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1. Introduction

Burnout is arguably one of the most popular research topics
in occupational health psychology, and there is a good reason for
this. Research has convincingly shown that employees who are
at risk of burnout (i.e., who are chronically exhausted and hold a
negative, cynical attitude toward work) show impaired job per-
formance and may face serious health problems over the course
of time (Bakker, Demerouti, & Sanz-Vergel, 2014). One obvious
problem is that once employees experience high levels of burnout,
they often continue to be in trouble. Indeed, longitudinal research
suggests that burnout can be rather stable, over periods of five,
ten, or even fifteen years (Bakker, Schaufeli, Sixma, Bosveld, & Van
Dierendonck, 2000; Hakanen, Bakker, & Jokisaari, 2011; Schaufeli,
Maassen, Bakker, & Sixma, 2011). How can we explain that burnout
persists for so long? We think that burnout has not been adequately
explained because most studies do not regard burnout as an ongo-
ing process that unfolds over time (see also, Ten Brummelhuis, Ter
Hoeven, Bakker, & Peper, 2011).

Previous burnout research has suggested that the syndrome
has structural causes in the work environment, particularly high
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job demands and low job resources (Alarcon, 2011; Demerouti,
Bakker, Nachreiner, & Schaufeli, 2001; Lee & Ashforth, 1996). This
research also indicates that individual factors such as neuroticism
and perfectionism play a significant role in the development of
burnout, because these characteristics predispose employees to
cope in the wrong way with their high job demands (see also,
Swider & Zimmerman, 2010). Despite all this knowledge, we still
know little about the role the individual employee plays in the
daily process that may lead to burnout. Do employees only react
passively to the work environment or do they actively influence
it?

The central aim of this article is to analyze the burnout phe-
nomenon from the perspective of the burned-out worker. We want
to capture the process leading to burnout, and explain why burnout
persists for such a long time. How do those with high levels of
burnout function in the workplace on a day-to-day basis? Does the
problem progress from bad to worse? This paper aims to contribute
to the literature in two important ways. First, we challenge the
rather static view of burnout that dominates the literature, suggest-
ing that burnout is a simple response to the working environment.
We present a more dynamic model that elucidates how burnout
progresses over time. Second, we emphasize the role of the indi-
vidual employee in the burnout process. What can employees do
themselves to break through the loss spiral of burnout? We intro-
duce the concepts of self-undermining and job crafting as behaviors
that may help to understand how burnout often persists and leads
to more job demands and less job resources over the course of
time.

is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license


dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.burn.2014.04.003
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/aip/22130586
http://www.elsevier.com/locate/burn
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.burn.2014.04.003&domain=pdf
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
mailto:bakker@fsw.eur.nl
mailto:patricia_costa@iscte.pt
dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.burn.2014.04.003
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/

A.B. Bakker, P.L. Costa / Burnout Research 1 (2014) 112-119 113

2. Burnout

Burnout is a syndrome characterized by chronic exhaustion,
cynicism, and a lack of personal accomplishment. It is usually
defined as “...a state of exhaustion in which one is cynical about
the value of one’s occupation and doubtful of one’s capacity to
perform” (Maslach, Jackson, & Leiter, 1996, p. 20). Emotional
exhaustion is the central strain dimension of burnout, described
as feelings of being emotionally drained by one’s work. Cyni-
cism is a negative or excessively detached response to the work
itself and/or to the individuals with whom employees’ interact
while performing their job. Finally, lack of personal accomplish-
ment refers to a decline in one’s feelings of competence and
of successful achievement at work (Maslach, Schaufeli, & Leiter,
2001; Schaufeli, Leiter, & Maslach, 2009). Burned-out individuals
simultaneously experience high levels of chronic fatigue, and dis-
tance themselves emotionally and cognitively from their work
activities.

