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Do you recognise that all too familiar feeling when yet another patient is added on to your clinic? You snap at the receptionist when you don’t mean too? Stress, and ultimately burnout, may affect all of us at some point. How you deal with it will have a huge impact on your quality of life. 
What is stress?
Stress is hard to define, although we all have an idea as to what stress is. Certain events or circumstances in some individuals can lead to a multitude of experiences and responses, thus creating a feeling of stress. 

Stress is not always harmful; Hans Selye (a founder of stress research) declared in 1956 that “stress is not necessarily something bad – it all depends on how you take it. The stress of exhilarating, creative successful work is beneficial, while that of failure, humiliation or infection is detrimental.” Indeed, positive stress allows you to meet deadlines or survive threats by providing motivation and energy. 

The graph below provides a useful visual tool, showing that most people have a level of stress that will increase their productivity, but after a certain point, stress then has a negative effect. This is reflected by the current and widely accepted definition of stress (mainly attributed to Richard S Lazarus). This states that stress is a condition or feeling experienced when a person perceives that demands exceed the personal and social resources the individual is able to mobilize.
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Key
A - On the upward sloping part of the curve, an increase in pressure (stress) results in increased performance.

B - At the top of the graph, the amount of performance is optimal – a slight increase in pressure doesn’t increase performance.

C - On the downward sloping part of the curve, more pressure results in reduced performance, and eventually breakdown.

How can you tell where you are on the curve?

One simple way to work out where you are is to ask yourself: “If someone gives me an extra task, how do I feel?”

If the answer is:
“No problem, it’ll be interesting”
you are at point A


“OK, if I have to”


you are at point B.



“Oh no…”


you are at point C
Are stress and burnout the same thing?
Burnout can be considered as the end point of stress, and is characterised by emotional exhaustion and an increasingly negative attitude towards work. An American psychologist Christina Maslach is one of the leading researchers into this area and has extensive publications on burnout. Features of burnout are:

· Emotional exhaustion – a feeling of tiredness, irritability and poor concentration may be suggestive of burnout. Subsequently, a feeling of being drained, powerless and like a candle burned at both ends may be encountered. Damage to interpersonal relationships may occur, thus reducing the individuals’ support network. Sometimes alcohol and drug misuse may initially be used as a coping strategy, but quickly add to the problem.

· Depersonalisation – a feeling of being detached, withdrawn and isolated from colleagues. In the medical setting, this may also mean loss of human compassion, thereby treating patients as objects.

· Falling levels of achievement – as tiredness and poor concentration set in, productivity is likely to fall. A vicious cycle ensues, as the individual typically gets further behind with their work, leading to more stress.
How does burnout evolve?

There are four recognised stages of burnout. 

· Overwork - poor timekeeping may be indicative early burnout, with the individual being consistently late, or conversely, working longer hours than their colleagues. Increased sick leave may result. Frequent mistakes resulting from impaired concentration and fatigue can occur.

· Frustration - as productivity falls, fatigue sets in and mistakes occur, the individual becomes frustrated with their situation. Previously small tasks and challenges may appear insurmountable.

· Resentment - anger, apathy and cynicism take over.

· Depression - this can be the endpoint of burnout, with a plethora of symptoms described above resulting in neurobiochemical imbalances and clinical depression. 
Interestingly, studies have shown that there is a reciprocal causation between emotional exhaustion and stress. In other words, stress can eventually lead to emotional exhaustion, but the converse is also true; emotional exhaustion is also a cause of stress. An excellent list of symptoms for stress and burn out can be found on http://www.betteryou.com. 

How might you recognise that a work colleague is stressed? What features might you look for? 
What factors contribute to burnout?

Certain situations and experiences are more stressful than others, and therefore predispose an individual to burnout. In addition, certain professionals and employees have higher rates of burnout; notably teachers, health care professionals and members of the clergy. The proportion of doctors and other health professionals showing above threshold levels of stress has stayed remarkably constant at around 28%, whether the studies are cross sectional or longitudinal, compared with around 18% in the general working population. However, it is important to remember that coping levels are highly individualistic, and that anyone can ultimately suffer from burnout.

· Intrinsic factors – a competitive personality with a drive to constantly maintain high personal standards may be more at risk. When carried too far, compulsiveness, perfectionism, and inflated self-confidence can have detrimental impacts on your professional and personal life. There may be a reluctance to delegate work to others for fear of failure. Alternatively, individuals who worry excessively about their work and patients, unable to emotionally detach themselves may be predisposed to stress. Lack of external interests outside work may contribute.

