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THE PROCESS AND DIMENSIONS OF BURNOUT 1IN PSYCHGTHﬂRAPIqTS
As part of a comprehensive project to ‘investigate the effects of psycho- -
therapy upon psychotheraplsts, the present study was des1gned to focus on the

phenomenon of therapist burnout. Freudenberger (1974) origlnally coined the

N bers of alternative healthcare institutions. In recent years a small biit. -

growing number of investigators have studied the burnout phenomenon (Chernlss,

Egnatios; &‘Wacker; 1976; Chernlss, Egnatlos, Wacker, & Dowd in press;

bl
Edelwich & Brodsky,, 1980; Freudenberger 1974 1977; Kahn, 1978; Maglach 1976,

i978’ Maslach & Pines; 1977 Mattlngly, 1977 ‘Pines & Kafry, 1978) Maslach

(1976); for example;aln studying a broad range of health and social serv1Ce

1.
detached or éVen de—humanized ways" w. 16). Eurned—out professionals may

-difficulties or labelling them in derogatory terms, or; in order to maintain

a safe emotional distance from an unsettllng cllént professlonals way in-

'

creas1ngly resort to technlcal jargon and refer to cllents in d1agnost1c
P

terms: Furthermore; the motional frustrations attendant to this phénoménon

) ,
may lead to 5§yéﬁa'§aatip syﬁﬁtbﬁs (e.g.; éXhaus;ion;‘iﬁSbmﬁia; Ulcers; head=

-

cern. Indeed; it may well bécome a "catch-phrase" of the 1980 s (Kennedy,
) . _ 1 :
. 1979). There. is; théﬁér; ‘a notable paucity of research on stress And burnont

in psychotheraplsts Th1s gap exists desplte the fact that: .over forty years

i

ago Freud 61937/1963),wrote of ‘the "dangers of analysls for analysts, desplte
; ;

Y
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the fact that the inner experIence of the therapist has coiie to be acknowl=

edged as an Important varxable in the psychotherapeutlc process (Burton, 1972)

and despite, too, the fact that the manpower shortage in the mental health

_field (Albee, 1959 1968; Hobbs, 1964) cr1tica11y increases the néied to maxi-

mize the job satisfaction and eff1c1ency of available personnel.

The literature bearlng on the issue of theraplst stress and burnout con-

sists prImarily of impresslonlstlc accounts of the dlfflculties of therapeucic

; b work (Frendenherger & Rohhins; i§j§' knbie, 1971 Greenson, 1966; Schlict;,

tered by beginning psychotheraplsts (Adams, 1974 Book 1973 Chessick,; 1971;

Halleck & waédé, 1962 Merklin & L1ttle, 1967 Roback Webersinn & Guion,

regard1ng the d1s111u51oned state of the psychotherapeutlc communlty (Frank

g 1963 Kernberg, 1968 Rogow, 1970). In addltion, there is a small JOb satis-

o fééEiéﬁ literature that has focused exclusively on psychlatrists (Danlels, 1974§§§

Mac1ver & RedlIch 1959; Rogow, 1970) In short desp1te the graowing popularity

" of psychotherapy——as both a career choice for studerts and as a response alter-
0

natlve

— R 2

nature of burnout in a heterogenous grbup_bf psychotheraplsts.

-

. . Method

éuh’j;é'cts ) f o ‘ S o ;,'
. éuhﬁects'ﬁéré drawn fraﬁ a-Northeastern metropolitan communlty of approxiJ '
maceiy 3563666. The. 11st of potentlal subjects was comleed from the rosters of

i a

three major treatment facilities in the;area as well as from a composlte llst

13
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the area. All psychiatrists; psychologists, and social workers from these |

1tsts (N = 215) were considered ellgible for the study. A total of 95 ran-—

1

domiy seiected theraplsts were contacted initially by letter, then by phone,

and é’iiiéy (63:2%) ég’:ééd to participate in the study. No signiflcant differ-

ences were fonnd in compargng the acceptance rates of male and female thera—

' pists, of prlvate and 1nstitutionally—based therapis ts, or of psychliatrists,

psycbologists, and social w0rkers. However, among potertial participants; a
significantiy 1ower percentage of psychlatrlsts agreed to- partlcipate than

did nonmedicai therapists; X (l) = 8. 20 P < .01.
- ! -

The final sample consisted of 36 fen and 24 women, iﬁdlﬁdiﬁg 21 PSYChl‘
K !

