
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			Burnout

			
					Issue: how can I avoid getting trapped in the vicious circle of burnout?

					Uses: this guide will help you to put things in perspective and manage your emotions better, know and stick to your limits, and be kinder to yourself and slow down.

					Professional context: health and wellbeing at work.

					FAQs:	How can burnout be recognised?

	Stress or burnout: when should you worry?

	Are there any high-risk professions?

	Is burnout an illness?

	Is burnout recognised by the law?

	Is burnout contagious?

	Who should you talk to if you are experiencing burnout?




			

			Work is more than just your way of making a living: it’s your passion! Every day, you throw everything you have into accomplishing your tasks, delivering quality and reaching, or even surpassing, your goals. You are conscientious, a perfectionist even, and you aim for recognition at all costs. With this in mind, you never object to taking on work and don’t think twice about working overtime. The first to arrive and the last to leave, you tend to take work home “just to finish off”. You push yourself to the limit and are brimming with motivation and energy. You always do more, but could you be doing too much?

			Over time, your relaxation time gets shorter and evenings with family and friends become rare. Your mind is constantly on work, leaving no space for your private life. And deep down inside you, there is a ball of stress that never goes away. Your tired, worn-out body can no longer keep up with this hellish pace. Faced with overload, you are no longer up to the challenge: you make a string of mistakes, you have lost your taste for work and a feeling of failure overwhelms you, to the point that you lose all your self-esteem. The process began without warning, and you never saw it coming. You realise now but it is too late: burnout has taken hold of you.

			How can you avoid getting to this point of no return? Learn to protect yourself, listen to your body and strike a balance. Spot the warning signs of burnout and identify risky behaviours before you lose control for good.

		


		
			Burnout: the basics

			What is burnout?

			For more than a decade now, the media has been warning us about this scourge of modern times: burnout. The verb “to burn out” literally means “to become or cause to become worn out or inoperative” (Collins English Dictionary). As such, a person who is burnt out is so exhausted by their work that they can no longer function. They feel intense physical and psychological fatigue, resulting from a feeling of powerlessness and despair.

			Burnout in literature

			The concept of burnout is inspired by the aerospace industry. Originally, the term described a rocket which was running low on fuel and whose engine had overheated, putting it at risk of explosion.

			The word burnout was first used in an article to designate a psychological phenomenon specific to the world of work in 1969. The author, Harold Bradley, recommended putting in place a structure designed to protect probation officers working in a community-based treatment programme for juvenile delinquents from burnout.

			In 1974, burnout was the subject of a new article written by Herbert Freudenberger. Freudenberger, who was a psychologist in a drug addiction clinic in New York, described the process of demoralisation, disillusionment and exhaustion that he noted in volunteers. The psychoanalyst and doctor had himself suffered from burnout on two occasions, and this no doubt contributed to the credibility of his writing on the subject. Today, he is considered to be the spiritual father of the concept. Through the metaphorical image of an “inner burning”, Freudenberger compares individuals to buildings which have been struck by fire:

			“What had once been a throbbing, vital structure is now deserted. Where there had once been activity, there are now only crumbling reminders of energy and life. Some bricks or concrete may be left; some outline of windows. Indeed, the outer shell may seem almost intact. Only if you venture inside will you be struck by the full force of the desolation.” (Freudenberger and Richelson, 1980)

			In 1976, as part of her research in social psychology, Christina Maslach expanded the concept of burnout, which until then had been limited to mental health professionals, to cover all individuals whose jobs require a high level of emotional and social commitment. This group includes not only medical staff, but also social workers, teachers and lawyers.

			Burnout today

			Since it was first accepted, the definition of burnout has constantly been fine-tuned. Although many doctors and authors have addressed the issue, they all agree on one point: the source of the process can be found in the professional environment. While it was thought in the 1960s that burnout was limited to the “helping” professions, since the end of the 1980s analysts and doctors have agreed that the syndrome affects a much larger proportion of workers: it is a genuine social phenomenon and no sector of activity is completely free from it. Research is still being carried out on the problem’s potential contributing factors and treatment.

			The three dimensions of burnout

			The studies carried out by Christina Maslach made a major contribution to the definition of the main characteristics of burnout and its diagnosis at the end of the 1970s. In 1981, alongside the psychiatrist Susan Jackson, Maslach dedicated herself to developing a method which would allow the syndrome to be measured. To do this, Maslach and Jackson identified the three main dimensions of burnout: emotional exhaustion, depersonalisation and reduced personal accomplishment.
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			Emotional exhaustion

			A person suffering from burnout feels psychological and physiological pressure at all times. Facing the stress, anxiety, intense fatigue and/or insomnia that now form the pattern of their everyday life, the individual feels literally drained of their emotional resources.

			Depersonalisation

			Completely exhausted, the person decides to “harden themselves” to the world around them, protecting themselves from any affective load through depersonalisation. They come to consider others as objects or numbers rather than as human beings in their own right. In this way, they develop a lack of sensitivity, as well as a negative view of other people and of work in general. Depersonalisation (also known as “cynicism”) functions in a way as a self-defence mechanism, like a shell to protect the person from the outside world, which has become too painful.

			Reduced personal accomplishment 

			Maslach and Jackson take “personal accomplishment” to mean notions of success and control over events. An individual suffering from burnout feels that they have no control over what happens to them: the situation is completely out of their hands. They feel unable to respond to the (unachievable) goals that they have often set for themselves. Eaten away at by a feeling of failure, frustration and discouragement, they feel that they are no good. Their self-image is at its lowest ebb.

