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Burnout is a psychological response to work stress that is characterized by emotional exhaus-
tion, depersonalization, and reduced feelings of personal accomplishment. In this paper, we
review the burnout literature from 1993 to present, identifying important trends that have char-
acterized the literature. We focus our attention on theoretical models that explain the process
of burnout, the measurement of burnout, means of reducing burnout, and directions for the
future of burnout research.
© 2004 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Over the past 30 years, interest in burnout, from academics and managers alike, has in-
creased dramatically as we have begun to understand the significant negative impact it has
on employees. Our goal in this paper is to review the most recent literature concerning the
burnout construct, specifically, the published literature from 1993 to the present. Burnout,
as a form of work-related strain, is the result of a significant accumulation of work-related
stress.Maslach (1982)defined burnout as “a syndrome of emotional exhaustion, deperson-
alization, and reduced personal accomplishment that can occur among individuals who do
‘people work’ of some kind” (p. 3).

As noted inMaslach’s (1982)definition, burnout is characterized by three primary symp-
toms. Specifically, emotional exhaustion refers to a depletion of emotional resources. Em-
ployees who are emotionally exhausted typically feel as though they lack adaptive resources
and cannot give any more to their job. The energy that they once had to devote to their work
is now depleted, leaving them without the resources to perform their work. Depersonaliza-
tion (also known as cynicism and disengagement in the literature) often occurs in response
to the aforementioned emotional exhaustion and describes a process whereby employees
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detach from their job and begin to develop callous or uncaring attitudes toward their job,
their performance, and those associated with the job (e.g., clients, coworkers, etc.). Re-
duced personal accomplishment (also known as personal efficacy in the literature) refers to
diminished perceptions of ability on the job; employees perceive that they cannot perform
as well at their job as they once could.

In 1990, the first European Conference on Professional Burnout was held in Krakow,
Poland. From that conference, a seminal book emerged (Schaufeli, Maslach & Marek,
1993a) that served as a comprehensive synopsis of the state of the burnout literature up to
that point and suggested myriad directions for subsequent research concerning the burnout
construct. Since the publication of that book, burnout has been the topic of thousands of
published research studies and dozens of books. A search on Psycinfo using the keyword
“burnout” from 1993 to the time of this writing yielded 1784 articles, books, and dis-
sertations; a similar search on Business Source Elite yielded nearly 200 academic hits.
Clearly, burnout continues to be a topic that piques the interest of researchers and practi-
tioners.

Particularly important to the advancement of the study of burnout was the concluding
chapter from the book, whereSchaufeli, Maslach and Marek (1993b)summarized the
current state of the study of burnout and suggested a number of important questions left
to address in order to better understand burnout. Their suggestions set the stage for the
burnout literature through the following decade. This purpose of this review is to illuminate
the advancement in both the theoretical and empirical research on burnout that has occurred
since this influential book was published.

Therefore, we have structured this review around the suggestions for future research
provided bySchaufeli et al. (1993b). In light of the vastness of the burnout literature, we
will not attempt to comprehensively review each article that has been published on the topic
over the last ten years (cf.,Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998); instead, we discuss what we believe
are the important trends that have characterized the research concerning burnout over the
past decade. We will begin by summarizing the “what we have” section ofSchaufeli et al.
(1993b)chapter, as it provides the starting point for understanding what has occurred in
the study of burnout. We then discuss the progress in the literature in addressing the needs
suggested bySchaufeli et al. (1993b)in their section on “what we need.” We conclude the
review with suggestions for future research and our observations concerning the emerging
directions that might drive the burnout literature for the next decade and beyond.

“What We Have”

As noted,Schaufeli et al. (1993b)began their chapter with a brief synopsis of what was
known about burnout as a result of the research published in their book. They suggested, for
example, that burnout was a relevant construct that would likely increase in relevance as de-
mands on workers increased. They noted the significant linear increase in academic research
on burnout since its identification as a construct of interest to organizational researchers.

They also suggested that we had a concept that had not yet been fully integrated with
other lines of research. At the time, there was not a dominant theoretical paradigm within the
research stream; instead burnout researchers borrowed heavily from general psychological
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concepts such as stress (Cox, Kuk & Leiter, 1993;Hobfoll, 1988;Hobfoll & Freedy, 1993),
social comparison (Buunk & Schaufeli, 1993), action theory (Burisch, 1993), existential
psychology (Pines, 1993), and self-efficacy (Cherniss, 1993). As we will note, much of
the subsequent research concerning burnout has sought to develop more refined theories of
burnout that typically integrate it with these concepts while attempting to position burnout
as a distinct construct.

Schaufeli, Enzmann and Girault (1993)also claimed that we had a common language
(in terms of measurement) and occupational context for the study of burnout. The common
language came in the form of the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI), which was (and has
remained) the dominant measure of burnout. They noted that the original definition of
burnout and most of the initial empirical work in burnout was limited to those in human
service roles, particularly teachers, nurses and social workers. While we will return to the
issue of the MBI as the common language of burnout, it is interesting to note a clear change
in terms of occupational context. To expand the occupational domain underlying the study
of burnout,Leiter and Schaufeli (1996)conducted a study of nearly 4000 participants in
various occupations in the health care industry (clerical and maintenance staff, technical
workers, nurses, and managers), finding support for the consistency of the MBI dimensions
(and thus, the experience of burnout as conceptualized by the MBI) across these occupations.
Moreover, they found consistency between the MBI and open-ended questions related to
their experiences at work. This, along with a vast number of other studies suggesting that
burnout is experienced by individuals in many non-service occupations, has led to general
agreement that the study of burnout should not be limited those who perform service work.

To provide direction for burnout researchers,Schaufeli et al. (1993b)concluded their
synopsis with research agendas that would help to provide some answers to the prevailing
questions in the burnout literature. In the following sections, we discuss those agendas
as well as how researchers have attempted to address their research suggestions since the
book’s publication.

