
impostor syndrome is quite com-
mon. Such people will often try to 
compensate by working extra hard. 
When expectations and goals are 
not met, they are more likely to at-
tribute the failure to their own 
shortcomings rather than to sys-
temic problems or external factors. 
When the expectations placed on 
these individuals are not  realistic, 
they tend to feel like complete fail-
ures and quickly burn out.

We may be out of our 
element: Some people sim-
ply do not have the ability 
or the skills to accomplish 
their jobs. 

This is unlikely since most 
people are selected for a particular 
job because they were judged to 
possess the necessary skills. As a 
result, the idea of not being cut out 
for the job is often an irrational 

fear, one that is regularly seen in 
people who lack self-confidence. 
Nevertheless, it  may have to be 
considered as a real issue for others. 
Those who burn out  may make 
generalizations about their lack of 
skill and feel that they must suc-
ceed in their specific role in order 
to be worthwhile employees. They 
may not recognize that  there may 
be many other roles in the company 
that are equally valuable and much 
more suited to them.

Multi-Factorial
Solutions

 
 If the causes of burnout are 
multi-factorial, the solutions must 
be so as well. Here is a short  list  of 
suggestions that you could consider 
if you think you are vulnerable to 
burnout:

-Learn to work well    
without going overboard.

Most  of us would have no trou-
ble walking away from a shoe store 
if the pair we wanted cost $500. We 
would feel that  they were not worth 
the effort it took to earn that money. 
Why then can we not also walk 
away from work that demands too 

much of us, not  in terms of money 
but in terms of the effort it  takes to 
earn that money? 

-Life is a Marathon.

The racer who runs the first 
mile quickly because he has energy 
would most  certainly burn out be-
fore the end. The secret  is to keep a 
reasonable pace that can be main-
tained throughout the race. In our 
professional lives we often have the 
energy to give a little extra in order 
to reach a goal, impress a boss, or 
make a little extra cash, but  we 
rarely consider the longer term con-
sequences of such a pace. Having 
time to do things that may not  seem 
productive, such as indulging your 
personal passions and hobbies, or 
even just  to sit around, is essential 
in keeping your life pace reason-
able.

-Recognize when your 
personal standards are too 
high.

 To do so you must  learn to rely 
on the judgement of others. Don’t 
rely on your own biased judgement, 
especially if you never feel that 
anything you do is good enough. 
Try to base your judgement  on ob-
jective measures of performance, 
such as grades or sales figures. Ask 
yourselves how you would judge a 
colleague with the same numbers. 
Usually, it  will be much less 
harshly. And remember, just  be-
cause a task can always be rendered 
better with more time, doesn’t 
mean it isn’t  already better than is 
required.

-Be able to admit to 
yourself when it is time for 
a change and choose work 

that is better suited to your 
personality.

This is far easier that  trying to 
radically alter your nature. For ex-
ample, a procrastinator will have an 
easier time answering phones in a 
customer service department, where 
they must  simply be available and 
knowledgeable, than they would be 
in a job where they would have to 
produce written reports with no 
fixed deadline. 

-The last step belongs 
to co-workers and em-
ployers.  They must reco-
g n i z e t h a t g o o d e m-
ployees, the so-called ‘go-
to’ must be protected.

When an important project 
must be done and we have two em-
ployees or colleagues – a competent 
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but over-worked employee, and a 
less competent one who has some 
spare time – whom will we ap-

proach to do the work? Just  because 
the good employees normally de-
liver the goods does not mean they 

have unlimited resources. Cutting 
them a little slack will do everyone 
involved a world of good.
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Detecting Stress in Saliva?
 
 The articles presented in this issue of 
Mammoth-Magazine show that it is high time that 
something be done to decrease the cost of stress 
in the workplace. The personal, societal, and eco-
nomic costs of stress, depression, and burnout are 
simply too great. 

The greatest challenge we face is that of pre-

vention. But how do we achieve this goal? 

The answer lies in early detection. 

We have seen in this issue that the line between 
depression and burnout is at times blurred and 
that clinically  it is not always easy to distinguish 
the two. Would it surprise you to know that sim-
ple samples of saliva can differentiate them? 

We now know that depression is associa-
ted with high stress hormone levels and 
that burnout often results in lower le-
vels. 

The stressors in our lives do not make us 
ill but our bodily response to those     
stressors can. 

 In fact, dysregulations in stress hormone 
levels are tightly linked to depression, burnout, 
and several other illnesses because our stress 

hormone system assures the normal functioning 
of most if not all of our bodily systems. 

 So, when stress hormones become dysre-
gulated due to chronic stress the other systems 
soon follow; what we call a domino effect. 

What can the Centre for Studies on 
Human Stress do about it?

 Although stress hormones can be easily  
measured in saliva, there exist no “norms” for 
stress hormones as there are for cholesterol. Thus, 
we have created a saliva measurement lab headed 
by Dr. Dominique Walker, co-director of the Cen-
tre for Studies on Human Stress, that will esta-
blish these norms. Second, based on the work of 
Dr. Bruce McEwen of Rockefeller University, an 
international member of the Centre for Studies on 
Human Stress, we are developing an early  detec-
tion tool in blood for chronic stress that physi-
cians can use to identify individuals at risk for 
developing stress-related disorders. This would 
therefore give individuals a considerable head 
start on preventing illness. Indeed, the personal, 
societal, and economic savings will be considera-
ble and well over-due. For more information, 
write to stress.centre@douglas.mcgill.ca.
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