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Introduction
There are many articles online, in journals, and in magazines about employee
burnout and its dangers to employees’ health, and its enormous cost to
organisations. Most of them aren’t clear about what exactly they mean by
‘burnout’ and how it differs from ordinary job-stress.

What is burnout?
What we commonly refer to as ‘burnout’ is actually burnout syndrome. A syndrome
is a collection of symptoms which often occur together, but which vary widely in
their presentation. People experience some of the symptoms that we associate
with burnout, but not others. Even though two people may both be burning out,
they may be presenting a different assortment of symptoms.
This is easier to demonstrate with an example:
John and Mary are co-workers at the same organisation. John has been feeling
exhausted all the time and no longer feels excited about anything. He has been
feeling unsatisfied with his career and has been thinking about looking for a new
job. Mary has been feeling chronically stressed at work and she has been feeling
trapped in her job. Her home life has been suffering as she is preoccupied with
work even when she is at home, and she often fights with her partner. Even though
ruminating about work occupies a lot of her time, she is unmotivated and feels
increasingly frustrated.
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Both Mary and John are experiencing the symptoms that we associate with
burnout, and either of them could eventually ‘burn out’. It can be di icult to
identify burnout in employees because it presents as a syndrome, rather than as a
clear list of symptoms. Fortunately, a lot of research has been done on how
burnout presents, and we now have some things that we can look out for.

What are the symptoms of burnout?
People di er in their reactions to burnout, but there are a number of symptoms
commonly associated with burnout.

Chronic fatigue
Everyone feels exhausted every once in a
while after a particularly tough day, but when
the exhaustion is chronic it could be
indicative of burnout. This could be
experienced as a sense of not having any
physical, mental, or emotional resources left
to cope with the demands of a day, or
struggling to get out of bed in the mornings.
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Lack of motivation
This could manifest as a lack of enjoyment or motivation for things that a person
used to be enthusiastic about, both at work and in their personal lives. They may
lack the motivation to take on additional tasks at work (even though they routinely
used to), or they no longer participate in hobbies that they used to enjoy.
Pessimism
Although some people are naturally more pessimistic than others, it could be
indicative of burnout when someone becomes significantly more pessimistic or
cynical than they used to be.

Irritability
Burnout is often associated with an increase
in negative emotions like frustration and
tension. People experiencing burnout will
typically be irritable, quick to anger, and
prone to interpersonal conflict both at home
and at the office.
Insomnia or hypersomnia (sleeping too
much)
Routinely getting too little or too much sleep can suggest a problem with burnout.
People who are in danger of burning out may sleep far longer than average (>9
hours a night), or suffer from a lack of sleep (<5 hours a night).
Inability to concentrate or forgetfulness
Our bodies prioritise certain processes over others when we are stressed. The
digestive system slows, and our heart rate increases to increase blood flow to the
muscles. A chronic state of stress makes it more difficult to concentrate, and
effects things like problem solving ability, decision-making, and memory.
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Utilisation of maladaptive coping methods
When burnout begins to take a toll, people will try various strategies to cope. Some
of the strategies may include coping methods that we classify as maladaptive,
because although they may provide temporary physical or psychological relief they
tend to exacerbate the problem long-term and have other personal or health
consequences. Maladaptive strategies include increased intake of alcohol, overeating, and drug or stimulant abuse.
Anxiety
Some anxiety by itself is not necessarily problematic, but when there is an increase
in anxiety along with the other symptoms associated with burnout it could be
cause for concern. Although people tend to experience anxiety differently, there
are some common features that one can keep an eye out for. These include a
feeling of a racing heart; rumination about the future, sources of stress, or
unpleasant memories, insomnia, and panic attacks.
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Depression
Depression and burnout often occur together. Depression can vary in its severity
from mild to severe, with quite a wide variety of potential symptoms. Some
common ones include insomnia or hypersomnia; loss of appetite or over-eating;
loss of interest in activities that used to be pleasant; apathy; and feelings of
hopelessness or intense sadness.
Increase in health problems
Burnout has been associated with an increase in a variety of chronic health
problems. These include obesity, hypertension, heart disease, stroke, and type 2
Diabetes. Stress can also effect the immune system, so people at risk for burnout
may also experience an increase in the frequency and duration of acute illnesses
(like colds, flu, and other infectious diseases) that they contract.
Research has shown that men and women may experience burnout differently, and
may present different symptoms. Women tend to experience more feelings of
emotional or physical fatigue, whereas men are more likely to withdraw and shut
off during the process of burning out. There is a risk that men’s burnout may go
unrecognised, and untreated in the workplace.
There is a common belief that women are more prone to burnout than men, but
this is not necessarily true. Research shows that women are more likely to report
burnout than men. This difference in reporting of symptoms may be due to
‘traditional’ gender roles (from gender role theory) – women are able to express
their emotions, whereas men are seen as having to suppress their emotions and
remain ‘strong’.
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What does this mean for your organisation /
business?
When looking at the list of symptoms it might seem as though this is a problem for
the individual, and that burnout would not have an impact on businesses or
organisations. Although it is true that burnout is experienced at an individual level,
the consequences for organisations can be far-reaching and costly.