Employees with higher levels of burnout are more likely to
report a range of psychological and physical health problems,
including anxiety, depression, sleep disturbance, memory impair-
ment, and neck pain (Peterson et al., 2008). In a study among
a nationally representative sample of more than 3000 Finnish
workers, Ahola (2007) reported an increased prevalence of depres-
sive and anxiety disorders and of alcohol dependence among
burned-out employees. Similarly, in their three-wave, seven-year
prospective study of 2000 dentists, Hakanen and Schaufeli (2012)
found a positive relationship between burnout on the one hand
and depressive symptoms and life dissatisfaction on the other. In
what physical health is concerned, Kim, Ji, and Kao (2011) showed
that social workers with higher initial levels of burnout reported
more physical health complaints over the course of their three-year
study, including sleep disturbances, headaches, respiratory infec-
tions, and gastrointestinal infections. Higher levels of burnout led
to a faster rate of deterioration in physical health. The burnout
syndrome has also been found to be an independent risk fac-
tor for infections (e.g., common cold; Mohren et al., 2003), and
type 2 diabetes (Melamed, Shirom, Toker, & Shapira, 2006). More-
over, burnout is a risk factor for cardiovascular diseases (Ahola,
2007). A ten-year prospective study by Ahola, Vddndnen, Koskinen,
Kouvonen, and Shirom (2010) concluded, “burnout, especially
work-related exhaustion, may be a risk for overall survival”
(p- 1).

Consequently, burned-out employees are likely to display one
or more withdrawal behaviors (Hanisch, 1995) such as lateness,
absence, or turnover (Maslach et al., 2001). Clinically burned-out
employees may get justified absence leaves from work. However,
other burned-out employees remain at work, which leads to a
form of presenteeism. Presenteeism occurs when individuals go
to work when they should instead be off sick, either because they
are ill or because they are no longer effective (Cooper, 1996).
Individual performance is compromised because burned-out work-
ers need to invest extra time and effort in performing their job.
Additionally, collective performance may suffer because healthy
employees spend time in helping their sick colleagues, at risk
of also damaging their own health (Roe, 2003). Moreover, pre-
senteeism it itself a risk factor for burnout. Demerouti, Le Blanc,
Bakker, Schaufeli and Hox (2009), in a three-wave study among
staff nurses working in general hospitals, found reciprocal relation-
ships between burnout, job demands, and presenteeism. Burnout
(exhaustion and depersonalization) predicted more job demands
and presenteeism; presenteeism, in turn, predicted higher levels
of burnout. In conclusion, employees who are burned-out by their
work, experience more psychological and physical health prob-
lems, and this influences their behavior at work in a significant
way.

Work
engagement

Personal
resources

Job
demands

Fig. 1. The Job Demands—Resources model (Bakker & Demerouti, 2014).

2.1. Causes of burnout

The causes of burnout are generally divided in two categories:
situational factors and individual factors (Bakker et al., 2014). Situ-
ational factors include job demands and (lack of) job resources.
Job demands are aspects of the job that require sustained effort
(Demerouti et al., 2001). Therefore, job demands are associated
with physiological and psychological costs, such as an increased
heart rate and fatigue. Such symptoms may set the ground for
the experience of burnout, because job demands lead employees
to feel exhausted and to psychologically distance themselves from
work (Bakker et al., 2000). Role ambiguity, role conflict, role stress,
stressful events, workload, and work pressure are among the most
important job demands that cause burnout (Alarcon, 2011; Lee &
Ashforth, 1996).

Job resources are the physical, psychological, social, or organi-
zational aspects of the job that facilitate the achievement of work
goals, reduce job demands and its costs, or stimulate personal
growth through meaningful work (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). The
relationship between job resources and burnout is consistently
negative, where lower levels of job resources are associated with
higher levels of burnout, especially in what cynicism is concerned
(Demerouti et al., 2001). Moreover, Job Demands-Resources the-
ory (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007, 2014; Demerouti & Bakker, 2011)
proposes that job resources play a buffering role in the relationship
between job demands and burnout (see Fig. 1). Bakker, Demerouti,
and Euwema (2005) found that when employees experienced
autonomy, received feedback, had social support, or had a high-
quality relationship with their supervisor, being subject to work
overload, emotional demands, physical demands, and work-home
interference did not result in high levels of burnout. Thus, burnout
is more likely to develop when high job demands are combined
with low job resources.