Models of Burnout

The first agenda proposed bySchaufeli et al. (1993b)was an increase in theory-driven
studies of burnout. As part of this suggestion, they implied that a comprehensive theory
of burnout had yet to be developed. Indeed, a common emphasis across chapters was the
recognition of the need for theoretical models of burnout that would help integrate the
research concerning burnout. Since that time, there has been much greater attention given
to both the development and testing of models of burnout (e.g.,Cordes & Dougherty, 1993;
Lee & Ashforth, 1993;Leiter, 1993; Maslach, 1993). In this section we will briefly review
two of the dominant burnout models, including their theoretical development, underlying
assumptions, and research support.

The Conservation of Resources Model

The conservation of resources (COR;Hobfoll, 1988, 1989, 1998, 2001;Hobfoll & Freedy,
1993) model of burnout posits that stress and burnout occur when individuals perceive
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a threat to that which they value (resources). That threat may come from work-related
demands, the loss of work-related resources (such as unemployment), or the insufficient
return of resources following an investment of resources (for example, if an employee spends
a great deal of time assisting a coworker without any return favor from that coworker). The
initial threat to resources is seen as a stressor; however, the continued loss or threat to
resources, particularly after a great deal of resource investment in work, is said to lead to
burnout (Hobfoll, 2001). In this way, the COR model extends beyond the notion of stress
to help understand how chronic stress develops into burnout.

Key to the COR model is the notion that job demands and job resources can differentially
predict burnout and its individual dimensions (Leiter, 1993; see alsoLeiter, 1991). This is,
in part, due to the different psychological experiences of loss and gain. Generally, people
are more concerned about avoiding loss than they are with achieving gains. Consequently,
demands are more likely to lead to burnout than resources are to protect against it (Hobfoll
& Freedy, 1993).Lee and Ashforth’s (1996)meta-analysis of burnout confirms this no-
tion, as they found variables considered job demands (e.g., work overload) more strongly
related to the emotional exhaustion component of burnout than resource variables (e.g.,
social support). Moreover, they found that demand variables tended to be less related to
the depersonalization and personal accomplishment components of burnout, while resource
variables were somewhat more strongly related to those two components.

A wide variety of other research studies have utilized the COR framework and found
empirical support for the model (cf.,Brotheridge & Lee, 2002). Recently,Halbesleben and
Bowler (in press)utilized the COR model to extend the relationship between burnout and
job performance, particularly in terms of extra-role behaviors at work. They argue that the
link between burnout and job performance is best understood in terms of the investment in
resources. They found that employees who were more exhausted demonstrated lower in-role
job performance but were more likely to engage in organizational citizenship behaviors.
This suggests that, while the employees were investing fewer resources in the actual job
performance and distancing themselves from the demands that caused the burnout (Freedy,
Shaw, Jerrell & Masters, 1992), they were instead targeting their resources toward the
benefit of others.Halbesleben and Bowler (in press)posit that such a strategy may be a
logical attempt to increase social support in order to lower burnout.

The work of Halbesleben and Bowler (in press)highlights an important strength of
the COR model. Through its specification of the processes underlying the investment of
resources (e.g., when resources become depleted, employees are more careful regarding the
investment of those resources), the COR model helps us to understand how burnout leads to
such consequences as lower job performance and organizational commitment. While more
empirical work is needed to test these processes in the context of burnout,Hobfoll’s (1988)
compelling theory provides a streamlined model that can account for both the causes and
consequences of burnout.

The Job Demands—Resources Model

Building upon the COR model to develop the job demands—resources (JD-R) model of
burnout,Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner and Schaufeli (2001)proposed that burnout is the
result of two categories of work characteristics. Job demands are those aspects of the job that
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require effort, and as a result are associated with psychological costs (such as burnout). On
the other hand, job resources are characteristics of the job that assist in achieving work goals,
diminish the demands of the job, or lead to personal growth. Moreover, they predict that
job demands predict the emotional exhaustion component of burnout while job resources
predict the depersonalization component of burnout (they termed it disengagement, to reflect
a more general process of pulling away from one’s job).

It is important to note that the JD-R model differs from the demands-control model (DCM)
of stress put forth byKarasek (1979). Karasek’s model predicts that the demands faced by an
employee interact with the perceived control that the employee has over his or her job. One
of the concerns with the DCM has been the proposed interaction between job demands and
control. Researchers have noted consistent difficulty in demonstrating empirical support for
this interaction in predicting burnout (Carayon, 1993;Jones & Fletcher, 1996).

In contrast, the JD-R model considers the additive main effects of demands and resources
in predicting burnout, rather than relying upon the interaction of these factors. Moreover,
Demerouti et al. (2001)suggest that demands and resources lead to different component
outcomes of burnout. Specifically, they predict that demands are associated with exhaustion,
while resources are inversely associated with depersonalization (disengagement).

Despite its relatively recent development as a burnout model, the JD-R model has seen
initial empirical support. For example,Schaufeli and Bakker (2004), with a sample of
nearly 1700 workers in four different occupational groups, found support for the notion
that disengagement was related to job resources. However, they found that both demands
and resources were related to exhaustion.Bakker, Demerouti and Verbeke (2004)found
a similar effect in their study of job performance, suggesting that the differential main
effects predictions of the JD-R may need to be reconsidered and refined. AsSchaufeli and
Bakker (2004)noted, demands and resources are unlikely to be independent. Demands can
be characterized as those things that tap into resources (cf.,Hobfoll, 1988) and moreover,
resources are typically considered the tools we use to address demands. As such, it may be
difficult to find continued empirical support for a model that completely differentiates them
in predicting outcomes.

