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Avoiding

Burnout isn’t a new phenomenon, but it is becoming 
increasingly prevalent. We look at some effective 
prevention strategies.  

developed work-related stress, anxiety or 
depression in 2015-16. This corresponds to 
a total of 488,000 workers per year.

Interestingly, according to the results of 
a new study published in Personality and 
Individual Differences, cognitive symptoms 
of depression, particularly ruminative 
thoughts and pessimistic explanations 
of life experiences, are already present 
in the burnout stage, rather than being a 
consequence of it. This suggests, say the 
authors, that burnout could, in fact, be a 
depressive syndrome.

Against this backdrop, burnout and its 
health consequences can have a profound 
impact on the health system, significantly 
increasing healthcare costs, particularly in 
mental health. The King’s Fund estimated 
that depression alone, for instance, will 
cost the UK £12.5 billion by 2026 if no 
action is taken to reduce its occurrence.   

There is also, and importantly, the 
impact on organisations. Burnout is a 
widely-recognised cause of high rates 
of sickness absence, job dissatisfaction, 
intention to leave, and turnover. The 
resulting financial burden due to loss 
of productivity and unplanned staff 
replacement expenses, can be heavy. For 
example, the latest available estimates, 
by Oxford Economics, show that replacing 
one employee in a key sector such as 
accounting or legal costs on average 
£30,614. The overall annual cost for 
replacing staff in the UK adds up to 4.13 
billion, according to the consultancy. 

Serious but preventable
The good thing is that, while serious, 
occupational burnout can be prevented. 
Public Health England (PHE) and Leeds 
Beckett University published a joint 
report highlighting the importance 
for UK organisations across industries 
and sectors to prevent burnout in the 
first place, as a key intervention to 
create working environments that 
promote employee wellbeing and foster 
productivity. 

To do this successfully requires a three-
step approach involving the reduction of 
work-related stressors, stress-management 
training for staff, and burnout risk 
monitoring. In this regard, interventions 
at the organisational level play a crucial 
role. The PHE report found evidence to 
suggest that they may be more effective, 
and produce longer-lasting benefits, than 
interventions at the individual level alone. 

Well-known work-related stressors 
in all industries include time pressure, 
excessive workload, working overtime, 

Monitoring risk and symptoms
It is also important to have a system in 
place that allows managers to promptly 
identify employees with or at risk of 
burnout, so that adequate help, including 
confidential counselling and peer support, 
can be provided as soon as possible, 
before the situation escalates out of 
control.

Advancements in technology promise 
to make this easier. Recently, Swiss 
researchers have been able to assess 
job burnout risk and symptoms in a 
sample of more than 11,000 employees 
using a mobile app that detects changes 
in attitude and energy. The lead 
investigator, Professor Rolan von Känel 
of the University of Bern, reports in the 
journal BioPsychoSocial Medicine that 
the technology has “the potential to 
timely avert the dire consequences of 
burnout”.

Next steps
Burnout is a widely recognised 
occupational hazard. But the existing 
evidence suggests that it can be 
prevented, through the reduction of 
workplace stressors, staff training, and 
risk monitoring. It is important that, 
as emphasised by PHE in its report, 
organisations and employers take action 
and focus on burnout prevention. By 
doing so, they have the potential to make 
important contributions to employee 
wellbeing, while improving productivity 
and reducing the pressure on our health 
system.

With thanks to the British Safety 
Council for this article.

role ambiguity, conflicts and incivility. 
According to PHE, “Changes to workload 
or working practices appear to reduce 
[these] stressors and factors that can 
lead to burnout.” However, organisations 
and employers also need to put effort 
into creating a culture of support and 
collaboration, which is mainly achieved 
through effective communication, 
teamwork and leadership. Of course, 
stress cannot be eliminated completely. 
So, organisations must also empower their 
employees to successfully manage work-
related stressors, through training and 
education. For example, research led by 
the University of East Anglia suggests that 
improving nurses’ self-efficacy (believing 
in our ability to perform tasks and achieve 
goals) has a protective effect against 
workplace incivility and consequent 
burnout. 

Other evidence-based stress-
management strategies include 
exercising regularly, practicing relaxation 
techniques such as mindfulness, and 
maintaining a good work-life balance. 
A US study of university employees 
indicated that providing training that 
promotes positive coping strategies like 
the above, over negative ones such as 
drinking alcohol or overeating, is also 
crucial.

Richard Evens, Commercial Director 
of the British Safety Council, says: 
“Employers across industries and 
sectors need to provide all staff with 
training and other opportunities to learn 
strategies for managing job stressors, 
as well as the necessary resources to 
implement these strategies, such as time 
and practical support.”

Occupational burnout is a 
medical condition caused by 
long-term exposure to work-

related stressors. Typical symptoms 
include emotional and physical 
exhaustion, reduced sense of personal 
accomplishment, depersonalisation and 
cynicism. 

It can affect workers in all professions, 
but police officers, teachers, social workers, 
general practitioners, nurses and healthcare 
assistants are considered the most at risk, 
largely due to the unique physical and 
emotional demands of their job. 

The current overall prevalence 
of occupational burnout in Britain in 
unknown. Figures from a 2015 YouGov 
survey commissioned by Virgin suggest 
that 51% of UK full-time employees 
experience either burnout or anxiety in 

their job. A study of British social workers, 
published in the same year by Community 
Care and Queen’s University in Belfast, 
found  that 73% of respondents had 
elevated levels of emotional exhaustion – 
one of the key dimensions of burnout. And 
the latest available figures for GPs indicate 
that 50% are at high risk of developing the 
condition.  

As well as causing sleep problems, 
headaches and memory impairment, 
left untreated occupational burnout can 
lead to alcohol or substance abuse, and 
increase the risk of type 2 diabetes, heart 
disease, stroke, anxiety and depression. 
The last two impact particularly heavily on 
the UK workforce. 

The Office for National Statistics’ 
Labour Force Survey (LFS) shows 
that 1,510 out of 100,000 employees 


