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Introduction
As a recently qualified therapist, and after having embarked on a career change, partly due to burnout, I am aware of the impact it can have, and I don’t want to burn out again in this new role.
Burnout has been described to include 1) Exhaustion, or the individual stress response, 2) Cynicism, or the negative reaction to others and the job, and 3) Inefficacy, or the negative evaluation of one’s own accomplishments (Maslach 2003, 2015).
After an initial literature search, I was concerned to find out, that therapists have found it difficult to identify that they are burning out (Ledingham et al., 2019; Finan et al., 2021). This prompted me to find out more about ‘how therapists were able to identify they were burning out’, so that I and other therapists might better know what to be on the lookout for.
In addition, despite having experienced burnout, I did not know much about it, and it wasn’t taught during my therapy training. For this reason, I was curious to explore if the difficulty experienced in identifying signs of burnout could be linked with a lack of prior knowledge of the syndrome.

Method
A qualitative study using Grounded Theory, as outlined by Charmaz (2006). Interviews were semi-structured, took place online and were audio recorded. Interviews were then transcribed, coded and analysed by the researcher.
There were 4 participants, 3 female and 1 male, all professional therapists, with between 7 and 21 years of professional experience, and members of a professional body in England (BACP, COSRT & NCPS).
They all had experienced signs of burnout;
two for a duration of 2-3 years, one intermittently throughout their career, and one for 1 month, before moving towards recovery.

Results
Four main themes emerged:
1) Signs that were most identified: a) in the therapy room, and b) in general wellbeing.
2) Discomfort in admitting to having burnout.
3) The importance of how they felt with their supervisor.
4) Difficulty in identifying a) that they were burning out, and b) that the signs they were experiencing were signs of burnout.

Please see the following columns for more details:

	1) Signs Most Identified:
As a first step in identifying burnout, the participants noticed concerning signs in themselves, especially the ones in the therapy room.

	a) In the Therapy Room:

	· Lack of Presence:
“Being there in body, but not in mind”
“Having to pinch the side of my legs to make myself more alert in the room “
One participant described their client saying:
“I don’t want to carry on because I don’t think that you are really present in the room with me at the moment”
· A change in Attitude towards the Work:
“Not looking forward to work when you wake up”
“Not enjoying the work anymore”
“Considering if I even want to carry on doing this job”
· A change in Attitude towards the Clients:
“I stopped having compassion for my clients”
“I was feeling tired of being there for people”
One participant described it as thinking:
“Oh, for goodness' sake, that’s not really a problem”

	b) In General Wellbeing

	· Feelings of Exhaustion:
“you’re tired when you go to sleep, you’re tired when you wake up”
“I was extremely exhausted, with a small client base as well”
· Lack of Self-Care:
“Unless you have strong self-awareness you can easily slip into ‘doing mode’ and
not really focus on self-care”
“It felt as though I was juggling and the
ball for me got dropped”
· Strong Inner Critic & Lack of Self-Compassion:
“I was dismissing myself more”
“If I’d had compassion for myself, I wouldn’t have pushed myself to the limit”
The participant who experienced burnout for 1 month,
showed less signs of this mindset:
“I remember thinking, no, I need to take care of myself, there is too much going on…
I need to speak to my supervisor about this”
The participant who experienced burnout intermittently,
showed more of this mindset:
“Worked on it in personal therapy, but I’m not always the kindest to myself,
I’m quite tough on myself”

	2) Uncomfortable to Admit to:
All participants experienced feelings of guilt and shame, which caused
varying degrees of discomfort in sharing their experience.
“I’m doing somethings that could have perceived to have hurt my clients; therefore,
I felt a lot of shame, that maybe I wasn’t good enough for them”
“I was feeling guilt for not being the fully functioning therapist the clients deserved…
you know, it’s like admitting something… that I’m not doing the best job”
“it’s uncomfortable to show your burnout signs because you don’t know what will happen if you show them to the supervisor, I felt ashamed and I put a mask on”