Decreased job performance
Burnout is negatively associated with job performance. Research has repeatedly
demonstrated that as burnout levels increase, job performance decreases. There is
also an associated increase in the number of mistakes made on the job. In most
cases, this has the potential to damage relationships with clients or co-workers,
but in some fields an increase of this nature can have very serious consequences.
As you can imagine, an increase in the number of medical errors made by doctors,
nurses, or paramedics; or the number of mistakes made by people operating heavy
machinery can have lasting consequences.
Decreased job satisfaction
Job satisfaction is negatively associated with burnout – as burnout levels increase,
job satisfaction decreases. People may begin to feel trapped in their current job, or
dissatisfied with their work more generally. They may feel as though their work
lacks meaning, and feel unmotivated and uninspired.
Poor work engagement
Unsurprisingly, unmotivated and uninspired workers are unlikely to be engaged at
work. Engaged workers are more immersed in their work, more likely to go the
extra mile, and more likely to identify with the company and its values.
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Increased intention to leave / increased actual turnover
Research has shown that burnout is correlated with both intention to leave and
actual turnover. This means that as burnout levels increase, employees are more
likely to think about quitting, and more likely to actually leave the organisation.
There are significant costs involved in selecting, hiring, and training an employee,
and decreasing employee turnover is one of the best ways to minimise the cost to
the organisation.

Why does burnout develop?
Why burnout develops is best explained by using the Conservation of Resources
theory (created by Hobfoll, 1989) as a framework. Although this sounds complex,
the theory is built around a simple premise: people strive to obtain, build, and
protect that which they value. These are resources, which can be a variety of
things, including objects, personal characteristics, conditions (like social support or
friendship), or various type of energy. When these resources are threatened or lost,
we experience strain (no one likes losing something that they value).
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Another key part of the theory focuses on demands and the impact that they have
on our resources. Typically, meeting demands costs us some of our resources. This
is easy to understand if you imagine a typical day at work. Meeting the demands
placed on us by clients, co-workers, or superiors all cost resources (time, mental
and physical energy, etc). Everyone has to deal with demands to some degree, and
we all have a pool of resources that we can draw on to meet these demands.