atrists;;24 psychoioglsts, and 15 social workers. Chi-square analysls re—

vealed that ma%es 1n “the present sample were disprOportlnately represented
f

R “
Y .

among the psychlatrlsts whlle females were disproportifnately represented
e .

among soc1ai workers, X (2) P < 001. Among these professlonals, 41 con-

{

' 2 as eveniy sp11t. ﬁistbriéally, psyCHothérapisté have tended to be dispro-

the 60 theraplsts identified themselves as Jew1sh 18 as having no religious

affillatloﬁ 9 as Protestant, and 2 as Cathollc. Tﬁe mean age of therapists

in. the present study was sllghtly over 38 theraplsts had been in the fleld

3 - - :
an average of 16 years. They averaged 21 pat1ent hours per week. Refﬂectlve

of the 91zabie anaiytlc communlty in the area tnder study, ﬁO of the 60 thera-

p1sts con51dered their primary theoretical orientation to be e1ther "classical

anatytic" or vipsychodynamic."

:
7 ~
7
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Procedure ;
( After completing a "Therapist Background Sheet," ‘therapists participated

in two separate oné-hour semi-structured taperecorded interviews. that focused

) on their experieqices of work znd their peréeptions regarding ‘the effects of
the psychotherapeutic role: interviews'tooh place in therapistsi offices and
at their connenience. A11 interviens-were conducted by the senior author.

Transcripts'of several compieted interﬁiewslprovided the.hasis for a

series of prellminary cod1n§ systems that were progressively reflned to max1~;

-

vmize interrater rellablllty. Wlth the establlshment of a flnal codlng system,

_all intefbiews were coded dlreftly %rom the tapes y two independent research

assistants trained for the task.. After all tapes were cnded and freqnency \
""" {

N .

fbllowing suhgroupsz male and»female therapists* psychiatrists; psychologists,
/ . . ‘_/

loads (16 25 hours pen weék), and heavy caseloads (more than 25 patient—hoﬁrs

per week) ; and 1nexper1enced theraplsts (fewer that ﬁ years of experience),
s e
experiencea therapists (ﬁ tq 10‘years), and veteran therapists (more than
- ; ";

ol : : }
10 years of experience). - . F 7
v |
v Reliabllltz ' . : ' T
Interview questions generated both nomlnal and ordlnal data. fhe ;

nominal data were of two types:, data resulting from questions permitting

,

- <
[
[
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questions permitting multiple responses (multiple response categorles}

Interrater rellablllty for %he multiple response category nomlnal data

- . was measured b§ overall péréentage of agfééméﬁt between ﬁhb indepé%dent raters.

X
i
?
i
¢
[

Computed on thls basis, reliablllty was 71.2%. Interrater reliability for

both the exclusive response catEgody nominai data and the;ordinalgdata was
ﬁéasuréa hy Rappa (Cohen, 1960); utilizing a computer program developed by
Cichettl; Alvano, and Vltale (1977) The ranée of observed aéreément on 21
items tested was between .69 and 1.00; the proportion of items that were
statistically significant at the’.05 level or better was 18/21. Those items
that failed to produce a statistically sigﬁ;fiééﬁt level of reliability were

eliminated from the study.

The majority of therapists interviewed (57.4%) attributed the occurrence
of burnout to the nonreciprocated attentiveness;;giving; and responsibility
demanded by the therapeutlc relatlonshlp. Other factors éited included over-

M .

work (22 2/), the general difficulty of dealing with pat1ent problems (20 4/),

L

d1scouragement as a\functlon of the slow‘and errat1c pace of therapeutlc work

>

Theraplsts felt that they were,espec1ally prone to transient feellngs 6%
burnout when stresses at home lowered their threshold for coplnggplth dally

therapeutic frustration and impaired their abfi:ty to attend effectively to

4
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the needs of their patients. Without the impingement of these external

stresses; most (63.6%) felt they could see a maximum of 4-6 patients a day

before bécamiﬁg depleted. A éﬁalléi.ﬁiﬁafit§ felt they éauia see 7-é

éonténding that their maximum number of pat1ent hours was varlable, though

!

