
OPINION
THINGS YOU SHOULD
KNOW ABOUT SURVIVING
IN THIS FIELD BUT WERE
TOO BURNED OUT TO ASK
-byKeeMacFaf'lane
Have you noticed that there is no for

mal category in the DSM·II! for burnout?
You can classify the maladies OfyOUI clients
into any number of different categories yet
you, yourself, may be suffering from some
thing which has noproperpsychiatric status

In its early stages, bumout can be dif
ficult to self-diagnose, because when you
work in the field of child protection you're
never sure if what you are experiencing is
symptomatic or the way you're supposed to
feel. Actually, now that we have "Chronic
Fatigue Syndrome," we don 'thave to wony
about the early stages of burnout; it's the
advanced stages we want to watch out for
Fortunately, they are a lot easier to spot
Advanced burnouthappens when oUI'bodies
and our brains conspire to enforce the old
rule about use-it-or-Iose-it emotional vaca
tion time

At a conference in Australia a few
years back, I heard it descIibed as "melt
dowu." It implies something that attacks
your core I also like lance Morrow's
defInition in Time magazine (Sept., 1981)
He called it, "The disease ofthe thwarted; a
frustration soprofound that it exhausts body
and morale It is the entl'opy of the other
directed. Even the best worker'----especially
the bestwOIker-will often, when thwarted,
swallow his mge; it then tums into a private
conflagration, the fire in the engine room ..

I never used to believe in burnout-at
least, not for myself Considering all the
years I'd worked in this field, I thought I was
immune, But I hadn't figured on having a
seven-year nightmare called "McMartin"
Some people survive actual child abuse;
others survive working with those who have
been abused, You never know what you can
do until you're tested

These days I let others talk about how
to prevent burnout For me, it feels remi
niscent of efforts to prevent child sexual
abuse: I'm sure it helps to say no, to IUn
away, to trust your "funny feelings," but
sometimes it happens to you anyway, What
interests me these days is survival It's a
term that gets used a lot in our business" To
me it means getting a grip on your sense of
perspective, your sense of humor, and yOUl
sense ofwho you are. Then, you hold on and
ride it out, The perspective part is critical to
sUIvival, and sometimes the toughest tofmd:
it is being able to remember the good things,
even when all you can see is the bad.

The good news in this fIeld is that
we've come very far in a relatively short
period oftime" We'veexpandedourknowl
edge, services, funding base and the number
ofvoices that speak out for abused children
The mass media have increased public

awareness ofthis problem to a level that was
inconceivable a decade ago. The good news
is that society is finally getting the message
that this is a bigger problem than anyone
ever imagined.

The bad news is that society doesn't
like the message. To a nation that likes to
think ofitselfas child-oriented, the message
that millions of kids are being victimized is
unacceptable So is the idea that perfectly
respectable-looking people are responsible
for it, It's human nature, I suppose, to seek
aIternativeexplanations for problems we are
uuableto contemplate. Itmay also be human
nature to want to kill (or at least maim) the
messengers ofsuchtidings. In these instincts
lie the seeds ofbacklash-thepublic demand
for different answers

This demand is being met by small
armies oflawyers, theirc1ients, their clients'
insurance companies and a new-grown crop
of defense experts Most of them know
better than to blame small children for the
increase in reported cases Rather, they
blame "over-zealous"professionals who are
said to possess the power to convince chil
dreu that they suffer hom confusing and
traumatic experiences that never occuned

How are we holding up under the on
slaught? Things could be belter Backlash
aside, this has never been an easy car"eer
path If yon stay long enough you will
eventually see too much pain in the eyes of
too mauy children, and you will participate
in a system that, too often, reneges on its
promise of help Why do we do it? It may
be that, regardless of our particular disci-'
plines, we're simply more at home in the
white hat, on the white charger, carrying the
white flag--even ifour side does lose more
skirmishes and sustain more injUIies Maybe
we sleep better at night knowing that, if we
made a difference that day, it was for kids,
not just for our wallets or for somebody
else's stock values

But such attitudes tend to make us
vulnerable in otherways Whetherour train
ing was in medicine, law enforcement, or
mental health, most of us are not well pre
pared for a frontal attack on OUI' self-image
If we had aspired to be professional gladia
tors we would have gone to law school or
gotten MBAs. As it is, the gladiators have a
real advantage on us: they expect to go to
battle, they've been taught how to fight, and
they dou'ttake the battle personally We can
learn a few lessons from them,

There is a war going on out there, and
like most wars, it's affecting people who
didn't enlist in the army, We are among
those people; children are others, Profes
sional schools, it seems to me, are doing a
poor job of preparing students to survive in
the fields of family violence, child protec
tion, and public child welfare. It takes deter
mination, commitment, and the expectation
of a long, tough fight as much as it takes
training in specific skills. It takes less energy
to put on psychological armor before battle
than it does to mend YOUI' wounds afterward.

I It'sjust as the airlines tell you: In case of

emergency, put on your own oxygen mask
before trying to assist others with theirs.
You'll be no help at all if you get knocked
out first,

We expect abused children to come
forward and risk being disbelieved, ridi
culed, and discredited by others We should
expect no less of ourselves. It is not just a
war' about the credibility of children, it is a
test ofour own credibility as well. When you
take risks, sometimes you also take it in the
chin, We have to grow tougher skins We
have to prepare ourselves mentally to get up
and reload.

We also need to differentiate who we
are from what we do If we don't, we
become more vulnerable to attack. Given
the adversarial nature of the legal process,
what we do will always be subject to attack;
who we ar'e need not be a casualty of the
battle.

Finally, we need to remind ourselves
that not everything about the backlash is
bad, regardless of how it feels personally
The backlash is a sign oflife. When I began
in this field, there was nothing to lash back
at; society's denial and ignorance about child
abuse was undisturbed Now we have gone
into the cave and poked the sleeping beast of
public mOlality and vested interests, and it
has come out swatting at us, It's not a fun
position to be in, but it's better than no
reaction at alL As things get progressively
better for children, they may have to get
worse for us, their advocates We have
touched a powerful nerve: we may be doing
something right. If those who speak against
the interests of children aren't against you,
you're probably not doiug your job

The Chinese ideogram for the word
"crisis" combines the characters for both
"danger" and "oppOltunity " The danger to
ourselves right now of being criticized,
hanned, or even successfully sued is less
than we imagine; the opportunities to make
a difference are greater than we realize.
Goethe, the German poet, once wrote, "God
has reserved a special place in hell for those
who refuse to take a stand in times of moral

I
crisis," lbis is one of those times in OUI

fIeld It's time to plant our feet

j Kee MacFailane, MSW, i5 apl"ogram cOl/Sultal1t at
t Children' 5 Institute InternatIOnal III Los Angeles

I CORRECTIONS
In the upper right··hand comer of the mast
head, the last issue of The Advi'-'Ol was
identified as "Volume 3, number 4, Fall
1990" It was late, true, but not that late
Please correct that issue to read "Volume 3,

J number 3, Summer 1990." This issueis the
I Volume 3,number4, Fall 1990 issue, as the
! masthead correctly indicates, Sony for the
I mistake
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