	3) The Importance of ‘How you Feel with your Supervisor’:
All participants expressed that outside support was integral in helping them identify their experience. They felt that supervision was the most appropriate place to air their concerns and said that being able to talk with their supervisor (SUP), as equals, without feeling shamed, or told off, was crucial.
“her [SUP] taking me seriously and being heard by her [SUP] really helped…
and helped counteract the guilt”
“her [SUP] seeing the change in me helped”
“Having my experience normalised [by SUP] helped”
The participants who experienced signs for 2-3 years,
changed supervisors during, and said:
“Finding the right supervisor helped”
“There were failings in my [previous] supervision, there were things that could have been picked up on and highlighted to me”

	4) Difficult to Identify:

	a) That they’re in burnout:

	“You don’t know you’re going through burnout when you’re in it”
“I didn’t realise until it was near the end [signs worse], that I was burning out”
“it’s not something that, one day you’re fine and the next day you’re not fine,
it’s a cumulative process”
The participants who experienced burnout for 2-3 years, and intermittently,
found it difficult to identify they were burning out until after having had a break,
a change in their workload, or increased self-care, allowing them
space to see things more clearly.

	b) The Signs as Signs of Burnout:

	Although the participants recognised signs in themselves, that concerned them,
they did not identify them as signs of burnout at the time.
“When you’re in that process, you don’t realise that what you’re feeling
could be a sign of burnout”
The participant who experienced burnout for 1 month, did not identify their experience as burnout until later, when learning about the syndrome
on a training course.
“At the time, I was just noticing what I was noticing… all I know is, that now
I would use that term [burnout]”
The participant who experienced burnout intermittently, has learned to recognise the signs in themselves, over time, and said:
“Now I know, when I’ve lost my oomph, I’m in burnout”
When asked, what they knew about burnout before experiencing it themselves,
three of the participants did not know much and said:
“Nothing, I assumed that was the way to be”
“Not very much… I wouldn’t have said burnout
was on my radar before experiencing it”
“It wasn’t taught during training, only touched on”
One participant had read about the syndrome during training and said:
“Although you can understand something,
when you’re going through it, you’re blindsided by it”






Conclusion
How do Therapists Identify Burnout in Themselves:
Based on these results, the participants struggled to identify, that the signs they were experiencing, were signs of burnout. The signs they noticed brought with them feelings of, not feeling good enough, and varying degrees of guilt and shame, which influenced how easy it was for them to share their concerns.
Having outside support and being met with care and understanding from their supervisor was an important part in identifying their experience and moving towards recovery.
Not identifying the signs, as signs of burnout, suggests a lack of prior knowledge of the syndrome, however, one participant had some prior knowledge and they still struggled to put a name to their experience, and they felt blindsided by burnout.
I am left questioning whether the information they had was sufficient, and whether the exhaustion combined with the inner critic, clouded the participants ability to identify their signs as burnout.
What to be on the lookout for:
I can relate to the feelings of exhaustion and lack of self-care from my own burnout experience, when working in an unrelated field, however, what was most valuable for me, was understanding what signs to be on the lookout for, in the therapy room.
It’s left me feeling empowered and I feel more equipped to recognise these, as signs of burnout, should they emerge.
What surprised me the most was seeing the link between self-compassion and the duration of burnout. During my burnout experience, I had a strong inner critic, and although much improved, I realise I might still experience burnout again in this new role, however, what I find hopeful is that with increased self-compassion it might not last for very long.








Implications:
Theoretical Implication:
I haven’t come across another research with this particular focus, it can therefore add value to the existing literature on therapist burnout.
Practical Implications:
Therapists may want to use the information presented in this research to help them identify signs of burnout in themselves, or as further information on the topic.

Limitations:
Due to the small number of participants, the results may not be scalable.

Recommendations:
Further studies to explore the relationship between the length of burnout and self-compassion.
Further studies to explore, if having more knowledge of burnout, impacts the difficulty in identifying it.
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