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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.
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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.

Members of your team will look to you for reassurance and guidance during this health and economic 
crisis. Given all of the uncertainty, you will have few answers to most pressing questions about safety and 
security. However, there are some very important things that only you can do for them.  

• Maintain your own self-care. Stay in touch with your personal networks of supportive people Rely 
on your judgment and experience to direct those who look to you.

• Nurture your personal spirituality to maintain your sense of meaning and purpose.
• Take care of your basic physical needs for sleep, nutrition, and exercise.
• Validate their feelings and concerns. Their reactions are normal in this abnormal situation. Listen 

without judgment
• Limit most of your comments to these three powerful replies:

• Please
• Thank you
• I’m sorry

The best leaders in a crisis bring truth, hope, and gratitude to every interaction. That is your most 
important role right now, and you must do this better than anyone else.
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