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Abstract 

 

Burnout is silent and - at times - invisible. Exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced self-esteem 

are among the main consequences of such work-related stress. As evidence shows, professional 

distress can provoke serious mental manifestations, as depression disorders and anxiety. In general, 

when a person experiences burnout, any sphere of his/her life will automatically be influenced by it. 

But what is burnout? Is it a well-known syndrome? How is it diagnosed? As burnout is one of the 

major underestimated types of work-related stress, one of the paper’s aims is to raise awareness on 

this syndrome.  

 

In addition, after answering these definitory questions, another case study question will be taken into 

consideration: do European States properly recognise this syndrome and deal with it? In this regard, 

social change and transformation in the workplace conditions have led to an increased interest in the 

burnout topic, with more and more States discussing it at an institutional level, drafting policies to 

address this syndrome and introducing new working standards. To understand how European States 

are acting towards a further prevention of work-related stress, different countries will be analysed and 

final recommendations will be drawn.   
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I. Introduction 

“I am so stressed!”. Who has not heard such a comment when people talk about work? 

Whenever hearing or speaking about burnout, one assumes that it is something that could not apply 

to him/her or to his/her team. No matter whether a teacher, a politician, a doctor - anyone can be 

affected by it. Burnout influences happiness, personal relationships, and career satisfaction. However, 

acknowledging the relevance of burnout is a very recent praxis, with several workplaces, especially 

private ones, still denying or overlooking its existence.  

Over the past decade, in light of the current social change and transformation in the workplace 

conditions, interest in the burnout topic has grown. In a 2016 study, researchers at Harvard Business 

School and Stanford University estimated that workplace stress contributes to 120,000 deaths each 

year1. Similarly, a 2017 study published on PLoS One found out that burnout is associated with 

several health risks, including cardiovascular disease, diabetes, fatigue, bone and joint pain, and death 

before age 452. A Gallup survey has additionally evidenced that burned-out employees are 63% more 

likely to take a sick day3. Additionally, according to recent estimates, nearly three out of five US 

adults are affected by work-related burnout on a monthly basis, with one out of three occurring 

weekly4.  

Over the last decade, only a minor number of countries have been able to properly report on 

burnout. The focus on European countries has been therefore deemed necessary, as many European 

States analyse cross-sectoral representative surveys, as well as data specifically focused on a sectoral 

or occupational (meaning often on a small scale) perspective. Nevertheless, major cross-sectoral data 

in certain countries might not address burnout directly but deal with closely related areas, such as 

stress at work and work-related exhaustion, which are still relevant for the present analysis. 

As burnout has been the subject of research and policy responses across Europe, this paper 

looks at the extent of burnout experienced by workers in this continent. Being one of the major 

underestimated types of work-related stress, the brief also aims at spreading awareness on burnout, 

while understanding its incidence and analyzing the most relevant national and policy research on 

this topic. Although case studies and reports have been made available by European agencies, this 

brief gives a concise overview of burnout awareness and prevention in Europe, analyzing its 

definitions, its main challenges, its policy instruments, as well as state measures to counter the 

phenomenon. Finally, it analyses how burnout has been addressed by social partners (e.g. private 

companies) and in public policy in a number of countries.  

 

II. Burnout: definitions, evidence and diagnosis 

The difficulty of analyzing this topic lies in the many different definitions on which the data 

are built. Some define burnout as a syndrome, others classify it as a disease, which could be in turn 

categorized either as work-related or as occupational.  

Among the most influential definitions, Schaufeli et al. have summarised their research and 

practice, claiming that burnout occurred in different circumstances: both where intense requirements 

 
1 Moss, Jennifer. 2019. Burnout Is About Your Workplace, Not Your People. Medium.  
2 Albieri Jodas Salvagioni Denise, Nesello Melanda Francine, Mesas Arthur E., Duran Gonzalez Alberto, Lopes 

Gabani Flavia, and Maffei de Andrade Selma. 2017. Physical, psychological and occupational consequences 
of job burnout: A systematic review of prospective studies, PLOS One.  
3 Wigert Ben, and Agrawal Sangeeta. 2018. Employee Burnout, Part 1: The 5 Main Causes, Gallup.  
4 The TollFreeForwarding. 2019. Whitepaper: The Extent of Workplace Burnout in Modern America, October 

23, 2019, https://tollfreeforwarding.com/blog/stress-anxiety-and-exhaustion-the-extent-of-workplace-burnout-
in-modern-america/ 

https://tollfreeforwarding.com/blog/stress-anxiety-and-exhaustion-the-extent-of-workplace-burnout-in-modern-america/
https://tollfreeforwarding.com/blog/stress-anxiety-and-exhaustion-the-extent-of-workplace-burnout-in-modern-america/
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of client services were needed, but also in works requiring creativity, problem-solving, or mentoring. 

