burn-out trap. We work too much, 
too long and too intensely. We feel a pressure from within to 
work and help and we feel a pressure from the outside to give. 
When the staff member then feels an additional pressure from 
the administrator to give even more, he is under a three-pronged 
attack. 

His guilt may then promote him to even further “giving” 
and ultimate exhaustion. Those of us who work in the movement 
too frequently forget that there is a difference between mature 
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commitment and involvement, and commitment as a sign of a 
personal need to be accepted and liked. 

Another potential danger for the staff person who will burn 
out is that individual who has a need to give. A need that is 
excessive and in time unrealistic. Let’s be honest about it. Many 
of the populations that we help have great needs-many of the 
needs are realistic because of their own poor life conditions. But 
in the process they have developed a desire that requires a lot 
of giving on our part. In so doing, we have to be careful not 
to do it to excess, and in so doing depleting ourselves. If we 
don’t get feeding from somewhere, we will most assuredly burn 

Another condition for burn-out in us-is the boredom, the 
routinization of the job we perform. Once we have established 
the clinic, it is beginning to run, some of the financial hassles 
have been overcome, only then do some of us realize that the 
excitement is over. We feel sad, and a little bored. The jobs 
we perform at the clinic are becoming less and less challenging 
and we are finding the people to have many similar problems- 
problems for which we have worked out a system of answers. 
This monotony of work can also make us prone to burn-out, 
just as in the office or factory setting. 

out. 

SOME PREVENTIVE MEA~URE~ 
Through careful observation and evaluation, there are some 

things that can be done to prevent burn-out. I would like to 
share some of them with you. 

1. As volunteers come in offering to help, you can through 
a training program, sift people out-or rather help them to sift 
themselves out. Some will not last the training cycle and so rule 
themselves out for you. It is quite possible that these people, 
if they would not have undergone a training period, would just 
have entered, worked more or less well, ultimately left on their 
own or burned out rather quickly. Each person who leaves a 
self-help setting, especially early in his work contact, can act as 
a depressant to the rest of the staff. So the more you can guard 
yourself against a rapid turnover, the better for everyone. 

2. Help your training staff to judge and evaluate the dif- 
ference between a realistically dedicated or committed person 
and an unrealistic dedicated person. They may be good people, 
but you must find out their individual motivations. Why does 
this person want to work in your clinic? It is also a good idea 
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to try to ascertain what his energy level is. Ask him questions 
about his health, his routine. Does he become ill often? Catch 
many colds? Did he ever have mononucleosis? Hepatitis? Does 
he need a lot of sleep? Does he pursue some active hobby? If 
his energy level is low, then working in a self-help group may 
not be for him, and you may be doing him a favor when you 
ask him to reconsider volunteering to work in an institution such 
as yours, that is such an energy drainer. 

3. Avoid sending the same staff member into a given job 
situation, over and over again. For example, fund-raising may 
be a very frustrating experience. Don’t make the same person 
try to get funds time and time again. Let someone else do it 
for a change. Don’t ask one person to be on the speakers’ bureau 
every time, or to relate to straight agencies, or man the hot line. 
Have different people doing these jobs. Rotate functions as much 
as possible. A suggestion along these lines is if someone shows 
signs of beginning a burn-out on a particular job, and you want 
to keep him working with you, give him something entirely 
different to do from his usual task. 

4. Limit the number of hours a single person works for you. 
Build in nine-hour shifts, if it is a therapeutic community. Don’t 
let people exceed their nine hours, except in cases of emergency. 
If there are too many emergencies, find out what’s really taking 
place. Is a staff member promoting emergencies in order to have 
to work and stay longer? Or is it something that’s wrong in the 
facility? Make sure that no one individual always works nights, 
for instance. And stagger people’s hours. If someone comes in 
oftener than required or puts in more hours than his share, 
find out why. Is it because he has nothing else to do? Is he 
making the institution a home away from home? Insist that people 
take their time and evenings off. This also means that you don’t 
always call the same people in for “emergencies” or have them 
be on call. Time off means time off. 