In what individual factors are concerned, both socioeconomic
status and personality variables have been analyzed as creating a
predisposition to suffer from burnout symptoms. Hakanen et al.’s
(2011) cohort study among Finnish employees found that socioeco-
nomic status and cognitive ability in adolescence were associated
with job burnout 35 years later, through adult education and skill
variety. Personality influences the way people perceive their work
environment, and therefore how they deal with job demands and
resources. Strain may arise, for example, when the work envi-
ronment is not aligned with individual personality, leading to
frustration of individual needs. For example, when an introverted
technician becomes a leader, he will need to enact behaviors he



114 A.B. Bakker, P.L. Costa / Burnout Research 1 (2014) 112-119

is not used to - for example give presentations for larger groups
of co-workers. This misfit between personality and job demands
may result in serious stress reactions, particularly when employ-
ees are often exposed to demands that do not fit with their skills
and preferences. Alarcon, Eschleman, and Bowling (2009) found
that four of the Big Five factors of personality (Costa & McCrae,
1985) - emotional stability, extraversion, conscientiousness, and
agreeableness - were consistently negatively related to each of
the three dimensions of burnout. Further, individuals high in self-
efficacy, optimism, and self-esteem were better able to deal with
job demands - most likely because they believe they have con-
trol over their work environment, and, therefore, are more likely
to proactively solve problems and seek resources when facing job
demands.

It should be noted that these situational and individual factors
are relatively stable and likely to persist over extended periods
of time. This means that if the work environment is suboptimal,
or when employees have a personality that does not fit with the
work situation, eventually, chronic job burnout is a possible risk.
However, research suggests that levels of well-being and job per-
formance may also fluctuate within shorter time periods, namely
from week to week, and even from day to day (Xanthopoulou,
Bakker, & Ilies, 2012). How do such short-term fluctuations in well-
being relate to chronic levels of burnout? Are employees with high
levels of chronic burnout tired during every day? What are the
possible causes of ups and downs in daily well-being? Can burned-
out individuals change their own work situation? We will answer
these questions below. However, we will first examine the link
between burnout and job performance, because this literature pro-
vides important information about the work behavior of employees
high in burnout.

2.2. Job performance

Research has indicated that burnout is negatively related to per-
formance. In a large meta-analytic study including no less than
115 different studies, Swider and Zimmerman (2010) found the
three dimensions of job burnout had multiple correlations of .23
with absenteeism, .33 with turnover, and .36 with job perfor-
mance. A previous meta-analysis by Taris (2006) investigated the
relationship between burnout and other-ratings of performance
(e.g., supervisor reports). He identified sixteen studies dealing with
the burnout-performance relationship, showing a wide variety of
approaches that are used to study burnout and objective perfor-
mance. The meta-analytical correlations between exhaustion and
in-role behavior (based on five studies), organizational citizenship
behavior (five studies), and customer satisfaction (two studies)
were —22,—-19,and —55, respectively. The evidence for the relation-
ships between depersonalization, personal accomplishment, and
performance was inconclusive.

One possible explanation for the negative link between burnout
and performance is that exhausted employees lack the concentra-
tion needed to perform well, and therefore make more mistakes.
Additionally, the negative emotions that are characteristic of
burnout narrow the breadth of thought processing (Fredrickson,
2001), diminish the focus on new or global information (Derryberry
& Tucker, 1994), and impair the quality of decision-making.
Individuals who experience negative emotional states and who
are psychologically detached from work also demonstrate fewer
approach behaviors toward others (Cacioppo, Gardner, & Berntson,
1999), and more counterproductive work behaviors such as steal-
ing, withholding effort and information, and taking longer breaks
(Penney & Spector, 2008). Furthermore, burned-out employees are
less willing to help others (Swider & Zimmerman, 2010), and less
likely to receive help from others, which may result in productivity
losses (Bakker et al., 2014).