Correlates of Burnout

In addition to specific process models of burnout, researchers have continued to focus
on relationships between burnout and its correlates. This research has contributed to our
understanding concerning the general causes and consequences of burnout at the individ-
ual, interpersonal, and organizational levels, answering the call for such research made by
Schaufeli et al. (1993b). Specifically, a larger number of studies have incorporated their
suggestion that researchers treat burnout as a mediating state between its causes and con-
sequences (e.g.,Siegall & McDonald, 2004).

During the last decade, much of the research on the antecedents of burnout has continued
to focus on work context/environmental factors as the proximal cause of burnout. As a full
review of studies of the antecedents of burnout would be beyond the scope of this article
(seeSchaufeli & Enzmann, 1998for a comprehensive empirical review of antecedents of
burnout), we will instead focus what we see as the two major trends that have emerged
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from that literature: the consideration of individual attributions in moderating the work
environment–burnout relationship and the role that social exchange relationships may play
in the development of burnout.

Personality Moderators

While the role of the individual has been recognized in the general stress literature for
quite some time (e.g.,Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), much of the early burnout research fo-
cused nearly exclusively on the role of environmental factors in the prediction of burnout.
An emerging trend over the past decade has been a growing literature examining the inter-
action of environmental and personal factors in the burnout process (Burisch, 2002;Jansen,
Kerkstra, Abu-Saad & van der Zee, 1996). Representative of this research has been Bakker
and Schaufeli’s (Bakker, Demerouti & Schaufeli, 2003;Bakker & Schaufeli, 2000;Bakker,
Schaufeli, Sixma & Bosveld, 2001) work on the social contagion of burnout. In studying
the factors that influence how burnout might “pass” from one employee to another within an
organization, they have found that susceptibility to emotional stimuli was an important mod-
erator between work environment factors (other employees’ burnout and communication
about work problems) and burnout among teachers and general practice physicians.

Other personality variables have also been studied as potential individual difference vari-
ables influencing the environment–burnout relationship (e.g.,Semmer, 1996;Witt, Andrews
& Carlson, 2004).Zellars, Perreẃe and Hochwarter (2000)investigated the role of person-
ality on burnout, after controlling for role stressors, among health care workers. They found
that the “Big Five” personality factors predicted components of burnout beyond the effects
of role stressors. Neuroticism was associated with higher emotional exhaustion; extraver-
sion, openness to experience, and agreeableness were inversely related to depersonalization;
and extraversion and openness were inversely associated with diminished personal accom-
plishment. This study suggests that the use of dominant personality typologies may help us
develop a more comprehensive understanding of individual reactions to burnout, particularly
their moderating role in the relationship between environmental stressors and burnout.

Basing their ideas on early models of person–environment fit in the context of stress (e.g.,
French, Rodgers & Cobb, 1974), Maslach and Leiter (1997;Leiter & Maslach, 2001, 2004)
proposed that the greater the mismatch between an employee and his or her job, the greater
the likelihood of burnout. To determine fit, Maslach and Leiter propose six dimensions of
work life that influence the fit between a person and his or her job; they include workload,
control, reward, community, fairness, and values. Taken together, the research of Maslach
and Leiter suggests that despite common underlying organizational stressors, people react
differently to burnout because of their personal attributes (such as personality and attribution
style) that facilitate their fit (more or less) with the environment.

While there has been a paucity of research specifically testing Maslach and Leiter’s
model, initial research results have yielded support for the tenets of the model. Research
has also investigated the manner in which the six fit factors may interact and the manner
in which people differentially weight the six factors in thinking about their own work life
(Maslach, Schaufeli & Leiter, 2001). One particularly noteworthy study was conducted
by Barnett, Gareis, and Brennan (1999), who found that work hours by themselves were
not necessarily a direct cause of burnout. Instead, the relationship between work hours
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and burnout is mediated by an employee’s preference for certain working hours and the
relationship between the employee’s and their spouse’s working hours. This finding suggests
that working a large number of hours may not necessarily lead to burnout but that burnout
is contingent upon individual difference factors, such as the fit between working hours and
salient family concerns.

These studies also underscore the distinction between stress and burnout and the role
that burnout plays as an outcome of stress. Specifically, they suggest that stress will lead to
burnout to the extent that personality factors moderate that relationship. While there is a great
deal more work to be done to understand the interactive role of person and environment
in predicting burnout, particularly as we consider how they can be integrated with the
notions of demands and resources, these studies provide a solid foundation from which to
build.

Social Exchange Relationships

A second major trend in the study of burnout is the investigation of the role of social
exchange relationships in the burnout process. This research has developed, in part, from the
chapter ofBuunk and Schaufeli (1993), in which they suggested that feelings of inequity in
social exchange relationships may be associated with burnout. Specifically, they noted that
caregivers often feel as though they invest more into relationships with clients than is recip-
rocated by the clients.Schaufeli, van Dierendonck and van Gorp (1996)then expanded this
conceptualization, including the exchange relationship with the organization as an important
factor in burnout. The found support for their dual-level (interpersonal and organizational)
model in two samples of nurses. Since that time, a series of studies have found consistent
support for the notion that inequity in social exchange is associated with burnout (Bakker,
Schaufeli, Sixma, Bosveld & van Dierendonck, 2000;Taris, Peeters, LeBlanc, Schreurs
& Schaufeli, 2001;Truchot & Deregard, 2001;Van Dierendonck, Schaufeli & Buunk,
2001).

This trend in the burnout literature has also led to the emergence of investigations con-
cerned with the impact of social comparison information on burnout (cf.,Brenninkmeijer,
van Yperen & Buunk, 2001;Buunk, Ybema, Gibbons & Ipenburg, 2001;Van der Zee,
Bakker & Buunk, 2001). These studies suggest that the social cognitive processes under-
lying stress may influence the relationship between stress and burnout. For example, when
I compare myself to my peers, and see that they are being paid more and/or being treated
better than I, the comparison may serve as an additional stressor. In this case, the personal
relationship I have developed at work serves as a demand rather than a resource, partic-
ularly when considering my interpretation of those relationships. This has extended our
thinking beyond the typical research that investigates elements of the working environment
without adequately considering the manner in which individuals react to and perceive that
environment.