Therefore, the definition has broadened, including all those suffering from “a state of exhaustion in 

which one is cynical about the value of one’s occupation and doubtful of one’s capacity to perform”5. 

From then onwards, burnout has been increasingly considered as an erosion of a positive 

psychological state.  

According to the World Health Organisation (WHO) International Classification of Diseases 

(ICD), people experiencing burnout generally feel exhausted, while also being very likely to feel 

detached or cynical about their job6. Burnout is the result of not having been able to successfully 

manage to get out of chronic workplace stress. Three dimensions can better frame the phenomenon: 

1) feelings of energy depletion or exhaustion; 2) increased mental distance from one’s job, or feelings 

of negativism or cynicism related to one's job; and 3) reduced professional efficacy7. Finally, the 

WHO also state that burnout should only refer to phenomena in the occupational context, meaning 

that experiences in other areas of life should not use this definition8. 

The literature has underlined that the so-called occupational burnout, as defined by WHO, is 

not classified as a medical condition, but rather a serious health issue. Some occupations are more 

likely to be affected by this syndrome. Indeed, the occupational dimension of burnout often refers to 

health workers (nurses in particular) as the most affected category.  

 

Estimates, and economic, social and governance evidence 

Nevertheless, as previously anticipated, any occupational sector can be affected by it. Without 

taking into consideration any specific worker category at this stage, the figures still speak for 

themselves. In Europe, 53% of the national workforce population experiences work-related stress. 

More specifically, this estimate of burnout can be further subdivided into two categories: on the one 

hand, in eastern and southeastern Europe, countries have the highest burnout levels, namely Poland, 

Albania, Turkey, Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia, Montenegro and Macedonia; on the other hand, countries 

with the lowest scores are located in northwestern and northern Europe: the Netherlands, Norway, 

Sweden, Denmark, and Finland9.  

 
5 Schaufeli Wilmar B., Leiter Michael, and Maslach Christina. 2009. Burnout: 35 Years of research and 

practice, Career Development International.  
6 Although it is defined as an occupational phenomenon, burnout is not classified as a medical condition. To 

know more about the official definition, please consult: World Health Organization. 2019. Burn-out an 
"occupational phenomenon": International Classification of Diseases.  
7 Ibid.  
8 Ibid. 
9 Schaufeli Wilmar. 2018. Burnout in Europe: Relations with National Economy, Governance and Culture,  

Research Unit Occupational & Organizational Psychology and Professional Learning (internal report). KU 
Leuven. 
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Interestingly, Schaufeli has also evidenced that burnout at country level is meaningfully 

associated with various economic, governance, and cultural indicators, such as higher consideration 

and value of work, countries governed with weak democracy, corruption, gender inequality, and little 

integrity, hierarchical countries, and so forth11. 

Negative consequences of burnout can be identified at the individual, organization and society 

level. Individually, someone who is experiencing burnout faces emotional and mental stress, feels 

unsatisfied with his/her career, including those workers who were once excited about their job. 

Burnout also has implications at the organization and society levels, due to high healthcare costs and 

productivity loss12. 

 

Brief overview of diagnosis and measurement worldwide and in Europe 

Most health institutions use standard questionnaires sent via email to workers to identify and 

gather reliable information concerning burnout diagnosis and recognition across Europe.  

Many instruments are currently used to diagnose and detect burnout. Among these,  the 

Shirom-Melamed Burnout Measure (SMBM) is most widely used in studies on the association 

between burnout and risk to health; and the Copenhagen Burnout Inventory consists of three scales 

measuring personal burnout, work-related burnout, and client-related burnout, for use in different 

domains13. 