Burnout is not only negatively related to performance, but
also positively related to sickness absenteeism. Schaufeli, Bakker,
and Van Rhenen (2009) showed that burnout predicted future
absence duration but not absence frequency over the course of one
year. Toppinen-Tanner, Ojajdrvi, Vddndnen, Kalimo, and Jdppinen
(2005) found that burnout increased the risk of medically certi-
fied absences episodes that were longer than three days. Similarly,
Borritz, Rugulies, Christensen, Villadsen, and Kristensen (2006)
found that an increase of burnout was positively related to an
increase in sickness absence days per year. Peterson et al. (2011)
found that the exhaustion dimension of burnout predicted long-
term sickness (90 days or more) at any occasion during the 44
months of follow-up in a study among more than 6000 employees
working in a County Council area in Sweden.

One problem that is evident from the literature - and that fol-
lows logically from the observation that burnout coincides with
impaired job performance - is that burnout predicts increased
job demands overtime (Bakker & Demerouti, 2014). For example,
Demerouti, Bakker, and Bulters (2004) performed a longitudinal
study with a sample of 335 employees and found that work pres-
sure and exhaustion had causal and reversed causal relationships
over time. Hence, not only did work pressure predict exhaustion;
feeling exhausted also predicted subsequent levels of work pres-
sure in a reciprocal relationship (see also, Ten Brummelhuis et al.,
2011). The reason for this reciprocal relationship is most likely
that exhausted employees need more time to finish their tasks,
make more mistakes, and are less able to mobilize their resources.
This means that job demands accumulate over time - causing even
higher levels of burnout.

3. Chronic burnout and daily functioning

Our review so far indicates that employees with high levels
of burnout (exhaustion, cynicism, and reduced personal accom-
plishment) are most likely to be found in working environments
with high job demands and low job resources. Over the course of
time, employees’ experience of fatigue may transform into chronic
exhaustion and health problems when the demands of their job
become overwhelming, and when job resources are consistently
lacking. Employees with burnout also do not manage to func-
tion at the expected performance level. How does the experience
of chronic burnout affect daily experiences at work, and how
does it affect employees’ work behavior? Additionally, what is the
impact of daily work activities on the well-being of burned-out
employees?

Unfortunately and paradoxically, most research on the concept
of burnout has studied employees with only mild signs of burnout,
and ignored the group of employees that is at risk for burnout
or that progressed into clinical burnout. Some descriptive studies
investigated burnout among employees who received professional
treatment (Schaufeli, Bakker, Hoogduin, Schaap, & Kladler, 2001;
Sonnenschein, Sorbi, Van Doornen, Schaufeli, & Maas, 2007), but the
vast majority of studies have treated the focal variable (burnout) as
a continuous variable. Such a strategy is not unusual in the field of
applied psychology, and this approach has resulted in a wealth of
knowledge regarding the predictors of burnout. However, the ana-
lytical problem is that burnout may particularly have an adverse
impact on functioning at work when employees experience high
levels of exhaustion and cynicism. Indeed, recent research suggests
that employees with only mild symptoms of burnout use a range of
strategies (e.g., selection, optimization, compensation; Demerouti,
Bakker, & Leiter, 2014) to keep their job performance at acceptable
levels. However, what happens once employees have reached high
levels of burnout as a consequence of prolonged exposure to high
job demands and low job resources?
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Fig. 2. Chronic burnout: a loss cycle of daily job demands and a lost gain cycle of daily job resources.

We believe it is time that our field moves forward and investi-
gates how people with higher (vs. lower) levels of (chronic) burnout
- but who are still at work - function on a daily basis. We use
the two central processes in the Job Demands—Resources (JD-R)
model (Bakker & Demerouti, 2014; Demerouti et al., 2001; see
Fig. 1) to explain how employees with high levels of burnout
may get trapped in a loss cycle of high daily job demands and
high daily exhaustion, and do not manage to mobilize their daily
job resources. However, whereas previous research with the JD-R
model has generally used either a between-person or a within-
person approach, we distinguish between two levels of analysis,
namely the level of the person (chronic burnout level), and the day
level (daily functioning; see Fig. 2).