However, it also suggests that burnout researchers attempt further integration of the
notion of burnout with more general theory and research on procedural and distributive
justice in organizations, as it may yield a more fruitful understanding of the nature of
organization-level social exchange. Particularly relevant would be to understand the role of
justice/injustice as a resource or demand. Justice research may also serve to help further
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distinguish stress from burnout. Where some forms of injustice (e.g., distributive injustice)
may serve as an acute stressor, other types (e.g., procedural injustice) may serve as a
continual stressor that triggers burnout in workers (Tepper, 2001).

Job Performance and Burnout

In a manner similar to the study of the antecedents of burnout, research has been conducted
over the past ten years concerning a wide variety of outcomes associated with burnout,
including job attitudes such as commitment and satisfaction (Moore, 2000; Singh, Goolsby
& Rhoads, 1994), turnover (and turnover intention; cf.,Drake & Yadama, 1996;Geurts,
Schaufeli & De Jonge, 1998;Koeske & Koeske, 1993) and physiological symptoms (e.g.,
Shirom, Westman, Shamai & Carel, 1997). These studies have underscored the relevance
of burnout in terms of tangible, negative consequences for employees and organizations.

One of the most commonly held and intuitively appealing negative consequences of
burnout is a reduction in job performance (Maslach, 1982). However, as noted byWright
and Bonett (1997), there has been scant empirical work concerned with the relationship
between burnout and job performance. To fill this void, they conducted a longitudinal study
that yielded a negative relationship between only one component of burnout (emotional
exhaustion) and job performance. As a follow-up,Wright and Cropanzano (1998)con-
ducted a one-year longitudinal study that investigated the relationship between emotional
exhaustion and supervisory ratings of job performance. They reported a significant inverse
relationship between emotional exhaustion and job performance, after accounting for the
potential influence of negative and positive affectivity.

Keijsers, Schaufeli, Le Blanc, Zwerts and Miranda (1995)found that burnout had differ-
ential effects on performance depending on how one operationalized performance. When
asked their subjective assessment of individual performance, burnout was negatively re-
lated to Dutch nurses’ perceptions of their performance. However, when compared to their
“objective” performance (as measured by their performance appraisals), burnout was actu-
ally positively related to job performance. This brings forth an interesting paradox: nurses
who are burned out believe they are not performing as well, when in fact others observe
higher performance levels.Parker and Kulik (1995)also examined the relationship between
burnout and both self- and supervisor-rated job performance in a sample of nurses. As with
the previous studies, they found a relationship between only the emotional exhaustion com-
ponent of burnout and job performance (both self- and supervisor-rated).

When considering the influence of extra-role performance behavior,Cropanzano, Rupp
and Byrne (2003)predicted that the emotional exhaustion component of burnout would
be negatively related to in-role performance, organizational citizenship behaviors (OCB)
directed to the organization, and OCB directed at one’s supervisor. Moreover, they expected
that relationship to be at least partially mediated by organizational commitment, linking the
commitment relationship to social exchange theory (Blau, 1964). In two studies, they found
general support for their predictions, with one primary exception: the relationship between
exhaustion and OCB directed at one’s supervisor.

This important line of research has been quickly expanding, yielding a better understand-
ing of the tangible consequences of burnout for organizations. Research that links the job
performance/burnout relationship to other organizational outcomes (e.g., client satisfaction,
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seeLeiter, Harvie & Frizzell, 1998) will be particularly relevant in disentangling the com-
plex and important role that burnout plays in the performance of individuals and orga-
nizations. Moreover, as researchers continue to understand the role that job performance
plays in more general theories of burnout (e.g.,Halbesleben & Bowler, in press) our un-
derstanding of the manner in which burnout influences job performance will become more
apparent.

The Measurement of Burnout

Throughout the last decade of burnout literature, studies concerning the measurement
of burnout have remained prominent, addressingSchaufeli et al.’s (1993b)call for more
research on the validity of the MBI and the development of additional measures of burnout.
In their chapter reviewing the methodological issues surrounding burnout,Schaufeli,
Enzmann, et al. (1993)summarized the state of burnout measurement issues and provided
suggestions for burnout researchers. Paramount among those suggestions was a more com-
prehensive investigation of the psychometric properties of the burnout measures available at
the time (primarily the Maslach Burnout Inventory), the development of quality alternative
measures of burnout, and the careful study of the conceptualization of burnout in cross-
cultural settings. The advances in the measurement of burnout, since the aforementioned
chapter, have been important in shaping our thinking about both the process of and the
generalizability of burnout.

The Maslach Burnout Inventory

The modal measurement inventory for burnout continues to be the Maslach Burnout
Inventory (MBI; Maslach, Jackson & Leiter, 1996). This inventory was first developed
in the early 1980s as an attempt to facilitate consistency in the measurement of burnout
(Maslach, 1993;Maslach & Jackson, 1981). In line with early definitions and development
of burnout research, the MBI was originally designed to assess burnout among those workers
who had a direct relationship with clients. It has since undergone revision and includes a
scale designed to measure burnout in non-human-services fields (the MBI-General Survey;
Schaufeli, Leiter, Maslach & Jackson, 1996) and a scale designed to measure burnout in
educational settings (the MBI-Educator Survey). In all of the revised scales, the MBI is
designed to assess burnout utilizing three subscales that are reflective ofMaslach (1982,
1993)original conceptualization of burnout (emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and
reduced personal accomplishment).

