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Chapter 4

Burnout
Just like the word “stress”, the word “burnout” is misused in many contexts. On 
Fridays, we talk about being burned out after a long and hard work week. Af-
ter a relaxing weekend, however, we are ready again. Yet, the correct meaning 
of “burnout” is a serious and prolonged state. Researcher, Christina Maslach 
(1946-) (1997) defines burnout (the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI)) as a 
composite emotional state, which appears as:

• emotional exhaustion; for example, where the employee does not have 
the energy to relate to other people’s problems.

• depersonalisation; negative, cynical attitudes and feelings towards people 
who need help.

• reduced self-esteem and ability to work, including the feeling of getting 
worse at work.

Whereas stress can also be caused by factors outside of working life, burnout is 
solely work-related. Typically, people who work in the social and health sectors, 
dealing with other people’s problems, are affected by burnout.

As a general rule, the path to burnout progresses through five phases.

Commitment
Often, employees who start the job with high commitment, and who have high 
expectations of the results of the work, end up being burned out. As has been 
said: You need to have a passion for your work within to be able to burn out.

Doubt
If results are absent or languishing or if appreciation of the employee disappears, 
they may slip into doubt. The employee begins to focus on bad or missing results 
and may experience management as more focused on quantity than quality. The 
employee becomes irritable and sometimes angry.

Frustration
Those employees who cannot deal with the doubt in the previous phase and 
adapt to the conditions that now exist in the job, including lowering expecta-
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