3.1. Daily job demands and self-undermining

An important starting point is to acknowledge that individuals
with high levels of burnout cope differently with their daily job
demands than those low in burnout, which may exacerbate their
problems. More specifically, as can be seen in Fig. 2, we propose
that daily job demands translate into daily exhaustion (cf. Simbula,
2010), particularly for high-burnout employees. The reason for this
is that the low level of daily energy that is apparent in employ-
ees with chronic burnout (Sonnenschein et al., 2007) makes them
unfit to deal adequately with the daily job demands. These daily
job demands, for example, complex problems that must be solved,
or a demanding customer that needs a lot of attention, will then
costs additional effort, resulting in a high level of daily exhaustion.
If individuals high in burnout are often confronted with high daily
job demands, they may end up in a loss cycle (Hobfoll, 2002) in
which most energy resources are depleted and employees becomes
sick.

In his conservation of resources theory, Hobfoll (2002) has
referred to “loss spirals” and suggested that people who lack
resources are susceptible to losing even more resources. Accord-
ing to Hobfoll's conservation of resources theory, individuals strive
to obtain things they value. These are called “resources” and
include objects, conditions, personal characteristics and energies.
Resources are entities that “.. .either are centrally valued in their

own right, or act as means to obtain centrally valued ends” (Hobfoll,
2002, p. 307). People strive to protect themselves from resource
loss, which makes loss more salient than gain. However, resources
are related to each other in a “web like” nature, which further
suggests that resource loss and gain occurs in spirals. Loss spirals
will follow initial losses, with each loss resulting in depletion of
resources for confronting the next threat or loss (Hobfoll, 2002).
Besides, resource loss also prevents the switching of the situation
into gain cycles. Burnout is a classic case, whereby the employees’
personal and job resources are being progressively eroded lead-
ing to increased energy depletion and further diminishment of
resources. Demerouti et al. (2004) found evidence for such a loss
spiral in which work pressure evoked work-family conflict and
exhaustion. These feelings of chronic fatigue, consequently, gave
rise to more work pressure and work-family conflict over time.

Indeed, there is considerable evidence suggesting that employ-
ees atrisk for burnout create more job demands over time. We have
briefly mentioned some longitudinal studies that provided evi-
dence for this contention (Demerouti et al., 2004; Schaufeli, Bakker,
etal.,2009; Ten Brummelhuis et al., 2011), but these studies did not
explain how and why burnout is positively related to job demands
over time. As can be seen in Fig. 2, we propose that employees with
higher levels of daily exhaustion show self-undermining behav-
ior. Our concept of self-undermining is based on - but different
from - the phenomenon of self-handicapping. Self-handicapping is
defined as a self-defending maneuver referring to obstacles created,
or claimed, by the individual in anticipation of failing performance
(Jones & Berglas, 1978). In the present theoretical analysis, we
use the term ‘self-undermining’ for behavior that creates obsta-
cles that may undermine performance. We argue that employees
with higher levels of daily exhaustion will make more mistakes,
which then need to be corrected again, adding to the already high
job demands. Thus, we expand JD-R theory (see Fig. 1), by argu-
ing that exhausted employees show self-undermining behaviors,
on a daily basis. Additionally, we argue that chronically burned-
out employees are less able to manage their own emotions, and
more likely to encounter conflicts at work. These self-undermining
daily behaviors all contribute to higher daily job demands
(see Fig. 2).
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Research has provided ample evidence for self-undermining
as a result of exhaustion. For example, Van der Linden, Keijsers,
Eling, and Van Schaijk (2005) compared three groups: (a) a group
of burned-out individuals who stopped working due to their
symptoms and sought professional treatment; (b) teachers at a
vocational training institute who reported high levels of burnout
symptoms but continued to work; and (c) teachers from the same
institute who reported no burnout symptoms. The results showed
that burnout was positively related to the number of cognitive
failures in daily life, and to inhibition errors and performance
variability in attentional tasks carried out in the laboratory. Thus,
burned-out individuals made more mistakes. Similarly, in their lon-
gitudinal field study among financial consultants, Ten Brummelhuis
et al. (2011) found a loss cycle of burnout through a decrease in
job resources and an increase in job demands. Resource loss was
most likely for burned-out consultants who were low in intrinsic
motivation.

