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Abstract
This paper explores the literature and the relationship between burnout and self care. Though a
range of resources are investigated, the primary focus is on mental health clinical intern graduate
students. Specifically, using a burnout tracker and self reflective data, | examine my own
relationship to burnout and self care as a clinical intern while sustaining a full time job and final
semester graduate level coursework. Using an individualized method of data collection and
analysis, | can understand my own relationship to self care and burnout. This journey of both self
discovery and evidence based research provides insight into burnout as a phenomenon that is
spoken about freely, frequently, and yet is not fully addressed. This paper demonstrates and
applies the balance between clinical practices regarding burnout and implementing self care
strategies.

Keywords: Self care, burnout, wellness, intern, art therapy, response art
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Developing a Method of Self Care: Burnout Prevention
Introduction

Burnout, compassion fatigue, and emotional exhaustion are three different experiences
familiar to many people who work in human services. Though there are nuanced differences
between these terms, this paper focuses on burnout. In this thesis, I will define burnout as the
concept of being exhausted—emotionally, physically, and mentally as a result of emotionally
demanding work (Warlick et al., 2021). Many studies seek to understand, quantify, address, and
define burnout. Within the literature, there appears to be a consistent antidote to burnout: self
care. Self care is an umbrella term for prioritizing oneself over external demands, and does not
refer to a singular activity or routine, but is highly individualized. Research supports
mindfulness, individual therapy, exercise, and having a support network as some of the key
components to any self care routine.

Burnout is a problem throughout the fields of human services and mental health care, but
the focus of this paper will be clinical interns in mental health counseling programs. Interns are
uniquely positioned within the field and the vast majority of internships available to graduate
students are unpaid. More than ever before, interns are juggling full-time or part-time jobs, field
placements, and coursework while navigating a treacherous and ever growing socioeconomic
strain. Recently, the cost of living has increased faster than typical wage increases (U.S. Bureau
of Labor Statistics, 2023). Perhaps previously, it was easier for students to forgo working to
focus on their studies. Currently, however, this is less feasible. Financial stressors are real for
everyone, and for graduate students especially. Expecting students to forgo working in order to

focus on their studies is increasingly difficult, before considering the cost of education,
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impending student loan payments, and low starting wages for newly and conditionally licensed
clinicians.

In addition to exploring the literature, this paper presents options and strategies for
developing a self care plan, and proposes a self care method. I am my own intended audience,
therefore, | have recorded my levels of burnout and sought to understand the impact of self care
on my experience as an art therapist in training. It is my hope that this research, process, and
applied routine will be useful to other graduate level interns in the field of art therapy and mental
health counseling.

Literature Review

Across the fields of mental health and human services, burnout is widely studied and
understood. This is relatively new research—the majority of the resources available regarding
burnout are published after 2000, many after 2010. Burnout was further highlighted during the
COVID-19 pandemic and its impact on mental health. I am defining burnout as being
emotionally, physically, and mentally exhausted as a result of emotionally demanding work. The
literature discussed here will describe the symptoms, impact, and causes of burnout, explore self
care as burnout prevention, and establish gaps in research and possible areas for future studies.
Burnout
Symptoms of Burnout

Symptoms of burnout can include emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and lack of
feelings of personal accomplishment (Green et al., 2014). Burnout is generally associated with
workplace cynicism, irritability, and lack of motivation. Prolonged burnout can also have
impacts on physical health including heart disease, high blood pressure, and vulnerable immune

system (Mayo Foundation, 2021). Burnout symptoms are also unigue to the individual, and one
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person’s burnout may look different from another’s. Symptoms of burnout are prevalent in both
the body and mind and permeate into everyday life, with the potential to harm an individual in
short and long term ways.
Impact of Burnout

Regardless of the method of research, angle, or perspective, every study on burnout finds
negative effects. Clinicians, clients, and agencies all suffer as a result of burnout. Ray and
colleagues looked at burnout on an organizational level and client outcomes, showing that
treatment efficacy, client satisfaction, and quality of treatment are all adversely affected by
mental health providers experiencing burnout (Ray et al., 2013). Clients are in treatment longer,
are more likely to seek treatment multiple times, or may have negative experiences that turn
them away from future mental health care. Burnout among psychologists can lead to unethical or
dangerous clinical decisions (EIman & Forrest, 2007). Clients suffer when clinicians are
experiencing burnout.

Burnout is also detrimental to the health and wellbeing of clinicians. Pope & Tabachnick
(1994) found burnout levels among psychologists are strongly correlated to behaviors and
thoughts of suicide and self harm, depression, and anxiety. Green and colleagues developed a
qualitative study surveying 322 mental health providers about burnout. This study showed
emotional exhaustion, depersonalization and disconnection with clients, and lack of feelings of
personal accomplishment and satisfaction (2014) are all related to burnout. Burnout leads to
lower workplace morale, decreased productivity, and increased cost for the company (Ray et al.,
2013).

Burnout is not only experienced by licensed clinicians. Among graduate students,

burnout is correlated with lower grades and higher dropout rates, and though not yet confirmed
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by longitudinal studies, many theorize graduate students struggling with burnout absorb less
material as students, calling into question their future efficacy as clinicians. To further
understand this problem, we can also look to other fields. Among medical students, self report
measures show burnout correlates to cheating and unethical clinical actions (Dyrbe & Shanafelt,
2015). This provides insight that burnout does not only exist in the world of mental health
students, but other fields as well.

Warlick et al. and (2021) Brown et al. (2017) both sought to discover whether clinical
graduate students have similar rates of burnout as compared to clinicians who are established in
the field. Both studies showed no significant difference between clinicians and graduate students.
Warlick and colleagues further identified both groups as high risk for personal burnout. Burnout
is not caused by time in the field.

The findings regarding burnout are grim. Burnout is bad for clients, bad for agencies and
employers, bad for clinicians, and bad for the education of those who haven’t yet become
clinicians. There is good news to be found in the literature: we know what burnout is, we can
seek to understand how it is caused, and perhaps we can address and prevent it.

Causes of Burnout

Burnout can be attributed to a myriad of responsibilities associated with clinical work. It
is likely that no one specific job task is directly causing burnout, but a combination of many.
Large caseloads, lack of control over schedule, unsafe working conditions such as unpredictable
home visits, and administrative documentation tasks do not contribute to job satisfaction and
have all been reported to contribute to feelings of burnout (Chen et al., 2019). Additional studies
have found both clinical and non clinical factors including working with high risk clients such as

those with severe trauma histories, or suicidal ideation and behaviors of self harm and suicide
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