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BURNOUT 

Dr Christian Jonathan Haverkampf, M.D. 

 

Burnout is a type of psychological stress. Occupational burnout or job burnout is characterized by 

exhaustion, lack of enthusiasm and motivation, feelings of ineffectiveness, and often a sense of 

frustration and higher irritability. Efficacy within the workplace is usually reduced, no matter how 

much the individual tries to work even harder or more to counteract the symptoms of burnout. 

Treating burnout requires also looking at the communication patterns and styles an individual 

affected with burnout is using. 
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Introduction 
Burnout is a very common condition. In a world which narrows and compartmentalizes 

communication, and where individuals no longer see their connection and contribution to the bigger 

picture, people lose the sense of meaning in what they think, do care about, and ultimately in 

themselves. This can lead to all kinds of problems, social, economic and personal. The sense of being 

able to have an effect on the world and change it for the better as well as fulfilling one’s needs, wants 

and aspiration is increasingly lost. The problem is not a lack of opportunities, as there are probably 

more than ever before. The fundamental problem is that people are forgetting how to get the 

information on how to accomplish this. 

 

Communication at the Centre 
Communication provides the information and the skills on how to bring about change. Communication 

with oneself also helps to build greater awareness of oneself and greater confidence. A greater 

openness to the flows of information inside oneself and with the outside world helps greatly against 

Burnout. The reason is that information inside a meaningful message can bring about adaptive change 

and provide the knowledge and skills to more successfully pursue the own needs, wishes and values. 

It can also affect how one interacts with oneself and others, which is the foundation to getting one’s 

needs and wants met in the world, as well as helping others. 

 

Poor Coping Mechanisms 
Poor coping mechanisms can contribute to or result from burnout. [1] However, there is often too 

much of an emphasis on coping mechanisms, rather than on solving the underlying issues. Usually, 

when the underlying issues are resolved, better strategies and coping mechanisms are a result. At the 

same time, it can be beneficial to work on better strategies, as they can then have an effect on the 

communication patterns one uses. 

 

Economic Loss 
The economic loss from burnout is probably much higher than commonly estimated. The reason is that 

the state of greater disconnectedness with one’s work which precedes an acute burnout already goes 

with less creativity, initiative, motivation and energy in the workplace. It has been found that patients 

with chronic burnout have specific cognitive impairments, such as significant reductions in nonverbal 

memory and auditory and visual attention. [6] Still, the largest loss is probably the loss of quality of life 

to the individual.  

Efficacy within the workplace is usually reduced if an individual suffers from burnout. [1] This also 

translates into a sense of loss of efficacy in the world in general, which has a downward influence on a 
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person’s self-confidence and belief in oneself. The consequence is that there is a greater desire for 

distance from oneself. However, this in turn leads to an even greater disconnect from oneself and 

one’s work. 

 

Symptoms 
The fundamental process in burnout is an increasing disconnectedness from oneself and the world. 

However, most often people experience various somatic and psychological symptoms before reaching 

the point where they are becoming aware of the underlying process. 

Symptoms of burnout in a medical sense often include 

• exhaustion 

• loss of motivation 

• distress, and 

• feelings of ineffectiveness. 

The term burnout in psychology was coined by Herbert Freudenberger in his 1974 work on burnout. 

The term ‘burnout’ was probably based on the 1960 novel A Burnt-Out Case by Graham Greene, which 

describes a protagonist suffering from burnout. [2] 

 

The Interpersonal Dimension 
Occupational burnout is typically and particularly found within human service professions. Professions 

with high levels of burnout include social workers, nurses, teachers, lawyers, engineers, medical 

practitioners, customer service representatives, and police officers. [3] One reason is probably the high 

exposure to other people’s emotions and problems, together with a high expectation for oneself. 

From a communication perspective, the suffering one experiences in these professions is compounded 

by the fact that one works with people who have difficulties communicating their emotions. On the 

job an employee, for example, does not want to confront the boss about something that is making her 

angry or sad, or is just plain annoying, out of fear that this could have repercussions. A patient in a 

psychiatric hospital may have learned from his childhood experiences that one should not show 

emotions, including sadness. In both these cases the emotions do not go away and are then 

communicated less than optimally in other ways to a carer, teacher or anyone else who has no 

knowledge of the underlying causes for the emotion. The latter may then see the issue with himself or 

herself and take it personally, which leads to high stress levels because there is an urge to do 

something, while one cannot fix another person’s issues. 
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Development of Burnout 
Burnout is usually a consequence of doing things one no longer sees meaning or a personal relevance 

in. One may remain in a job or a relationship that violates one’s values or be out of sync with one’s 

true wants and needs. Over time, this can lead to feeling like a hamster running in a wheel without any 

meaningful direction or any possibility at change and personal satisfaction. Achievements and one’s 

work itself becomes meaningless, which leads to emotional and cognitive disconnectedness from one’s 

work. The outward manifestation is less and worse interactions with others, which contributes to the 

social and individual problems of the individual suffering from burnout. 

 

Values, Interests and Aspirations 
Focusing on the individual’s values, interests and aspirations is effective in managing burnout and 

developing people. These parameters also play a role in depression and anxiety in the work by the 

author [7][8]. Burnout is becoming a more common result as the modern workplace changes. The 

increasingly hostile and demanding environments in which employees work seems directly related to 

the loss in information and support which could help employees see meaning in their work, which goes 

beyond the financial rewards and transcends mere status or other superficial external validators. The 

primary objective should be to make people see personal meaning again in what they are doing, which 

resonates with their own values, needs and aspirations. 