Over the past decade, all versions of the MBI have experienced significant attention with
regard to their psychometric properties. The initial thrust of psychometric research was
concerned with the factor structure of the MBI. Support has been reported for the three-
factor structure (with correlated factors) across occupations, nationalities, and versions of
the MBI (cf.,Lee & Ashforth, 1990;Schaufeli, Bakker, Hoogduin, Schaap & Kladler, 2001;
Schutte, Toppinen, Kalimo & Schaufeli, 2000;Taris, Schreuers & Schaufeli, 1999).

However, other researchers have suggested that a two-factor model that includes only
emotional exhaustion and depersonalization might be more appropriate, based on both
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methodological and conceptual arguments (e.g.,Kalliath, 2000; Shirom, 2003). This has
occurred, in part, due to the manner in which the personal accomplishment burnout factor
is differentially related to a number of basic organizational outcomes (e.g., job satisfaction
and organizational commitment;Lee & Ashforth, 1996). While emotional exhaustion and
cynicism have generally yielded consistent relationships with such attitudinal outcomes,
personal accomplishment has had far less consistent empirical relationships with the same
outcomes. Others have argued that personal accomplishment is better conceptualized as a
personality factor rather than a symptom of burnout (e.g.,Cordes & Dougherty, 1993). More
research, both theoretical and empirical, is needed to sort out the relationship of personal
accomplishment with the other components of burnout (Schaufeli, in press).

Links to cross-cultural research.Schaufeli et al. (1993b)noted that there was a need
for more cross-national research on burnout. Some progress has been made on this front,
particularly when considering the measurement properties of the MBI. While originally
developed for American samples, over the last decade the MBI has been translated and
validated utilizing samples from a number of other countries, facilitating an increase in
cross-cultural burnout research (Schutte et al., 2000).

This increase in cross-cultural burnout research has revealed a number of interesting
trends. First, in terms of the actual measurement of burnout, the psychometric properties
of the MBI, including the three-factor structure, have remained fairly consistent across lan-
guage translations (Hwang, Scherer & Ainina, 2003). Second, there is a pattern of higher
levels of burnout among North American samples than European samples.Maslach et al.
(2001)provide a number of potential explanations, including differences in survey respond-
ing styles (e.g., North Americans may be more likely to respond using extreme points of
scales), social acceptance of public expression of burnout, or differences in achievement
orientation. They do note that the actual translation of the scale seems to be an unlikely
cause of these differences, as English-speaking workers from European countries (England
and Ireland) have typically reported lower burnout scores than French-speaking Canadians
(Maslach et al., 2001;Schaufeli & Janczur, 1994). Moreover, respondents in Japan and Tai-
wan have reported even higher levels of burnout than those experienced by North Americans
(Golembiewski, Boudreau, Munzenrider & Luo, 1996); further suggesting that translation
was not the only factor.Maslach et al. (2001)also note that cross-cultural burnout research
is still relatively new and is typically conducted on non-representative samples; as such,
interpretations about national or cultural differences are somewhat premature until a more
comprehensive research base that directly addresses this issue is developed. Along these
lines, cross-cultural research that addresses more comprehensive issues, including the gen-
eralizability of the theories of burnout in other cultures, will be particularly valuable as well
seek to assess the extent to which burnout impacts workers worldwide.

Alternatives to the MBI

Despite its overwhelming popularity among burnout researchers, the MBI is not without
potential measurement concerns. For example,Demerouti et al. (2001)argued that there
is a critical psychometric limitation of the MBI. They noted that all of the items within
the three subscales are phrased in the same direction; the exhaustion and depersonalization
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scales are all worded negatively and the personal accomplishment scale is worded positively.
They argued that this could result in response biases and might have yielded an artificial
clustering of factors due to the positively and negatively worded scales (Bouman, te Brake
& Hoogstraten, 2002;Demerouti & Nachreiner, 1996;Lee & Ashforth, 1990).

A relatively new measure, the Oldenburg Burnout Inventory (OLBI;Demerouti, Bakker,
Vardakou & Kantas, 2003), was developed to mitigate the potential wording biases of the
MBI. The OLBI is based on a similar conceptual model to that of the MBI; however, it
features only two scales, exhaustion and disengagement. The most current version of the
OLBI features questions that have balanced positive and negative wording (Bakker et al.,
2004). Furthermore, whereas the MBI focuses only on affective components of emotional
exhaustion, the OLBI features questions designed to assess cognitive and physical compo-
nents of exhaustion, consistent with past suggestions in the burnout literature (e.g.,Shinn,
1982).Demerouti et al. (2003)have argued that the OLBI demonstrates convergent validity
when compared to the MBI, whileDemerouti et al. (2001)confirmed the two-factor struc-
ture of the OLBI in a sample that included human service, industrial, and transportation
jobs.

However, more evidence of the validity of the OLBI is required. At this point, it is
premature to suggest that it supplant the MBI. For example, whileHalbesleben (2003)found
some support for the factor structure and convergent validity of the OLBI, he noted that the
fit statistics associated with factor models in his and other studies has been somewhat lower
than regularly accepted levels. Pending further investigation of its psychometric properties,
the OLBI may provide an alternative to the MBI that not only addresses the wording issues
of the MBI but also expands the domain of burnout beyond the affective component of
exhaustion.

In their book about burnout,Pines and Aronson (1988)presented a measure of burnout
they called the Burnout Measure. This measure was designed around a single dimension
of burnout, exhaustion. The items are written in a general fashion, such that they may be
applied to any occupational group. While it has been suggested that such a measure would
be useful from a diagnostic perspective (Enzmann, Schaufeli, Janssen & Rozenman, 1998),
investigations of this measure over the past decade have identified a number of problems
with the resulting factor structure and its theoretical underpinnings (Enzmann et al., 1998;
Schaufeli & van Dierendonck, 1993). As such, we agree with the suggestion that the Burnout
Measure not be used as a distinctive measure of burnout without significant modification
and research attention.