			Maslach and Jackson evaluate each of these three aspects through a series of questions. Taken together, these 22 questions make up what they call the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI). Their model has become established as a yardstick in the diagnosis of burnout.

			
				
					More information

					Since the MBI, another questionnaire which aims to diagnose burnout has appeared: the Copenhagen Burnout Inventory (Kristensen et al., 2005). You can try it for yourself in the ‘Over to you’ section.

				

			

			A sly and insidious illness

			People do not succumb to burnout overnight. It is a slow, gradual process which takes the form of a cycle. The phenomenon can be divided into a number of phases, which are defined differently by different analysts.

			Freudenberg and North’s model (1985), which is considered as a reference model, comprises 12 stages. The phases do not necessarily follow the order outlined below: some may be skipped, others may take place simultaneously, etc. The length of each one varies between individuals.

			1. The compulsion to prove oneself

			You are bursting with energy and you give your work 100%. You only have one idea in your head: doing your best. You leave no room for mediocrity. You make it your mission to deliver quality at all costs. You are full of ambition and want to set an example. You are aiming for excellence and recognition.

			2. Working harder

			In your constant quest for perfection, you force yourself to stretch your limits. You do not think twice about working overtime or taking work home. Your moments of relaxation become rarer, as work takes up an increasingly large place in your mind.

			3. Neglecting personal needs

			More and more often, you find yourself sacrificing your hobbies and your free time for work. You go out less, cut meals short and give up your sleeping time. You are listening to your body less and less. You simply “don’t have time for that”.

			4. Displacement of conflicts

			You experience more and more periods of unease, stress and even panic. However, you are unable to identify the source of your worries. You tell yourself that “everything will turn out OK” and “it’s just a rough patch”. As tensions and conflicts emerge, you choose to run away from them.

			5. Revision of values

			Work has become your number one priority. Your traditional values fall by the wayside: you increasingly abandon your friends and family and isolate yourself. You also start to look at other people differently: you tolerate contradiction less and less, for example. 

			6. Denial of emerging problems

			You are increasingly impatient and intolerant towards others. You may even become aggressive. According to you, if your worries are increasing, it is because of an overload of work, a lack of time or the incompetence of your colleagues.

			7. Withdrawal

			You do not go out any more and no longer feel the need (the desire?) to see other people. Your social interactions have been reduced to the bare minimum. The outside world has become too demanding, and there is a ball of anxiety that never leaves you. You may resort to substance abuse to get over the stress which is gnawing at you, for example by drinking or smoking more than usual.

			8. Obvious behavioural changes

			Fatigue, stress and loneliness have left their mark on you. Your loved ones say that they no longer recognise you: for example, you regularly hear that you have been “acting strangely” lately or that “something seems wrong”. Essentially, you are the only one who has not noticed your change in attitude. 

			9. Depersonalisation

			You feel that you have nothing good to offer any more. You have lost all confidence in yourself and your skills. Your self-esteem is at its lowest ebb. Your life is limited to a series of automatic actions, devoid of any emotion.

			10. Inner emptiness

			You feel a great sense of emptiness. You may desperately try to fill this emptiness through all kinds of excesses: tobacco, alcohol, drugs and sex, for example.

			11. Depression

			Exhausted, desperate and apathetic, you no longer take pleasure in anything: not in work, or in others, or in life. You feel downhearted, and the idea of a better future seems simply inconceivable to you.

			12. Burnout syndrome 

			At this stage, you are at rock bottom. You can no longer see the light at the end of the tunnel, to the point where you are having suicidal thoughts. Your body and your mind are at the edge of collapse. You can see it now, but it is already well established: burnout has taken hold of you. Now, your only option is to get help urgently.

			You have to agree that there is nothing tempting about this outline. Maybe you saw yourself in one of the descriptions, or maybe you saw one of your loved ones. In both cases, you have control over the situation: say no to this vicious circle before it’s too late!

			When burnout is lying in wait

			Although burnout is an insidious process, it is possible to identify the warning signs. Early detection of these symptoms allows you to slow down and halt the progression before you reach the point of no return. The following is an inexhaustive outline of analyses of the symptoms of burnout. In particular, it draws on studies by Freudenberger (1974), Cherniss (1980), Bährer-Kohler (2012) and Mone and London (2014). Generally speaking, the symptoms can be classified into three categories: psychological, behavioural and physical.

			Psychological symptoms

			The first psychological manifestation of burnout is, unsurprisingly, intense emotional fatigue. The individual suffering from burnout feels a constant sense of unease and stress. This anxiety, which sometimes verges on paranoia, causes the individual to become hypersensitive: they may lose their temper over the slightest thing, then burst into tears a minute later. This loss of control drives them into a corner, to the point of draining them of any emotion. Overwhelmed by a general feeling of failure and powerlessness, they can no longer fight against it. Discouragement has made them simply incapable of facing up to difficult situations, of concentrating, or even of listening. Eaten away at by guilt, they choose to isolate themselves and in this way wall themselves away in silence. 

			Behavioural symptoms

			Unless you are very close to the person concerned, the psychological symptoms of burnout cannot be clearly detected

			
				
					
					
				

			

			Physical symptoms

			
			
			An explosive cocktail

			
			The professional context

			
			
			
			The personal context

			
			
			
			Interpersonal context

			
			
			
				
					
					
					
							How do you view your work? Do you feel that you are in control of the situation? Do you feel intense fatigue?

							How would you define yourself on a personal level? Do you recognise yourself in the profile of at-risk individuals?

							How would you describe your social relationships? How do you view others?
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