However, in the international literature, the large majority of studies on burnout have 

employed the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI), which has proven to be a reliable tool to assess 

 
10 Sixth European Working Conditions Survey. 2015. https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/surveys/european-

working-conditions-surveys/sixth-european-working-conditions-survey-2015. 
11 Schaufeli Wilmar. 2018. Burnout in Europe: Relations with National Economy, Governance and Culture,  

Research Unit Occupational & Organizational Psychology and Professional Learning (internal report). KU 
Leuven. 
12 To give an approximate estimate of organization and society financial implications, in Germany, burnout 

annual costs in lost productivity was estimated 9 billion euros; in Switzerland, work-related stress and 
exhaustion costs on average 5.4 billion CHF. To know more, please consult Shanafelt Tait D., Dyrbye Lotte 
N., and West Colin P. 2017. Addressing Physician Burnout: The Way Forward.  

13 Kristensen Tage S.,Borritz Marianne, Villadsen Ebbe, and Christensen Karl B. 2005. The Copenhagen 

Burnout Inventory: A new tool for the assessment of burnout. 

https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/surveys/european-working-conditions-surveys/sixth-european-working-conditions-survey-2015
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/surveys/european-working-conditions-surveys/sixth-european-working-conditions-survey-2015
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burnout presence, having good psychometric properties14. It is recognised as the leading measure of 

burnout and validated by more than 35 years of extensive research15.  

In combination with the Areas of Worklife Survey, the MBI has experienced different 

versions. Today, the applicable Inventory is different depending on the job group that it analyses, as 

it is an assessment comprising 22 symptom items pertaining to occupational burnout16, with five main 

categories: for Medical Personnel, for Human Services workers (including nurses, social workers, 

police, clergy), for Educators (teachers, volunteers working in any educational setting), for General 

use (customer service, manufacturing, management), and for Students17.  

 

In Europe, social, employment and work-related policies are constantly improved thanks to a 

series of entities that assist in providing their structural development. Indeed, many parameters and 

tools are used to detect if working and quality of life should be improved. Among these, the European 

Working Conditions Survey; the European Quality of Life Survey; the European Company Survey. 

In addition, three Observatories deal with these topics: the European Observatory of Working Life; 

the European Monitoring Centre on Change; and the European Observatory on Quality of Life18.  

 

III. Preventive measures and recovering from burnout in Europe: awareness, prevention, 

treatment of burnout 

 

What are States in Europe and the European Union doing?  

When analyzing national policies, burnout is addressed in various denominations. Burnout is 

mostly related to work-related stress, meaning that burnout is considered a prolonged exposure to 

chronic job stressors. In many countries, the “European autonomous framework agreement on work-

related stress”, signed on 8 October 2004, is often a legal basis for assessing burnout. As such, the 

European Commission shares a similar approach stating that “stress at work may have negative 

psychological, physical and social impacts and a result in burnout, depression and in extreme cases 

even suicide”19.  

Other than work-related stress, burnout is in most cases associated with mental health in the 

workplace, emphasizing the practical implications of burnout, such as depression, generalized 

syndrome of anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder, and so on. An additional anchor is excessive 

working time, which underlines the dimension of exhaustion in burnout. Specific sectors and 

occupations are also considered an important anchor for many States.  

 
14 Schaufeli Wilmar B., Leiter Michael, and Maslach Christina. 2009. Burnout: 35 Years of research and 

practice, Career Development International.  
15 According to Boudreau and Mauthe-Kaddoura, this inventory has been used in 88% of burnout research 

publications worldwide.  
16 Maslach Christina, Jackson Susan E, and Leiter Michael. 2017. Maslach Burnout Inventory Manual. 4th 

ed. Mind Garden.  
17 To know more about the Inventory groups, please see Maslach Christina, Jackson Susan E., Leiter 

Michael, Schaufeli Wilmar, and Schwab Richard. Maslach Burnout Toolkit. 
https://www.mindgarden.com/184-maslach-burnout-toolkit. 
18 Aumayr-Pintar Christine, Cerf Catherine, Parent Thirion Agnès. 2018. Burnout in the workplace: A review 

of data and policy responses in the European Union, Eurofound. September 10, 2018. 
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/report/2018/burnout-in-the-workplace-a-review-of-data-and-
policy-responses-in-the-eu. 
19 European Commission. 2016. Health and safety guidance at work is everybody’s business – Practical 

guidance for employers.  