The Reduction of Burnout

Despite the pervasive nature of burnout as an organizational problem, there has been
relatively little research dedicated to presenting and, particularly, evaluating interventions
designed to reduce burnout since such a need was noted bySchaufeli et al. (1993b). There
have been two primary approaches to intervention programs: trying to change individual
employees and trying to change the organization (Ross & Altmaier, 1994;Schaufeli &
Buunk, 2002).
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Programs that seek to change individuals have been more prominent both in research
and in practice, perhaps because of a belief that burnout is due to personal issues or an
assumption that it is easier to change individuals than to change an organization (Maslach
& Goldberg, 1998). These programs generally seek to develop coping skills in an individual
in order to assist in dealing with the stress that has resulted in burnout.

The evaluation of these programs has been mixed. These programs occasionally lead
to reductions in emotional exhaustion, but rarely have these programs had any effect on
depersonalization or perceptions of personal accomplishment (cf.,Freedy & Hobfoll, 1994).
While one could argue that reduction of emotional exhaustion should lead to reductions in
depersonalization and increase perceptions of personal accomplishment, a more promising
approach to the reduction of burnout has been to attempt to make changes to the environment
in which the employees work. A number of programs of this nature have been presented,
with some accompanying evaluation research evidence supporting their effectiveness (Van
der Klink, Blonk, Schene & van Dijk, 2001).

Other programs have focused on unmet expectations and inequity in social exchange as
potential causes for burnout.Van Dierendonck, Schaufeli and Buunk (1998)have devel-
oped a group-based intervention program that focused on reducing burnout by adjusting
employees’ goals and expectations to match the actual work environment, with evidence
that it was effective in reducing burnout. Still other programs have focused on social sup-
port as a key to intervention, particularly in educational settings (e.g.,Burke & Richardson,
2000;Vandenberghe & Huberman, 1999), with some evidence of their effectiveness. In all
of these cases, the effort to reduce burnout was targeted at specific organizational stressors
that were believed to be causing the burnout. This leads us to conclude that burnout can be
reduced, but there is a need to develop appropriate (and novel) programs for its reduction
with accompanying empirical evaluation evidence.

Future Directions

As the previous review suggests, there has certainly been considerable progress in the
burnout literature sinceSchaufeli et al. (1993a)book. However, a number of the needs they
specified have not been addressed and there are a number of additional important avenues
left to be explored by researchers. In this section, we outline three key directions for future
research with the intention of guiding future research in burnout.

Burnout as a Psychiatric Disorder

One important direction for the future of burnout research is to address an emerging
issue within the burnout literature, that is, the status of burnout as a psychiatric disorder.
The initial thrust of burnout research from the social psychological perspective focused
on burnout as a continuum. However,Schaufeli (in press), drawing from the early clinical
work of Freudenberger (1974), positions burnout as a psychiatric disorder (where one is
either “burned out” or not). He also suggests that in some countries burnout is seen as a
significant issue in terms of occupational medicine. Indeed, he argues that much of the
burnout research is biased toward healthy, working individuals, and in effect ignores the
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population of individuals who are so burned out that they are no longer available for study.
This is a rather alarming proposition as it implies that much of our research is range restricted
and may provide little insight into the true nature of burnout.

Following this thinking,Schaufeli et al. (2001)have proposed clinical cutoff points for
MBI for the use of clinical diagnostic purposes in the Netherlands. Their cutoff scores
were developed by comparing MBI scores of participants to the results of a clinical eval-
uation. However, they caution that cutoff scores are needed for other cultures, too, as the
scores they have developed may be culture-specific (cf.,Schaufeli & van Dierendonck,
1995).

The development of cutoff scores for diagnostic purposes would help to address a need
in the burnout literature specified bySchaufeli et al. (1993b), namely, the need for more
clear base rate information on burnout. They note that we do not yet know the extent to
which burnout is truly a social problem, because we have been unable to determine how
many people are truly burned out. Clearly, we will be unable to determine base rates until
we are able to determine at what level the “counting” of burnout cases begins.

The notion of cutoff scores also addresses a more general concern in the burnout literature.
While burnout researchers have adamantly argued that burnout is indeed an extension of
the construct of stress, treating burnout as a continuum may blur the distinction between
stress and burnout, particularly at lower levels of burnout. The conceptualization of burnout
in terms of cutoffs highlights the extreme nature of burnout as a distinct consequence of
work-related stress.

Finally, the notion of cutoff scores highlights a potential gap in the current theories
regarding burnout. While the COR and JD-R models help to understand the causes and
course of burnout, they do little to specify its more refined dynamics. For example, neither
model is clear regarding the specific manner in which stressors (demands) accumulate to lead
to burnout (e.g., additively, multiplicatively). Moreover, they do not offer clear predictions
regarding the determination of a cutoff point for burnout. As such, we are reliant on solely
empirically based determination of cutoffs, with little underlying theory to support the
resultant scores. As we work toward developing cutoffs for burnout, we must also consider
how those cutoffs fit into our theoretical explication regarding the experience of burnout.

The Role of Social Support

Over the past decade, there has been a deluge of research on the role that social support
plays in the etiology of burnout. Studies have been conducted investigating the effect of
support from supervisors, coworkers, friends and family, organizations, unions, and others.
While many empirical studies have found statistically significant relationships with social
support and burnout (Baruch-Feldman, Brondolo, Ben-Dayan & Schwarz, 2002;Carlson
& Perreẃe, 1999;Schaufeli & Greenglass, 2001), these results have been somewhat incon-
sistent (Burke & Greenglass, 1996;Koniarek & Dudek, 1996).