primarily a function of the type, fréﬁﬁéﬁé&, and spaCIng of patIents. No

d

relevant background variable sIgnrflcantiy affected therapists views

regarding a maximum number of patient hours: - ﬁéﬁ§ therapists (40.8%) felf

R [ A - -

that they were particulariy prone to burnout durlng winter months,_a smaller

el e R

proportlon feltathat they vere most vuinerable to burnout in the spring
- _ 5;
(16;3%) Qr summer (14;3%); : ‘)ﬂ N

T ______ R

Most therapIsts (73 7/) cited "lack’ of therapeut1c success" as the singie

most stressful aspect of therapeutlc work: In this regard too; 25/ of the

therapists in the sample admitted to occasIonaily feellng d1s111u310ned with

the therageutic enterprise. ﬁofeouer; an a&&itlonai 55%, aithough denying

A

current feelings of disillusionment; felt - that they had need to xeassess the

goals and limitations of psychotherapy in-order. to guard against such feelings:
TN o~ N . B
Twenty percent of the sample reported no feelings of di§i11us10nment~ many

therapists in this category stated in one form or another that~they were not
- G . . . .V \‘7 77‘7 - B .
disillusioned because they felt that ‘therapy, as they practiced it,

For the purposes of statistical analyses, the first two response categorIes’

2o

BVéEc dIslliuslonment éﬁd‘"&éféﬁaiﬁg agaxnst feeiings of disillu-

i.es; !

slonmént " were combined. Subsequent chI—square analyses indicated that

o
-8
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’ neither profeSsion, nor sex, norttaseioad, nor experience 1eve1 signlfik

cantly affected the proportion of the sample that tended toward disiiial
sionment in one form or another: Whether a thefépist had been in péféaﬁéi
pqychotherapy or not, also did not affect the tendency toward -disiliusion-

ment . \0nly clinical setting significantly affected this disposition; with
T Y S . : ST SN B
.institutionally-based therapists more frequentlﬁ%rdmitting to either overt

feelings of disillusionment or the necessity of defending against, such -
feelings, xz(ij ="8.44, p < .01.

‘Most theraplsts found the rofs of support systems essential: All those
<

who could, utiiized supervisory‘reiatipnships to heip them through difficult

moments, of tZﬁse who were not currently belng supervised 51. l/ reiled on

the informal '”pport of colleagues.;:In additipn to a sociai support system

<

%oy

. . f L
expressed the need for an activ1ty outlet such as hobbles or sports, which
- \

’could prov1de for rellef of stored—up,tengéons.

The prlmary source of ‘stress £df ¢\§iap1sts is lack of therapeutic
T . \] , R :
siccess, i.e:, the 1nab111ty to promote pos1t1ve_change in patients. And
3 < \r i ' Lo , . . T
the prlmary factor underlylng burnout accordlngrto therapists, is the
< o . . : e )
.ﬁpnreciprocated dttentiveriess and giv}né‘that is inherent within the théra-

o

peutic relationship. Taken together, these findings suggest that therapists

expect their work to he difficult; and even stressful, but they also expect
. J . } ol oo

their efforts to "pay off.”" Constagt giving without the comPensation of

siiccess apparently produces burnout® . } 7j‘

»
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detached concern) ‘and ifficulties féiétiﬁg to the nature of the tﬁerapeutic

process (e g:; the siow, often erratic pacc of therapeut1c progress) In

addition, workIng condltions (e g., excessive workload,‘organlzational

* —m—mm y . ' ! .
1nst1tutionaiiy—based3therapists.‘ However; these stresses are; for the

most part; aacepted as inevitable and even necessary components of the joh‘

they can; in normai c1rcumstances, be dealt with moderately well w1th only

I

mlnimai erosion of one 's faith in psychotherapy. Tt is when psychothera—

f;* — — - - - — - — -

peutic work ‘is partlcuiariy frustrating and only miniﬁaliy successful--

B and thls may often be the case when one is overworked or deallng with

o _ o _ I

su1cidai homic1dai depressed or espec1aiiy resistant pat1ents——that
é\, ) - . - .

