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You know the feeling…It’s Wednesday and you don’t feel like getting out of bed. No one seems to appreciate 
what you’re trying to do, and everyone wants something from you. You feel numb, without much patience for 
anyone’s feelings, including your own. Nothing seems to make much of a difference. Even the people you’re 
working for, the beneficiaries, don’t really seem to matter. These are signs of burnout. But you probably knew 
that already!  So what can you do about it? This series of blog posts will address that question. 

Often people who are burning out find that their productivity at work begins to decrease. This is discouraging 
to them and perhaps to co-workers as well. One possible response at this point is to work longer hours to 
make up for the lack of productivity. Another response to burnout is to give up, to withdraw. Unfortunately, 
neither of these responses helps much. Commit to finding a better solution!

The earlier you can address burnout, the easier it will be. All of us have bad days at work or days we really 
wish we were somewhere else. But burnout is a chronic problem that results from long-term conditions in 
which we don’t have enough sense of accomplishment in or control over our work, or where expectations and 
capabilities don’t match well enough. Fortunately, there are many strategies for addressing it.

As with most problems, we can either deal with the situations that created the problem (we’ll call them 
“sources”) or with the end results (we’ll call these “outcomes”). In many instances, it’s good to work with both, 
because that can give us more paths to consider. 

Burnout can have different sources for national and ex-pat staff, although some are shared. Common sources 
of burnout in humanitarian workers include:

• A persistent gap between job expectations and one’s skills, abilities, knowledge, talent, or gifts.

• A bad match between the job and the person.

• Not enough signs of effectiveness or progress.

• Too much challenge.

• Continual boredom (this can be either a source or a symptom of burnout).

• Frequent travel, long hours, or difficult/dangerous work environment.

• Balancing the expectations of managers, co-workers, donors, beneficiaries, family, and oneself.

• Lack of appreciation, fairness, or feedback. Bias or misunderstanding.

• Not enough control over one’s working conditions.

• Responsibility for things you can’t control.

WHO HAS MY BACK?
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The coronavirus (which causes the disease officially named COVID-19) has been declared a public health emergency by the World 

Health Organization (WHO), which often brings feelings of uncertainty, fear, anxiety and worry to many of us and to our families.  It 

can also lead to changes in mood and behavior.  Some may experience a need to “do something” but you don’t know what to do.  

Others may feel a low mood and feel sad or hopeless.  

Having a perceived sense of safety is necessary for all of us to function well in the world.  This is due 
to the brain’s prioritizing survival and safety above everything else. As discussed in another article, 
the protective emergency response, while always ready, only takes over when any uncertainty is felt.  
Uncertainty shifts the brain out of its normal thinking patterns to the primitive survival response as our 
perceived safety is in doubt, whether it be in the physical, social, financial, or psychological sphere.  This 
results in more emotional and erratic responses as our thinking brain is essentially off line.

Covid-19 is unique in this century as it is threatening all spheres for all people globally.  The degree of 
uncertainty is rampant as medical researchers scramble to understand the behavior of the virus and 
governments have vacillated in their responses and often put out misinformation.  In a brain sense, the 
whole of the human population is operating from the more primitive survival response as it struggles to 
perceive some kind of safety.  Our humanitarian community is no exception to this even though many of 
you are familiar with operating in risky, uncertain environments.  From the C-Suite to the local driver, we all 
have been effected by the uncertainty bred by Covid-19.

Depending on who you are in your organization your heightened desire to secure safety may have a 
different focus.  Boards and executives may find themselves focusing on the survival of the organization 
and making decisions based on this overall goal. Those in the field may be scrambling to ensure the 
safety of the beneficiaries they know as well as their own personal safety.  Managers in between may 
find themselves unable to find a way to protect the organization as well as their field staff, much less 
themselves. This has all led to the exacerbation of a perennial issue I have observed in the humanitarian 
community: Who has my back?