Burnout can occur when we don’t have adequate resources to meet these
demands. Other scenarios can also trigger burnout, like when valued resources are
lost, or when invested resources don’t yield the anticipated returns. When the
strain that accompanies the loss of resources becomes chronic, the employee
becomes vulnerable to burnout.
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Being chronically exposed to low resource/high demand situations leads to an
erosion of resources over time. Some of these resources are particularly relevant to
organisations – resources like energy, the level of identification with the
organisation, and perceived efficacy. Over time, employees who are in the process
of burning out have less energy, identify less with the organisation, and think that
they are less capable of meeting the demands placed on them. This is in line with
what we expect to see when an employee has burned out – low energy levels
(manifested by feelings of physical, mental, and emotional exhaustion),
cynicism/pessimism, and considering leaving an organisation or job. Most
employees continue to function at some level in the workplace, while suffering
from chronic symptoms of burnout.
People with burnout will often try to adopt measures to attempt to reduce the
likelihood of symptoms returning or worsening. These attempts will be based on
their beliefs about how burnout is caused and how it can be prevented. Care is
taken to reduce levels of demands and to conserve resources wherever possible.
This focus on the conservation of resources typically results in a restriction of
diversity of activities and limited social support. This strategy tends to maintain a
workers belief that they do not have the capacity to meet demands, and these
behaviours (which were initially adaptive) begin to prevent recovery.
The end result of this process is either burnout (when demands outstrip resources)
or resilience (when personal resources rise to meet demands). As an organisation,
you will want to promote resilience in your employees (which reduces burnout
rates even when demands outweigh resources), as well as making the work
environment less likely to produce high demand/low resource situations in the first
place.
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This description of why burnout occurs may make it seem as though employees
burn out because they lack grit, or have some flaw in character. Although there are
some personal characteristics which can make employees more vulnerable to
burnout, most of these are not things that can be changed by an intervention.
These include certain personality traits (idealism, empathy, introversion, being
prone to anxiety, and sensitivity). Certain demographic traits also seem to be
protective – married people seem to be less vulnerable to burnout than their
unmarried counterparts, although research on other traits has been inconclusive.

It is commonly believed that resilience is one of those personal traits that cannot
be altered or improved, but research has shown that resilience is actually skillsbased, and not a set-point trait as previously believed. Employee burnout may be
due to a lack of skills in resilience, rather than some personal failure or deficit.
Since resilience is a skill, it can be taught and improved with practice.
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Which organisational practices contribute to
employee burnout?
The majority of research has found that organisational factors play a much larger
role in the development of burnout than individual factors. The development of
burnout is greatly influenced by the way the organisational system constructs the
work and the team. If your employees are burning out, it could be time to take a
look at organisational practices which may be contributing to employee burnout.
Research has identified organisational practices and job characteristics which
consistently contribute to burnout.
Role ambiguity
When an individual is unclear about their responsibilities at work, or
there is a lack of understanding of the demands
Role conflict
When an employee experiences conflicting demands at work
Work overload
This occurs when there is not enough time or resources for an employee
to meet the demands placed on them
Research has found that this is the most significant predictor of burnout
Pressure
Pressure (whether to perform, meet a deadline, etc.) is a form of demand.
There are also several factors related to the work environment itself which can
contribute to burnout:
Physical discomfort
Lack of participation in decision-making
Lack of supervisory support
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Although the work environment can be a source of demands, it can also be a
source of resources. Organisational provision of resources can help employees to
compensate for losses, or may indirectly help employees cope with demands.

Job resources can play a motivational role because they promote employee's
growth, learning, or development, or because they are instrumental in achieving
work goals (e.g. proper feedback fosters learning, which increases job
competence).
Resources can include things like:
Social support from colleagues, managers, or leadership
Participation in decision-making
Autonomy
The relevant organisational factors and their relationship with resilience are
summarised in the table below.
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Preventing and treating burnout
Once we consider what we know about the effect of low resource / high demand
situations and the importance of resilience in preventing burnout, we begin to see
how burnout could be prevented or addressed in an organisation.
Based on this model, there are three outcomes that an intervention could target to
reduce burnout:
Increase resources
Reduce demands
Increase employee resilience
Burnout interventions fall into one of three categories: person-directed (focusing
on individual employees), work-directed (focusing on changing the workplace), or
a combination of these two approaches.
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There are two main strategies which can be used to reduce burnout at an
individual level:
Person-directed approaches tend to focus on managing stress and improving
resilience, and do not address the cause of the burnout.
Improving workers’ awareness about burnout
Reducing the high level of negative arousal that characterises stress in general
Person-directed interventions for burnout can lead to a significant reduction in
burnout, with the positive effects lasting for up to 6 months after the programme
was delivered. When programmes included refresher sessions, the effects lasted up
to one year after programme completion.