The COR and JD-R models of burnout highlight the potentially important role of social
support as a resource that can reduce the likelihood of burnout. Moreover, the COR model
provides support for the notion that different sources of social support may be more or less
effective in reducing burnout. For example, because coworkers and supervisors are in a
better position to provide instrumental support that helps to address stressors that lead to
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burnout, one would expect that those work-related sources of social support would have a
stronger relationship with burnout.

Along these lines, research is needed, both empirical (e.g., meta-analysis) and particu-
larly theoretical, that delineates the role of work-related and family related support (cf.,
Montgomery, Peeters, Schaufeli & Den Ouden, 2003). One manner in which to study the
independent contribution of work- and family-based social support would be to study a
rather unique segment of the working population: dual career couples that work in the same
occupation and/or organization. One would expect that spouses who work together would
be able to provide not only the emotional support that appears to have some link in the
buffering of burnout, but also the instrumental support, associated with doing the same job
or working at the same place, that is more strongly associated with burnout reduction. Such
research would contribute not only to our understanding of social support, but also to a more
broad understanding of burnout in terms of resources. Moreover, it would help to delineate
the specific dynamics underlying work and family life as they influence burnout. Finally, it
might suggest that the conservation of resources model needs to more carefully account for
different types of resources and their differential effects on burnout processes.

The COR model also helps to understand the circumstances under which social support
is counterproductive in burnout.Hobfoll (1998) noted that when social support merely
masks the real stressors at work, it may simply delay the inevitable, potentially making the
stressors worse by taking up time that could have been used to address them. Moreover,
Deelstra, Peeters, Schaufeli, Stroebe, Zijlstra and van Doornen (2003)found that social
support can serve as a potential threat to an employee’s self-esteem, if he or she feels as
though they must consistently rely upon others to deal with their work-related stressors (see
alsoHalbesleben & Buckley, in press).

Finally, we know too little about the developmental processes underlying social support
that is offered in response to burnout. Relevant to this notion isKaniasty and Norris’ (1993a,
1993b;Norris & Kaniasty, 1996) social support deterioration deterrence model. Their model,
which was developed in the context of reactions to natural disasters, suggests that when a
significant negative event occurs, significant support systems are activated in order to address
the negative situation, but because those resources are finite, they necessarily dissipate over
time, resulting in less support for the future. Consider the example of an employee who
loses his or her job. While friends and family may initially rally to support the individual,
long-term unemployment may lead to decreases in support.

In terms of burnout, if someone utilizes social support (e.g., by talking with coworkers
about the situation or asking a supervisor to ease demands), the social support deterioration
deterrence model suggests that others may be willing to provide support for a time, but back
off on that support if the burnout were to continue indefinitely. This important temporal
component of social support has not been adequately addressed in the burnout literature,
but would help to understand when and under what circumstances support resources are
provided and maintained.

Alternative Means of Reducing Burnout

As we have developed models of burnout and an improved understanding of the corre-
lates of burnout, these should assist researchers as they seek to develop better intervention
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strategies to help reduce burnout. Both the COR and JD-R models of burnout suggest that
to the extent that we can reduce demands and supplement resources for workers, burnout
should be reduced. Translating these ideas to intervention suggests that organizations should
seek to address the demands faced and the resources available to employees. We have noted
that providing social support resources, under the right circumstances (Deelstra et al., 2003),
can help to reduce burnout. However, more work is needed on the specific manner in which
to provide resources to employees in such a way that they address demands faced at work.

In terms of demands, one of the common findings in the burnout literature has been that
unrealistic expectations about the job can lead to burnout, in part because they highlight the
misfit between an employee and his or her organization (Lee & Ashforth, 1996;Maslach
& Leiter, 1997; Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998). While they have never been considered
in the context of burnout prevention, human resource managers have used realistic job
previews (RJP; e.g.,Wanous, 1992) and expectation lowering procedures (ELP;Buckley,
Fedor, Veres, Wiese & Carraher, 1998) to manage recruitment, increase organizational
commitment, and reduce turnover (Wanous, 1992). RJP and ELP procedures could also be
effective tools in reducing burnout to the extent that they adjust newcomer expectations
so that they are more consistent with what they will subsequently experience on the job.
If an organization’s RJP or ELP assists potential employees in determining how well their
expectations fit with organizational reality, it is less likely that employees’ expectations will
not be met. This should lead to lower burnout, which in turn leads to lower turnover. This
type of program suggests that one way to reduce burnout is through appropriate human
resource management strategies.

One of the challenges in developing burnout interventions is the tension between provid-
ing adequate specificity to be effective within a given organization and providing adequate
generalizability to be readily applied to a wide variety of organizational problems. One
suggestion is to look to general models of organizational change and their correspondent
strategies as they may suggest a more general strategy for the development of organization-
specific interventions. A fruitful avenue in this exploration would be to consider action
research approaches (McNiff, 2000;Reason & Bradbury, 2001). In action research, the
members of the organization engage in careful self-reflection regarding the concerns of
their specific organization. Once they have determined the nature and causes of those con-
cerns, they work collaboratively to develop and test potential solutions.

Recently,Osburn, Halbesleben and Mumford (2003)utilized the action research approach
to address the high levels of burnout at a fire department on a military installation. Through
observation, interviews, surveys, and focus groups, they were able to assist the department
in understanding the specific causes of burnout in the department. They then worked with
the department to develop interventions to address burnout. Among those were an exercise
where the entire department worked together to rewrite the mission of the department; the
exercise was intended to offer more structure to the department, provide an opportunity for
collaboration between the workers and management, and develop social support.Osburn
et al. (2003)also provided qualitative and quantitative one-year evaluation data, finding
that the interventions were successful in reducing burnout (through significantly lower
scores on the MBI). The key to their program was not the specific interventions that they
utilized, but instead that they had developed a program that was tailored to the needs of the
organization.
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Of course, as was noted bySchaufeli et al. (1993b), we still need more evaluation re-
search, and in particular longitudinal evaluation research, that can help to demonstrate the
effectiveness of intervention strategies. While this concern exists in many areas of manage-
ment research, it is particularly relevant to burnout as we seek to test the emerging models
of burnout. Our continued reliance on cross-sectional designs has limited the evidence that
can be offered to support theories of burnout and interventions designed to reduce the oc-
currence of burnout. Of course, this problem is exacerbated by the nature of burnout. If an
employee is burned out, he or she may not be available for continued study and/or may not
be interested in participating in research (a task that may simply add another stressor to his
or her life).