5. If you are working in a collective, then a sensible approach 
may be to work four weeks and take the fifth week off. And 
in addition to this, work three months and take the fourth month 
off (with pay, or shelter, of course). Also, feel free to let the 
members of your group take time off just because they want 
a night or a few days for themselves. Let us not be rigid about 
time. Letting someone take some time off when he feels he needs 
or wants it makes more sense than pushing a human being further 
than he wants to go and being inflexible with him. 

6. It is very important for a group working together to feel 
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together as a group. This means that no one member of the 
working force is allowed to get so far out on his own that the 
other members lose touch with him or he loses touch with them. 
He may have, over a period of time, gone so far away from 
the group that when he is burning out, he cannot come back 
to reach out to anyone. Also, when a group is close, its members 
can better watch over each other and watch out for each other. 

7. Share your experiences with others and see to it that your 
staff members share experiences with one another. Talk about 
how you felt when you were burning out. Listen to others who 
have burnt out at one time or another. You may be able to 
prevent your own burn-out this way. By sharing, as I have with 
many free clinic and therapeutic community folk, you begin to 
learn what to look for, what to do and not to do. 

8. It can be very helpful to give someone time off to attend 
a workshop, as long as it is a learning experience and not an 
emotional encounter experience you are sending him or her to. 
For one thing, this enables him to get away for a while, to be 
in other surroundings. And for another, he may find the workshop 
stimulating, inspirational, and truly valuable to his work. If you 
do not have the money to send people away, then have workshops 
and training sessions in your own institution from time to time. 
This is a very good way of giving the staff a rest and recharging 
their depleted batteries. 

9. Also, to help avoid staff burn-out, you may have toconsider 
getting more volunteers. With your present staff, too few people 
may be attempting to do the work that requires many more people. 

10. Another good technique is to encourage your staff and 
yourself as well to get in a lot of physical exercise. If you want 
to run, then do it. Play tennis, dance, swim, bicycle, exhaust yourself 
on the drums. Engage in any activity that will make you physically 
tired. Many times the exhaustion of the burn-out is an emotional 
and mental one. It is this type of exhaustion that will not Iet 
you sleep. That is why it is not a good idea, in my opinion, 
to shift into meditation, or yoga, which cause a mental dropping. 
Introspection is not what the burnt out person requires. He 
requires physical exhaustion, not further mental strain and fatigue. 
Go into the cognitive and the physical and keep away from the 
emotional. 

How TO HELP SOMEONE WHO HAS BURNED OUT 
The first, most logical step to take would be to ask the burnt-out 

man or woman to take a long rest away from the institution 
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(Freudenberger & Marrero, 1972). Ask him to leave and come 
back when he is more together and rested. If the institution 
is a collective, he continues to be taken care of as long as need 
be. If he is a volunteer, then have him take the time away from 
the facility, even if it is a month or more that he needs. 

Of course, since there are various stages of burn-out, any 
one of the preventive measures I mentioned may also be used 
to help the person who is in the process of burning out and 
who has not yet quite burnt out completely. 

Of utmost importance in helping someone to overcome a 
burn-out is support. He must have a support group around him. 
He must be helped to leave by people who love him for what 
he is and who realize that the only way they can really help 
him is to help him to see that he must leave for a while. His 
leaving should be viewed by them as a positive. They should 
not make him feel it as a failure on his part. Leaving is what 
he now needs and that is what his support group wants for him. 

If burn-out comes as a consequence of a loss of an ideal, 
then you most certainly need sympathy and support (Freuden- 
berger, 1971, 1972). If your idealism, the very motivation that 
lead you to come into an institution as a volunteer, has been 
lost, then the burn-out has also within it the dynamics of mourning. 
Something has died. There has been a real loss. This loss may 
not only be the absence of some good people which you are 
no longer seeing as regularly as before, but it may also be the 
loss of something within yourself, something you treasured and 
valued-your ideals. You will then need time to replenish that 
loss, to find new good people to surround yourself with, new 
activities to give you gratification. Such a burn-out is difficult 
to overcome because it has been made even more complicated 
by adding to exhaustion both grief over the loss of your ideals 
and anger, which is always present after grief. 

In sum, we cannot prevent burn-out, but we can certainly 
help to avoid it as much as possible and when it does happen 
to one of us, to admit it, ask others for help and take some 
time off for ourselves. 
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