https://www.mindgarden.com/184-maslach-burnout-toolkit
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/report/2018/burnout-in-the-workplace-a-review-of-data-and-policy-responses-in-the-eu
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/report/2018/burnout-in-the-workplace-a-review-of-data-and-policy-responses-in-the-eu
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Currently, the European Union is very well aware of the psychological risks that workplaces 

can have on employees. Therefore, it is the employers’ responsibility to ensure a safe and healthy 

work environment for its workforce . 

 

How do workplaces encourage employee’s well being and burnout prevention in Europe?  

The range of actions that can be taken to prevent burnout is very wide. Measures can go from 

raising awareness (campaigns, training, etc.) to consulting with health professionals, sharing 

examples of good practice, as well as the possibility to provide the right tool to correctly assess the 

risk of stress and early detection of burnout. 

In this scope, specific actions directly addressed to target groups at risk, such as the health 

sector, are also taken into account. In Europe, a few attempts to implement policies dealing with 

burnout in Europe have been carried out.  

 In certain countries, such as France, an extensive debate on burnout has been extensively 

carried out in recent years. In 2017, the National Assembly took an important step in burnout 

prevention by adopting the report of the parliamentary mission set up to examine burnout20. More in 

detail, France has had a discussion in parliament to look into burnout’s definition and into a potential 

framework for its recognition as a work-related disease21. Despite the legislation not passing, this is 

still to be considered as a great achievement for burnout study and policy implementation, as the 

legislative proposal also aimed at recognising mental health issues linked with work overload as 

occupational diseases22. 

Certain European countries, such as the United Kingdom, are recognizing the importance of 

the syndrome but are still considering it only in relation to specific professional groups (medical 

personnel, social workers). Although this serves as a good basis for further research and policy drafts, 

it is today necessary to also bear in mind that any working category can be affected by burnout, as 

repeatedly stated throughout the paper.  

In the Netherlands, Dutch occupational guidelines recommend that working behind a screen 

must be alternated with other work or, when this is not possible, take a break after a maximum of two 

hours.  

However, in many countries in Europe, wider debate on mental health at work does not cover 

burnout. Among others, this is the case of Croatia and Latvia. Respectively, the topic is of interest to 

the general public and media on an ad hoc basis in Croatia, as there is no systematic policy responses 

or discussions in relation to burnout; in Latvia, burnout has been recognized as an occupational 

disease (caused by overload) since 2007, but only health professional keep data on the incidence of 

burnout and provide information about prevention.  

However, Germany has always addressed burnout and mental health, and stress at work. More 

specifically, the Occupational Health and Safety stipulates the assessment of risks to mental health. 

In this scope, Germany should surely serve as a model due to its pragmatic approach to address 

burnout. This country has in fact addressed burnout in the psychological strategic program of the 

German joint strategy on occupational safety and health.  

In addition, France addressed burnout as a psychological risk and stress at work. France is 

among the few countries which are trying to develop a comprehensive answer to the syndrom. The 

 
20 The European Union Trade Institute. 2018. New report on how European countries address the issue of 

burnout in the workplace.  
21 Ibid.  
22 Ibid.  



 

 

8 
 

French Confederation of Management has published a practical guide on the identification and 

prevention of the syndrome d’épuisement Professionnel (professional exhaustion syndrome), which 

also included proposals to facilitate the recognition of burnout, often ignored and underreported, 

while also recognizing the financial implications for social security23.  

As of September 2014, a new Belgian law regarding preventive action against the “psycho-

social risks” related to stress at work came into force. This law is specifically directed to all enterprises 

in Belgium and oblige employers to effectively conduct risk analyses, as well as provide counselling 

to any employee who might experience a burnout.  

Compared to the rest of the other States in Europe, the Belgian example serves as a model 

thanks to its pioneering law that makes the country one the only countries where burnout is 

specifically addressed and mentioned as forming part of psychosocial risks. 