For many years in trainings I have referred to feeling that your back has been exposed as being 
experienced as a betrayal. This is one of the most damaging of psychological experiences. I have seen 
robust, highly resilient individuals used to operating in high risk situations drop to their knees when 
they have felt abandoned by their organization, colleagues, or even beneficiaries.  This feeling of betrayal 
strikes at the core of who we are as an attachment species.  Trusting others is essential to our well 



REFLECTION QUESTIONS

What is draining you? Take some time to identify the sources of your burnout. Whom can you talk with about 
your work situation at your organization? Perhaps your supervisor? Or a trusted friend who does similar work 
(at your own or another agency)? Is there someone who can give you helpful feedback? Once you identify 
your sources, consider whether you can change any of them. Start with the easiest.

What are the expectations for your job? Do you have a job description with clear responsibilities and goals? 
Have you been doing many tasks that aren’t part of your job description?  Do you expect unrealistic results 
from yourself or your agency (either too much or too fast)? Does your boss hold you (or do you hold yourself) 
responsible for things you can’t change? If so, it may be time to discuss these expectations with a friend, a 
peer at work, or your supervisor. 

When did you last receive feedback from your supervisor? Is it time to ask for a performance evaluation or 
some informal feedback?

How is your agency doing with respect to its mission? Do you understand how the work you do every day 
fits into the mission? Are you aware of issues in the country that make the work more challenging? Would 
learning more about the culture in which you’re working give you a bigger picture that might be valuable?

When you are finished with work at the end of a day, what environment do you return to? A family that has 
lots of needs, a lonely compound, a place where you can connect with people who know  you, personal 
problems that must be addressed? Each of these poses unique challenges for humanitarian staff.

WHAT’S NEXT?

Follow these ABC’s: 

Become Aware of what’s getting to you and how those issues are affecting you

Seek Balance among work, rest, and play; time alone and time with others; giving and receiving

Connect with people (friends, family, co-workers) you trust, respect, care about. 
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being. It can take years to build and only a moment to be broken.  As agencies understandably attempt 
to manage donors, maintain viability, and keep a presence in beneficiary communities their staff may 
feel a heightened pressure to forgo their own needs and those of their families. An old wound is being 
exacerbated with unfortunate consequences for all.  Whose back gets covered - beneficiaries, staff, 
donors, the board? Whose trust is broken in a situation where it is impossible to cover everyone’s back 
simultaneously? As the pandemic intensifies this impossible dilemma is being felt throughout the aid 
system.

So what can the humanitarian community do in this situation?

1.  Try to make decisions from the most rational part of your brain.  In a previous article on Managing 
Emotions in a Pandemic, I outlined how our brain operates in a time of uncertainty and how to 
down regulate our more primitive survival response. The recommendations there are not magic, 
but they can help.

2.  Realize that all levels in aid organizations are struggling to have a coherent response. Extend 
compassion to yourself and others who may have different priorities and make different decisions 
than you. The usual undercurrent of humanitarian machismo needs to be lessened rather than 
heightened during this crisis.  You don’t know all the particulars of a colleague’s or manager’s 
situation.  Try to give them the benefit of the doubt, however difficult this is to do.  Burning in 
resentment is not going to help you during this time.

3.  For staff on the front lines one of the principles taught in HEAT may be helpful to consider. My 
training colleague, Andries Dryer, emphasizes that when there is an imminent threat to your life, 
you become your own ‘national director’. While Covid-19 is not an AK-47, it’s effect might be as 
tragic, depending on the personal vulnerabilities and age or yourself or your family members.  Each 
individual circumstance is different but I believe the new realities have to figure into your threat/
risk analysis.  Only you and your family can make the best decision.

4.  Seek guidance and comfort from trusted friends and colleagues.  We are a community. More that 
any other kind of human organization the humanitarian community understands reaching out with 
compassion.  Let’s now do this for each other.

For more information or counseling support please email:  support@headington-institute.org.
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