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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.

MEDIA EXPOSURE AND ANXIETY
Tips for How to Manage Your Experience of COVID-19
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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.  

Media Affects Us More Thank You Think

Too much media of any kind can undermine or damage mental health.  There are strong correlations 
between the amount of media one consumes and the amount of fear and anxiety and acute stress that 
people experience.  It may be helpful to reduce your intake of media and news related to COVID-19.  
Research from various natural disasters and terrorism has shown that people that watch multiple hours 
of media vs. those that consume less than an hour of media per day show far fewer symptoms. So, the 
volume of media you consume matters to your mental health.  

What You Can Do

Limit social media.  
Research has shown that social media can escalate anxiety more than traditional media.  Social media 
discussions of the virus may have inaccurate information and can create anxiety when comparing your 
response to others (stockpiling food, leaving the state/country).  Social media has also been shown 
to increase fear responses rather than helpful coping responses such as washing hands or taking 
precautions. Social media can leave one with a sense of fear and negative emotions and without a 
sense of what to do about it.  In addition, social media often involves sharing of images that can be 
provocative.  For example, viewing people in hazmat suits or very sick people in a hospital bed can 
produce more anxiety than is helpful.  It also can distort your view of the world and may not show you 
the people with COVID-19 who are coping well and on the path to recovery.  

Limit daily news media.  
Limiting your exposure to news and turning off news notifications may decrease anxiety and negative 
emotions.  Checking the latest news media or CDC updates 1-2 times a day is sufficient for most 
people.  For the rest of the time, if worries come up about this or an urge to check the news - put it off 
for later.  



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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Look for trustworthy information sources.  
Look for credible sources of information such as the CDC and reputable news sources.  

Keep this moment in history in perspective.
Compared to other pandemics this is less dangerous than others such as the “Flu of 1918” where tens of 
millions died and the healthcare system was much poorer than it is today.   As such, we are much safer 
than during past pandemics.  

Prioritize time for strategies to manage anxiety .
Use relaxation techniques, stretching, yoga, mindfulness apps on your mobile device, and exercise.

Focus your attention on things within your control.  
It can be helpful to focus your attention on tasks that you can control and scheduling some activities 
that bring some degree of pleasure/joy and that challenge you (providing mastery).

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