 

IV. Conclusion and recommendations 

This paper explored how burnout can affect almost anybody, and every workplace, whether a 

company, or an organisation, has to deal with it. Considering the relevance of burnout in the current 

workplace systems, the evidence shows that this syndrome is a complex and multifaceted problem 

and consequently there is no single solution to achieve the structural changes needed in its prevention. 

Therefore, a combination of organizational and individual approach strategies is necessary in the 

attempt of its prevention.   

In spite of the fact that every EU State has developed action plans to prevent stress in the 

workplace (in conformity with European Union legislation), not every State in Europe has addressed 

the main obstacles that employees face in the workplace. As many European countries have no actual 

policy response (nor even discussion) when it comes to burnout prevention and intervention, there is 

a clear need to tackle the gap. Barriers in terms of lack of prevention and lack of sufficient awareness 

on the topic still make it hard for people experiencing burnout to understand what they are confronted 

with. In addition, the complexity of the syndrome diagnosis and - at times - definition, does not allow 

for extensive recommendations, but thanks to the present research, some policy guidelines are still 

drawn.  

To begin with, the lack of an official diagnosis makes it very hard for people experiencing 

burnout to access treatment, disability coverage, and workplace accommodations. This means that it 

would be desirable that the WHO 11th version of ICD and DSM defined specific diagnostic criteria 

as a specific nosographic entity. This would make policymakers clearly and structurally define 

burnout as an occupational disease24.  

Meanwhile, if more items were to be added to the list of occupational diseases, this action 

could have a boosting preventive effect. Indeed, new items could lead to an increase in both employer 

attention and employee caution, which would in turn improve the implementation of additional 

preventive measures25. 

 
23 Aumayr-Pintar Christine, Cerf Catherine, Parent Thirion Agnès. 2018. Burnout in the workplace: A review 

of data and policy responses in the European Union, Eurofound. September 10, 2018. 
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/report/2018/burnout-in-the-workplace-a-review-of-data-and-
policy-responses-in-the-eu. 
24 Chirico Francesco. 2017. Is it time to consider Burnout Syndrome an occupational disease?. Catholic 

University of the Sacred Heart. 
25 Lastovkova Andrea, Carder Melanie, Rasmussen Hans M., Sjoberg Lars, De Groene Gerda J., Sauni 

Riitta, Vevoda Jiri, Vevodova Sarka, Lasfargues Gerard, Svartengren Magnus, Varga Marek, Colosio 

https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/report/2018/burnout-in-the-workplace-a-review-of-data-and-policy-responses-in-the-eu
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/report/2018/burnout-in-the-workplace-a-review-of-data-and-policy-responses-in-the-eu
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Furthermore, given the low priority in certain European States, where no attention to burnout 

is given, support from national public institutions is highly recommended. More in detail, 

parliamentary discussions on burnout matters and prevention measures, such as the case of France, 

are desirable. However, health authorities should foster more effective data on burnout incidence, so 

that the seriousness of this syndrome is better understood in parliamentary discussions.  

Additionally, when thinking about labor conditions that affect worker’s well being, not much 

research has been carried out, particularly on how these conditions can impact employees’ satisfaction 

and mental health. This leads to a persisting stigma in some situations and to a lack of awareness 

about the topic, which can have catastrophic consequences. Considering this gap, it is proposed to 

foster research on these matters, which will also be a means to raise awareness on such a delicate 

topic.  

Lastly, as burnout is considered as a multifaceted syndrome, prevention strategies should 

consider the individual and social diversity existing around burnout syndrome. Outcomes as 

Belgium’s law concerning risk analyses and counselling sessions to employees experiencing burnout 

should therefore be the way forward for any country which seriously takes into consideration work-

related stress. However, a framework for classifying different kinds of intervention is strongly 

recommended, as this could effectively create common measures across Europe, that could in turn 

serve as a model for other countries worldwide.  

To conclude, prior to the ‘80s, national policies concerning burnout have not had much 

resonance. Following a more structural approach to the syndrome, discussions at the national level 

have been implemented. However, as an improvement of  workers’ mental (and therefore physical) 

condition is deemed necessary, this paper calls for a more comprehensive and standardized approach 

to be implemented across Europe, with parliamentary discussions going beyond burnout only related 

to specific professional groups (e.g. medical and healthcare personnel).  
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