Further, Sonnenschein et al. (2007) asked 60 clinically burned-
out participants and 40 healthy controls to record symptoms with
an electronic diary for two weeks at random times per day. Their
findings indicated that clinically burned-out individuals did not
recover as much through sleep as healthy individuals did, because
burned-out individuals experienced all kinds of sleep problems,
particularly trouble falling asleep and nonrefreshing sleep. This is
one reason why burned-out individuals show consistent high levels
of daily exhaustion. Thus, burned-out individuals seem to under-
mine their own daily functioning because they do not sleep very
well.

In another diary study, Van Gelderen, Konijn, and Bakker (2014)
showed that police officers with high levels of strain at the start of
their work shift were more likely to use suboptimal emotional regu-
lation strategies (i.e., ‘surface acting’ instead of ‘deep acting’) during
the working day in interactions with civilians/suspects. Daily sur-
face acting, in turn, resulted in impaired performance and higher
daily strain at the end of the work shift. Police officers who fake
their emotions during interactions with civilians are perceived as
less authentic by these civilians, and are therefore more likely to
exacerbate the problems they aim to solve (Van Gelderen, Konijn,
& Bakker, 2011). Hence, this is one more example where higher
levels of strain seem to evoke self-undermining behaviors.

It should be noted that job demands might also be affected by
employees’ perceptions of these demands (Zapf, Dormann, & Frese,
1996). Just like the tendency of depressed people to assess their
environment more negatively and thus contributing to a more neg-
ative climate (Demerouti et al., 2004), burned-out employees may
perceive relatively high job demands and complain more often
about their workload creating a negative work climate (Gonzalez-
Morales, Peir6, Rodriguez, & Bliese, 2012). Finally, it is conceivable
that not only demands increase, but that job resources also decrease
with increasing levels of burnout. As indicated in Fig. 2, employees
who score higher on burnout may also be less likely to mobilize
their job resources. Indeed, Schaufeli, Bakker, et al. (2009) found
that managers who scored higher on T1 burnout were less likely
to receive performance feedback in the following year; and Ten
Brummelhuis etal.(2011) found that employees who scored higher
on T1 burnout were less likely to receive co-worker and supervisor
support; to experience job autonomy; to participate in decision-
making; and to have access to information in the following two
years.

3.2. Daily job resources and job crafting

Employees with high levels of chronic burnout are not only more
likely to end up in a loss cycle of daily job demands, exhaustion, and
self-undermining. They are simultaneously also less likely to profit
from a gain cycle of daily job resources, daily work engagement,

and daily job crafting (see Fig. 2). In job crafting, employees inde-
pendently modify aspects of their jobs to improve the fit between
the characteristics of the job and their own abilities, needs, and
preferences (Berg, Dutton, & Wrzesniewski, 2010). According to
Wrzesniewski and Dutton (2001), employees may craft the tasks
they must fulfill at work, the interpersonal relationships they expe-
rience when performing their work, or they may positively reframe
the way they think about their work. Building on these ideas,
Tims, Bakker and Derks (2013) showed that employees who craft
their own job demands and resources increase their levels of work
engagement and reduce the risk of burnout.

Unfortunately, burned-out employees seem less likely to profit
from the gain cycle of daily job resources, daily work engage-
ment, and daily job crafting put forward by JD-R theory (Bakker &
Demerouti, 2014; see Figs. 1 and 2). This is particularly problematic
because daily job resources such as performance feedback, train-
ing, and social support are needed to cope with daily job demands.
Additionally, given that job resources have motivational potential
(Hackman & Oldham, 1980), not being able to profit from daily job
resources means low levels of work engagement on a daily basis.
Once engaged, employees are more likely to mobilize their job
resources in order to stay engaged (Bakker, 2011). Employees with
chronic burnout miss the energy and motivation to start such job
crafting behavior. Thus, individuals high in burnout miss opportu-
nities to profit from a gain cycle (Hobfoll, 2002) in which resources
accumulate over time (Hakanen, Perhoniemi, & Toppinen-Tanner,
2008).