· Extrinsic factors – in the medical profession, high patient expectations coupled with increasing litigation and patients’ complaints may increase external pressures on an already stretched individual. 

· Politically enforced changes - as individuals we often cope best when the locus of control is with us, allowing direct influence on changes around us, in the time frame that suits us. If the locus of control is taken away, and external agencies enforce change, stress levels may increase. General practice is full of such examples: inspections for QOF points and subsequent practice income; the introduction of practice based commissioning; the constant need for professional development; the list is endless!! 

· Personal factors – an unhealthy work life balance is almost certainly a starting point for stress. It can be difficult to maintain this balance particularly if there are other conflicting factors which affect that balance. These might include financial needs for paying mortgages or school fees. 

With these factors in mind, think about what steps you can take to prevent stress. What areas of your life are you able to influence?

Are you suffering from burnout?

Below is a tool adapted from http://www.mindtools.com, allowing you to assess whether or not you are near to burnout. This website has some excellent information on the subject, with a wide range of useful links.

Use the tool below to gauge your score. If you score highly, you may be close to burnout.

Burnout questionnaire

	Question
	Not

at all
	Rarely
	Sometimes
	Often
	Very Often

	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	1
	Do you feel run down and drained of physical or emotional energy?
	
	
	
	
	

	2
	Do you find that you are prone to negative thinking about your job?
	
	
	
	
	

	3
	Do you find that you are harder and less sympathetic with people than perhaps they deserve?
	
	
	
	
	

	4
	Do you find yourself getting easily irritated by small problems, or by your co-workers and team?
	
	
	
	
	

	5
	Do you feel misunderstood or unappreciated by your co-workers?
	
	
	
	
	

	6
	Do you feel that you have no one to talk to?
	
	
	
	
	

	7
	Do you feel that you are achieving less than you should?
	
	
	
	
	

	8
	Do you feel under an unpleasant level of pressure to succeed?
	
	
	
	
	

	9
	Do you feel that you are not getting what you want out of your job?
	
	
	
	
	

	10
	Do you feel that you are in the wrong organisation or the wrong profession?
	
	
	
	
	

	11
	Are you becoming frustrated with parts of your job?
	
	
	
	
	

	12
	Do you feel that organisational politics or bureaucracy frustrate your ability to do a good job?
	
	
	
	
	

	13
	Do you feel that there is more work to do than you practically have the ability to do?
	
	
	
	
	

	14
	Do you feel that you do not have time to do many of the things that are important to doing a good quality job?
	
	
	
	
	

	15
	Do you find that you do not have time to plan as much as you would like to?
	
	
	
	
	


 Score Comment 

15  - 18 No sign of burnout here. 

19  - 32 Little sign of burnout here, unless some factors are particularly severe.

33  - 49 Be careful - you may be at risk of burnout, particularly if several scores are high. 

50  - 59 You are at severe risk of burnout - do something about this urgently.

60 -  75
You are at very severe risk of burnout - do something about this urgently. 

Relaxation techniques

If you find that you are often in stressful situations, it may be useful to have some techniques to assist relaxation.  These ideas are again taken from http://www.mindtools.com, which has a comprehensive section on stress management.

Imagery is a potent method of stress reduction, especially when combined with physical relaxation methods such as deep breathing. You will be aware of how particular environments can be very relaxing, while others can be intensely stressful. The idea behind the use of imagery in stress reduction is that you use your imagination to recreate and enjoy a situation that is very relaxing. The more intensely you imagine the situation, the more relaxing the experience will be. 

Meditation can be used to consciously relax your body and focus your thoughts on one thing for a sustained period. This occupies your mind, diverting it from the problems that are causing you stress. It gives your body time to relax and recuperate, and to clear away stress hormones that may have built up. There is nothing mystical about meditation. On the contrary, it is something that you can do quite easily for ten or twenty minutes by following these steps:

· Sit quietly and comfortably. 

· Close your eyes. 

· Start by relaxing the muscles of your feet and work up your body relaxing muscles (a technique like Progressive Muscular Relaxation can be useful for this). 

· Focus your attention on your breathing. 

· Breathe in deeply and then let your breath out. Count your breaths, and say the number of the breath as you let it out (this gives you something to do with your mind, helping you to avoid distraction). 

Deep breathing is a simple but very effective method of relaxation. It is a core component of everything from the "take ten deep breaths" approach to calming someone down, right through to yoga relaxation and meditation. It works well in conjunction with other relaxation techniques such as Progressive Muscular Relaxation, relaxation imagery and meditation to reduce stress. 

What methods might you find useful for stress management? Try a relaxation technique – does it work for you?
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