Cognitive-Behavioural Therapy (CBT)–based programmes were very effective at
reducing burnout rates at the individual level.
This approach is primarily focused on identifying individual cognitive
distortions and flawed thinking, and correcting them through CBT skills
training.
This form of intervention can be expensive and time-consuming to
implement, as the skills training sessions are typically conducted one-on-one
with a trained clinical psychologist.
Programmes based on the practice of mindfulness and meditation have been
found to be effective at counteracting burnout.
Mindfulness and meditation–based programmes have been shown to
significantly reduce burnout rates, the amount of perceived stress employees
experience, as well as reducing the number of symptoms associated with
depression reported.
This type of programme can be delivered in groups, and once the skills
associated with meditation and mindfulness have been learned they are
accessible for life.

mindfulrevolution.io

Protecting Your Business Against Employee Burnout
Work-directed interventions for burnout usually involve changes to work
procedures, which are aimed at empowering individuals and reducing their
experience of stressors. This type of intervention typically focuses on increasing
resources or decreasing demands to reduce burnout. Evidence for work-directed
interventions as a standalone treatment for burnout is weak and unconvincing
(due to a scarcity of studies and methodologically-weak research).
The interventions which used a combined approach (person- and work-directed)
were the most effective. A combined approach is the most likely to significantly
reduce the burnout rates in an organisation, with robust research showing that
80% of the positive effects lasting up to a year after programme completion.
Refresher sessions improved the duration of positive effects, and workplace mental
health improved along with burnout rates. This makes a lot of sense, as a
combined approach would target all three of the outcomes highlighted by the
conservation of resources model of burnout (resources, demand, and employee
resilience).
The three approaches and their effectiveness are summarised in the table below.
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What is mindfulness and why does it help with
burnout?
According to Jon Kabat-Zinn, mindfulness is paying attention to the present
moment, non-judgementally.

Resilience (one of the outcomes
identified as important for overcoming
burnout) is a skill which can be learned
and improved. Mindfulness and
meditation have been consistently
linked with mental resilience, and
randomised-controlled trials have
provided evidence that the practice of
mindfulness and meditation leads to an
improved ability to repel and withstand the stresses of everyday life (i.e. resilience).
Since resilience is a skill, it makes sense that improvements in this skill are strongly
linked to practice.
Imagine that you are learning an instrument – the violin. You take an 8-week
intensive course which teaches you the basics about playing the instrument, and
you make great initial improvements in your level of skill. If you never practised the
violin again, those improvements that you saw initially would fade away over time.
Your body would gradually forget where to put your fingers and how to draw the
bow across the strings in synchronisation. This whole example can be seen as a
metaphor for mindfulness and resilience.
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The outcome of interest is resilience (the music you are able to make with your
violin), and the use of mindfulness/meditation is how you obtain this outcome (the
violin you play to get the music). Key to this metaphor is practice – both outcomes
(being resilient and playing the violin to make music) require consistent practice
over time. This is supported by research which indicates that practice, once the
intervention has been delivered, is integral to maintaining the positive effects of
the programme. Just like practice is key to maintaining your skill with the violin,
consistent mindfulness/meditation practice is key to maintaining resilience over
time.
But why is mindfulness effective at improving resilience? Mindfulness and
meditation are cognitive exercises (just like CBT-based interventions, which are
also effective). Both CBT- and mindfulness-based interventions focus on
recognition of thoughts and altering our default reaction, although how this is
achieved differs.
Mindfulness encourages an awareness of what we are feeling, and choosing how to
respond rather than reacting automatically. This process of self-awareness and
being non-judgemental about our own thoughts gives us some distance from our
feelings which can sometimes be overwhelming and contributes to emotional
exhaustion. Burned out individuals score highly on emotional exhaustion, whereas
being mindful allows individuals to avoid being swept up in a storm of negative
emotions, while still acknowledging that the feelings are present. There are several
other benefits which are associated with meditation and mindfulness. Two
benefits that are of particular interest are:
Improved concentration
Increased mental clarity
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These states are in direct contrast to what we would expect to see when someone
is burned out - burned out individuals can have difficulty concentrating and
focusing on the task at hand. Mindfulness and meditation appear to directly
counteract the negative impact that the process of burnout would have on
attention and concentration over time, and help the individual break out of the
cycle which would end in burnout.