Gain spirals are technically defined as amplifying loops in which
cyclic relationships among constructs build on each other posi-
tively over time (Lindsley, Brass, & Thomas, 1995). According to
conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 2002), the acquisition
and accumulation of resources is a pivotal drive that initiates and
maintains people’s behavior. Accordingly, people are motivated to
obtain, retain, foster and protect resources. Research in the realm of
organizations has provided evidence for the existence of gain cycles
(not spirals) of job resources and engagement: job resources pre-
dict personal resources and work engagement; personal resources
and work engagement, in turn, predict job resources over time (see
Bakker & Demerouti, 2014; Salanova, Schaufeli, Xanthopoulou, &
Bakker, 2010).

Furthermore, research has provided evidence for a negative
relationship between burnout and job resources (see Fig. 2), most
probably because of the withdrawal behavior that is characteris-
tic of individuals high in burnout. Ten Brummelhuis et al. (2011)
found in a two-year follow up study that baseline burnout predicted
future burnout directly and indirectly, through an increase in job
demands and a decrease in job resources. Regarding job resources,
the authors found that burnout resulted in a decrease in co-worker
and supervisor support, a reduction of job autonomy and informa-
tion, and less participation in decision-making. In a similar vein,
De Beer, Pienaar, and Rothmann Jr. (2013) conducted a one-year
follow-up study in the mining sector and found that T1 burnout
was negatively related to T2 social support from colleagues, T2
social support from supervisors, and marginally significantly, neg-
atively related to T2 role clarity, also suggesting that employees
with higher levels of burnout are less likely to have access to job
resources.

Job resources such as social support, performance feedback, and
opportunities for development are motivating because they help
to deal with job demands and reach work-related goals (Bakker
& Demerouti, 2014). Employees high in burnout are less likely
to profit from such job resources because they are less open to
new experiences (Bakker, Van der Zee, Lewig, & Dollard, 2006;
Sandstrom et al., 2011). In addition, burned-out employees may be
less able to focus on a variety of tasks because of their health prob-
lems, including anxiety, depression, sleep disturbance, memory
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impairment, and neck pain (Ahola, 2007). Moreover, as alluded to
before, burned-out employees are less likely to proactively change
their own work environment. Indeed, Tims, Bakker, & Derks, 2012
found that burnout was negatively related to proactive behavior
at work. In addition, employees who scored higher on cynicism
were less likely to craft their social and structural job resources or
to craft their challenges at work. In contrast, engaged employees
were more likely to increase their challenges, and, for example, to
seek social support and ask for feedback. This positive link between
engagement and job crafting has also been found on a daily basis
(Demerouti & Bakker, 2014; Petrou, Demerouti, Peeters, Schaufeli,
& Hetland, 2012). Daily job crafting can, in turn, have a positive
impact on daily job resources (see Fig. 2).

Finally, burned-out individuals seem to fail to satisfy their basic
psychological needs. According to self-determination theory, peo-
ple have three innate psychological needs, namely the needs for
autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The
need for autonomy implies that people have a universal urge to be
causal agents and to experience volition; the need for competence
concerns people’s inherent desire to be effective in dealing with
the environment; and the need for relatedness implies the universal
propensity to interact with, be connected to, and experience caring
for other people (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Research of the past
decades has shown that satisfaction of these three needs fosters
well-being and performance, whereas frustration of the needs fos-
ters job strain and impaired performance (Gagne & Vansteenkiste,
2013). In a student setting, fulfillment of the needs for autonomy,
competence and relatedness was related to well-being on a day-to-
day basis (Reis, Sheldon, Gable, Roscoe, & Ryan, 2000). In a recent
study in an organizational setting, Bakker and Oerlemans (2014)
found that the more time burned-out (vs. healthy) individuals spent
on work-related activities (e.g., core work tasks, administrative
tasks, meetings with clients, and interactions with colleagues), the
lower their momentary need satisfaction, and the lower their daily
happiness. Because burned-out employees seem unable to satisfy
their daily basic needs for relatedness, autonomy and competence
through worlk, it is likely that their daily work engagement is low
as well.