Conclusion

Burnout has significant costs in terms of health and organizational consequences
(International Labour Office, 1993). The increasing proportion of long-term disability
claims filed by workers as a result of burnout have led to significant burdens for employees,
employers and insurers worldwide (Maslach et al., 2001). We agree withSchaufeli et al.
(1993b)and their conclusion in the summary of their seminal book, we have an important,
relevant construct that is worthy of continued scrutiny. This review suggests that we have
made significant strides in our understanding of the experience and consequences of burnout
among workers.

However, there is a great deal more work that is yet to be done. As we have discussed,
more work is needed regarding the conceptualization of burnout and its distinctiveness as
an outcome of work-related stress. Moreover, more work is needed on the specific nature
of resources, and in particular, the role of social support as a resource. Finally, much more
work is needed to develop and evaluate programs to reduce burnout. It is our hope that we
have provided some useful directions for the research on burnout for the next decade of
research studies, facilitating the increase of “what we have” by addressing more of “what
we need.”

Acknowledgment

The authors gratefully acknowledge the suggestions of Michael Leiter, Wilmar Schaufeli,
Evangelia Demerouti, Christina Maslach, Daniel Feldman, Jenn Becker, and Tony Wheeler
in shaping this article.

References

Bakker, A. B., Demerouti, E., & Scahufeli, W. B. 2003. The socially induced burnout model. In S. P. Shokov (Ed.),
Advances in psychology research:Vol. 25. 13–30. New York: Nova Science Publishers.

Bakker, A. B., Demerouti, E., & Verbeke, W. 2004. Using the job demands-resources model to predict burnout
and performance.Human Resource Management., 43: 83–104.

Bakker, A. B., & Schaufeli, W. B. 2000. Burnout contagion processes among teachers.Journal of Applied Social
Psychology, 30: 2289–2308.

 at UNIV OF OKLAHOMA on January 20, 2016jom.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jom.sagepub.com/


J.R.B. Halbesleben, M.R. Buckley / Journal of Management 2004 30(6) 859–879 875

Bakker, A. B., Schaufeli, W. B., Sixma, H. J., & Bosveld, W. 2001. Burnout contagion among general practitioners.
Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 20: 82–98.

Bakker, A. B., Schaufeli, W. B., Sixma, H. J., Bosveld, W., & van Dierendonck, D. 2000. Patient demands lack of
reciprocity, and burnout: A five-year longitudinal study among general practitioners.Journal of Organizational
Behavior, 21: 425–441.

Barnett, R. C., Gareis, K. C., & Brennan, R. T. 1999. Fit as a mediator of the relationship between work hours and
burnout.Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, 4: 307–317.

Baruch-Feldman, C., Brondolo, E., Ben-Dayan, D., & Schwarz, J. 2002. Sources of social support and burnout,
job satisfaction, and productivity.Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, 7: 84–93.

Blau, P. 1964.Exchange and power in social life. New York: Wiley.
Bouman, A. H., te Brake, H., & Hoogstraten, J. 2002. Significant effects due to rephrasing the Maslach Burnout

Inventory’s personal accomplishment items.Psychological Reports, 91: 825–826.
Brenninkmeijer, V., van Yperen, N. W., & Buunk, B. P. 2001. I am not a better teacher, but others are doing worse:

Burnout and perceptions of superiority among teachers.Social Psychology of Education, 4: 259–274.
Brotheridge, C. M., & Lee, R. Y. 2002. Testing a conservation of resources model of the dynamics of emotional

labor.Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, 7: 57–67.
Buckley, M. R., Fedor, D. B., Veres, J. G., Wiese, D. S., & Carraher, S. M. 1998. Investigating newcomer expec-

tations and job-related outcomes.Journal of Applied Psychology, 83: 452–461.
Burisch, M. 1993. In search of theory: Some ruminations on the nature and etiology of burnout. In W. B. Schaufeli,

C. Maslach, & T. Marek (Eds.),Professional burnout:Recent developments in theory and research. Washington,
DC: Taylor & Francis.

Burisch, M. 2002. A longitudinal study of burnout: The relative importance of dispositions and experiences.Work
& Stress, 16: 1–17.

Burke, R. J., & Greenglass, E. 1996. Work stress, social support, psychological burnout and emotional and physical
well-being among teachers.Psychology, Health,& Medicine, 1: 193–205.

Burke, R. J., & Richardson, A. M. 2000. Psychological burnout in organizations. In R. T. Golembiewski (Ed.),
Handbook of organizational behavior:327–368. New York: Marcel Dekker.

Buunk, B. P., & Schaufeli, W. B. 1993. Burnout: Perspective from social comparison theory. In W. B. Schaufeli,
C. Maslach, & T. Marek (Eds.),Professional burnout: Recent developments in theory and research:53–69.
Washington, DC: Taylor & Francis.

Buunk, B. P., Ybema, J. F., Gibbons, F. X., & Ipenburg, M. 2001. The affective consequences of social comparison
as related to professional burnout and social comparison orientation.European Journal of Social Psychology,
31: 337–351.

Carayon, P. 1993. A longitudinal test of Karasek’s job strain model among office workers.Work& Stress, 7:
299–314.
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