Why mindfulness / meditation rather than a
CBT-based programme?
Both mindfulness / meditation and CBT–based programmes have been identified
as effective in reducing burnout rates in organisations, but mindfulness has a
distinct advantage in terms of its cost-effectiveness, scalability, and the ease of
maintenance of programme effects.
CBT-based interventions are heavily reliant on individual counselling over a period
of several weeks, and sessions can only be delivered by a trained and registered
clinical psychologist.

Due to the fact that employees can only receive this intervention one at a time, and
that there is a very limited pool of people that are able to deliver this type of
intervention, cost increases accordingly.
In contrast, mindfulness-based interventions can be delivered in groups. Entire
teams can participate in the programme simultaneously. This format of delivery
also encourages employees to see one another as a form of social support and it
can serve as a team building activity as well. This format is also more feasible for
large organisations, which may have multiple teams or units which would benefit
from completing the programme.
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Follow-up sessions (which have been shown to prolong the benefits received from
programme completion) can be delivered in a group format, which reduces the
amount of time employees would be away from their usual duties. These
characteristics make mindfulness cost-effective in terms of intervention delivery
time, and the expense of the intervention itself.
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Action Steps
Some action steps are outlined below. These are steps that you can take to
identify, prevent, or treat burnout in your organisation. It will probably not be
necessary to implement all of these steps, but some are more likely to have an
impact than others.

1. Increase workplace resources:
Increasing resources can help employees to meet workplace demands, and
the good news is that work engagement tends to increase along with the
amount of resources.
Increase access to physical resources
Software
Equipment
Books, journals, or academic resources
Foster a work environment which allows employees, managers, and
leadership to receive social support in the work place
Encourage employees to take lunch away from their desks and eat
together
Encourage employees to get to know one another (team building
activities outside of the workplace are one way to do this )
Implement a mentoring programme, where more senior employees
mentor younger or more inexperienced employees
Encourage further education and learning in the work place
Online training
Short courses
Subscriptions to magazines/journals relevant to the work or job
Ensure employees receive adequate supervisory support
Train managers to recognise signs of burnout in their teams, and
refer them for further counselling or interventions
Employees should receive timely and adequate feedback on their
work
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Encourage managers to invest time in building working relationships
with their team members
Compensate employees adequately and fairly

2. Reduce organisational contribution to development of
burnout:
Reduce role ambiguity
Ensure that each employee has a clear job description, with an outline of
the role and responsibilities
Reduce role confusion
Employees should have a clear understanding of how they should
prioritise the various components of their job
Have procedures in place to prevent/counter work overload
Encourage a work/life balance
Decrease physical discomfort in the workplace
Comfortable seating
Adequate space for each employee
Access to food and water, refreshments
Adequate safety precautions
Encourage autonomy in the workplace and decrease micro-management
Encourage employee participation in the decision-making process
The approach used will depend on the size of the organisation
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3. Improve employee resilience
Increase employee awareness of burnout
Ensure that employees have access to information about burnout
Encourage employee self-monitoring for signs and symptoms of burnout
Provide general information on adaptive strategies for coping with stress, and
avoiding maladaptive coping
Reduce the negative arousal that characterises stress
This can be done using a CBT-based or mindfulness / meditation–based
programme.
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Mindful Revolution specialises in individual and organisational transformation
towards higher levels of resilience and wellbeing. Incorporating leading-edge
principles of neuroscience, psychology and mindfulness, Mindful Revolution's
blended learning programmes support development of employees, leaders, and
teams.
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