 

Demands and Resources 
If the demands from an individual, whether internal or external, go beyond his or her resources, no 

degree of meaningfulness or personal investment in a task will be able to prevent an eventual burnout. 

A review by Demerouti and co-workers (2001) found that burnout can be explained by the two factors 

of job demands and job resources, and that exhaustion is correlated to job demands, and that job 

resources are negatively correlated to disengagement. They also showed that burnout is present in all 

types of jobs, and not just within human services. [5] 

 

The Stages of Burnout 
Herbert Freudenberger and Gail North have theorized that the burnout process can be divided into 12 

phases. [4] 

• The compulsion to prove oneself 

Often found at the beginning is excessive ambition. The desire to prove oneself in the 

workplace turns into compulsion. 

• Working harder 



Jonathan Haverkampf 

BURNOUT 
 

 

 

© 2012-2017 Christian Jonathan Haverkampf 
All Rights Reserved 

6 

Because they have to prove themselves to others or try to fit in an organization that does not 

suit them, people establish high personal expectations. In order to meet these expectations, 

they tend to focus solely on work while they take on more work than they otherwise would. It 

may happen that they become obsessed with doing everything themselves to show that they 

are irreplaceable. 

• Neglecting their needs 

Since they have to devote everything to work, they now have no time and energy for anything 

else. Friends and family, eating and sleeping start to be seen as unnecessary or unimportant, 

as they reduce the time and energy that can be spent on work. 

• Displacement of conflicts 

They become aware that what they are doing is not right, but they are unable to see the source 

of the problem. This may lead to a crisis in themselves and become threatening. The first 

physical symptoms appear. 

• Revision of values 

While falling into a state of denial of basic physical needs, perceptions and value systems 

change. Work consumes all energy, leaving none for friends and hobbies. The job is the new 

value system and people start to become emotionally blunt. 

• Denial of emerging problems 

People may become intolerant and dislike being social. They may be seen as aggressive and 

sarcastic. Problems may be blamed on time pressure and all the work that they have to do. 

• Withdrawal 

Minimal social contact turns into isolation. Alcohol or drugs may be used as a release from 

obsessive working “by the book”. These people often have feelings of being without hope or 

direction. 

• Obvious behavioural changes 

Co-workers, family, friends and others in their immediate social circles cannot overlook the 

behavioural changes in these people. 

• Depersonalization 

It is possible that they no longer see themselves or others as valuable. Their view of life narrows 

to only seeing the moment and life turns to a series of mechanical functions. 

• Inner emptiness 

They feel empty inside and may exaggerate activities such as overeating or sex to overcome 

these feelings. 
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• Depression 

Burnout may include depression. In that case, the person is exhausted, hopeless, indifferent, 

and believes that life has no meaning. 

• Burnout syndrome 

They collapse physically and emotionally and need immediate medical attention. In extreme 

cases, suicidal ideation may occur, with it being viewed as an escape from their situation. Only 

a few people will actually commit suicide. 

These phases usually do not occur sequentially, and it is also important to remember that they do not 

elucidate the underlying processes that lead to burnout. A compulsion to prove oneself means there 

is a need for this, which has underlying reasons. Clinical experience shows that people who are clear 

about their needs and have a well-working coherent set of values are less likely to be found in a 

burnout situation. Proving oneself for the sake of proving oneself shows that an individual either is 

unclear about the things that are truly meaningful to him, or that he does not believe that it is possible 

to find work that is meaningful to him. Often, this is not due to an actual lack of opportunities, but a 

consequence of a lack of openness, which can be a consequence of anxiety, maladaptive 

communication patterns and a number of other reasons. Communication, however, plays often an 

important role. 

 

Treatment 
Communication is an important element in the treatment of burnout. Since problems in 

communication patterns and styles lead to the processes which ultimately lead to burnout, it is also 

work on communication which can help resolve the condition. 

First, it is important to help a patient establish an awareness for the situation and the effect it has on 

her. This can raise anxieties and other defence mechanisms. Open communication about own feelings 

and imagined worries and problems can help to identify where they are coming from. Often, the 

pressure from the symptoms of the burnout and external factors, such as the risk of losing a job or a 

relationship, are strong enough to help an individual stay on course in treatment. 

The next step is then to acquire the perspective and skills to effectively deal with the burnout. This 

requires looking at own interests, values, needs and aspirations to enable oneself to make decisions 

again and to say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to situations. The reconnection with oneself, emotional and otherwise, 

also provides a greater sense for one’s own resources and a better sense of self-confidence. Looking 

at communication patterns and styles in a therapeutic session, and reflecting on them, also in the 

narratives about everyday life, help the patient to acquire a better sense of efficacy in interactions with 

the world and with oneself. This should not be rushed, but allowed to take the time which is necessary 

to attain a good level of stability and a better sense of self to deal with decisions and everyday life. 
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This article is solely a basis for academic discussion and no medical advice can be given in this article, 

nor should anything herein be construed as advice. Always consult a professional if you believe you 

might suffer from a physical or mental health condition. Neither author nor publisher can assume 

any responsibility for using the information herein. 
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