- ¥
dISliiusionment and burnout occur.‘ % ‘

- — - ‘ .
- _ . P - -

as a common characterlstic, feeilngs qf demoraiizatlonr "They feel poweriess

. & 3
- . - -z Z_- Z-ZilZ—Z—-= Z—Z Tl e L S E
to change the situation or themselves" (p; 314). The dataAof the preient 7

4 T IZIZ:o T o o=

study suggest that an analogous process may occur with mental health'workers,

Se

viz:; that those who become burned out have as a common denominator percep—

\

L e

T . Keeping in mInd that guch dysfunctlonal aspects of therapeutic work as
[ [y L
segment——and perhaps not

d13i11031onment and burnout constItnbe But o

s 7enomenolog1ca1 world; a '

g i even the maJor sééﬁént——of the theraplst s p.

v
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,prevented or miinimized? ‘ :

First, the problem must be made more public: Therapists in both the
“public ana'private sectors must be able to freely express negative feelings

toward their work without fear that such adm1ssions will eitber go unacknowi—

i édged or be 1nterpreted as 1ncompetence. One does not hear of many case

conferences or readf%&ny publlshed cdse reports where therapists discoss

their failures, fears,'or douhts; As Sarason (19]7) has noted: “To express
dissatisfaction or Soredbm ﬁith, or a waning interest in one's work——partlc—
ularly if one's work is judged By‘sdciety as fascinatlng and fmportant, as

. S - - -

is the case of many prbfegsibnais——is no easy matter™ (p- 57); ﬂespIte these :
Y e —

bstacles, ong01ng, cand1d evaluatlon of .work must be built ifito the struc-

_ture. of the professlon. Seminars and conferences mlght begin to focus on

common problems as well as appropriate technlques, on the iHEVItabliity and

cybernetlc value of fallures as well as successes, on the limitatxons rathen
Y

than the 1nf1n1te p0531b111t1es of the psychotherapeutic process. Such dlS-

cussion mlght promote the notion that theraplsts are both fallible and vul- .

’

o

nerable; and- mlght fac1litate 1ndividual ackﬁowledgment of .the sal1ence of

these issues. The§e changes will certa1n1y not -come easlly——organlzatlons :

-). ' - - - - - -- .
as well as indiViduais have-strbng tendencies tdward maintaining the status

quo——but they would Seem necessary. Greber (IQ?G),.for example, contends

4
7

. that the only way to prevent demorallzatlon among theraplsts is by "continual
insistence upon seelng—andxdescrlblng condltlons of [therapeutic] work as

they réally,are" (p. 434). ..

Ar

ERIC '
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An aaaiticnai mcthba.bf aéaiiﬁé with the bccupatibﬁéi Stresses bf thera=

mutﬁallprbblems, and lessen isolation. As Sarason et.al. have shown; a
-successful network can not only reduce individuals" discontent and aliénation

by creatlng a psychologlcal sense of communitys; but it can also increase

3 J

,/

material but they are rarely prepared for the ineV1tab1e disapp01ntments

they will eﬁtbﬁntér Ln the cqurse of the1r therapeutlc workﬁn Burdened W1th
4 : ,

unreallstlc expectatlons, they may be espec1a11y Vulnerable to early d1s—

C e

1iihs10nment and hiéh rates of burnOut (Chernlss et al.,vln press V‘Tb'

mltlgate these poss1b111t1es, graduate programs too w111 have to attend moere

]

-to ‘the 11m1tat10ns and stresses of psychotherapeutlc role. . R

F1na11y, 1t should be empha51zed that theraplsts need act1v1t1es and -

e —
- -

o ,intérésts'6utsidé thé sphéré‘bf psychdthéiapy'iﬁ 6rderpt6wreneﬁ theﬁselves;; ¢

SR . .o ; B S
DN . P ' « : e
\ . . reo S . .

/
Lo
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to\ﬁscape, at least temporarily, the stresses of therapeutlc work and to

- o 7(
A iﬁ social and recreational aetiVitiés; an increased emphasis on interdisci-

» : ; -

(crinberg, 1963; Marmor, 1953; Rose, 19743 . Proféssioﬁal activities other
than therapeutic work might cofitinue to affirm the therapist's sense of

iy |
expertise hut in less emotlonally dra1n1ng contexts. ‘ Y

h\ .
, 2 S SRS
' Dissatisfactiop and burnout among therapists may potentiate 'radical

career éhaﬁges among theraplsts as well as increased demands for alternative

sources of satisfaction (Sarason, 1977). However; the most critical 1mpact

problem appear nil (Albee; 1959;g1968). Thus; the existlng (and likely

to that ?row1ng segpent of the populatlon that can ill-afford to bear the
. [ 5
costs of private professional help.
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