4. Practical implications

We have argued that chronic burnout has a detrimental effect
on employees’ daily functioning, because burnout strengthens
the loss cycle of daily demands, daily exhaustion, and daily self-
undermining. In addition, burnout undermines the gain cycle of
daily job resources, daily work engagement, and daily job crafting.
Therefore, chronically burned-out employees or those at risk for
burnout need help from others in order to change the structural
causes that contribute to their impaired health status and work
capacity. Organizations (e.g., occupational health professionals or
human resource managers) should play a central role in the preven-
tion and reduction of burnout, simultaneously paying attention to
the organizational context and the personal needs of the individual
employee (Kompier, Cooper, & Geurts, 2000). Management should
develop policies to optimize structural job demands and resources
- particularly for those who are at risk for burnout. Discussing the
working conditions with individual employees, after an assessment
of personal job demands and resources, is one possible interven-
tion. Together with the employee, leaders may identify and try to
reduce hindrance job demands, such as role ambiguity or role con-
flict (Crawford, LePine, & Rich, 2010). Simultaneously, they may
try to identify and develop job resources that foster work engage-
ment and help coping with the job demands. Leaders can also be
trained to better supervise their employees, by learning how to
offer adequate, constructive feedback and how to establish clear

goals for their employees. This is not an easy pursuit, but research
suggests that structural burnout interventions can have favorable
effects (Leiter & Maslach, 2014).

Additionally, recent research suggests that job crafting is an
important ‘bottom-up’ approach that can be used to train employ-
ees to optimize their own work environment themselves, so that
they stay engaged (Van den Heuvel, Demerouti, & Peeters, 2012).
In the training, employees who are at risk for burnout may learn
to identify the demands and resources in their work environment.
Consequently, they learn the principles of job crafting, and make
their personal job crafting plan. This plan includes goal setting, such
as seeking specific job resources (e.g., asking for feedback and social
support), and reducing work pressure and role conflicts (Demerouti
& Bakker, 2014). Job crafting should, of course, not become an addi-
tional demand that needs to be dealt with, because that would
increase daily exhaustion. Managers who help employees at risk
for burnout allocate time to job crafting. Future research should
test whether job crafting can really work for employees who are
high on chronic burnout.

The present theoretical analysis clearly indicates that employee
well-being and work behavior fluctuates on a daily basis. Employ-
ees may either craft their daily work environment and mobilize
their job resources, or run into trouble because of their high level of
exhaustion, creating higher job demands through a process of self-
undermining. Daily interventions may interrupt these loss cycles.
First, in our projects, we provide feedback to our participants about
their daily activities and daily experiences (e.g., Breevaart et al.,
2014). On the basis of this feedback, employees (high or low in
burnout) learn what the possible daily causes are of their fatigue.
This information can be used as a starting point for behavior change.
Another option is the use of smartphone applications that offer the
possibility to monitor the daily fluctuations in engagement, and
offer feedback to the users regarding the possible causes of the
peaks and lows in engagement from day to day, or even within
the day. Additionally, research has indicated that recovery is a
crucial strategy. Recovery activities, such as social activities (e.g.,
having dinner with friends), low-effort activities (reading, listening
to music, surfing on the internet), and physical activities (e.g., sport,
exercise, dancing) may foster relaxation and psychological detach-
ment from work, which may, in turn, facilitate next day’s work
engagement (see, also regarding methodology; Bakker, Demerouti,
Oerlemans, & Sonnentag, 2013; Ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012).
Employees may also learn how to better cope with their exhaustion
by mastering the activities that are most helpful for recovery from
their work-related efforts (Hahn, Binnewies, Sonnentag, & Mojza,
2011), including the activities mentioned above.

5. Conclusion

Burnout is a combination of chronic exhaustion and negative
attitudes toward work with damaging consequences for employee
health and productivity. In this article, we developed an over-
all model of burnout in which chronic burnout is considered as
an important moderator of daily employee functioning. We have
argued and shown that chronic burnout strengthens the loss cycle
of daily job demands, daily exhaustion, and daily self-undermining,
whereas chronic burnout weakens the gain cycle of daily job
resources, daily work engagement, and daily job crafting. Future
research should test these propositions in cross-level research, in
which employees high in chronic burnout are compared with those
low in burnout regarding their management of daily job demands
and resources. Employees with high levels of burnout need help in
structurally changing their working conditions and health status,
and we hope that the present article offers a framework with which
this can be achieved.
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