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ABSTRACT 
This paper presents an overview of systems theory as 

an introduction to the applications possible to a model of burnout. 
Literature dealing with burnout is reviewed and shown to be in an 
early, descriptive stage, with basic concepts largely unchallenged. 
Meier's (1982) expanded model of burnout, based on current 
cognitive-behavioral and vocational models of human behavior is 
proposed to integrate the findings of previous burnout studies under 
lone theoretical model. The concept of expectations, defined as 
probabilistic descriptions of interactions between the self and-the 
world, is explored, and the three components of the model 
(reinforcement, outcome, and efficacy expectations) are explained and 
illustrated. The most expansive category of the burnout model," 
contextual processing, is described as human information processing 
within contexts, and several examples of the process are given. 
Systems theory is suggested as a useful approach to studying the 
contextual processing aspects of burnout, particularly in treating 
family problems. Finally, examples of structural and communication 
theories which apply to burnout are described, and boundary patterns 
are discussed. (JAC) 
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A COGNITIVE BEHAVIORAL MODEL OF BURNOUT 

Interest in the burnout phenomenon has swelled in the 

eight sears since Freudenberger (1974) first introduced the 

term. Bozens of journal articles, books and dissertations, 

in diverse fields from education to criminal justice, have 

been generated about bu rr.out. However, Savicki and Cooler 

(1982) have noted that in the current literature about 75 

per cent of the articles involve only the expression of 

opinions about burnout. Also, the methods of examining 

bur•neut have often been case studies with descriptive 

reports that lack substantial' empirical support and Precise 

theoretical foundations. The resulting proliferation of 

definitions and causes of burnout, as well as suggestions of 

generic inter•ver.tior. strategies (e.g., vacations), has gone 

largely untested. Thus, the study of burnout remains in an 

earlw, descriptive phase, with considerable improvement in 

conceptualization, research and intervention remaining. 

While the Guantit.d of ideps about burnout has grown 

since Freudenberger's introduction of the topic, the basic 

concepts. remain unchanged and ^largelw unchallenged. 

Freudenberger (1974) observed that burned-out persons.often 

cannot shake colds,. are quick to anger, evince 'strong 

dedication to work., and become cynical arid rigid in their 

thinking. -In some form .ar another, these ideas have been • 

repeated time and again in the burnout literature. However, 



few researchers have attempted to integrate these and other 

concepts into an overarching theory of burnout. 

Einsiedel and Tully (1981) note that the attention given. 

to the práctical aspects of burnout far exceeds that given 

to the scientific. They maintain that conceptual and 

ope rational defirritions of 'burnout aré Tare, and that few 

replications and extensions of previous research exist. 

They describe the dozens p.f individual and organizational 

components of burnout listed in the literature as an' 

'unwieldy universe'. 

Definitions of burnout proposed by various researchers 

include emotional exhaustion resulting from chronic tension 

and stress in people-helping work. (Maslach & .Jackson, 1981), 

and a state of tension or energy depletion produced by 

continuing frustration of personal needs on *the ßób 

(Sassali, 1979). Causes which have been advanced range from' 

tedium.a6d stress (Pines, Aronson, & Kafry, 1981), career 

devíelopment crises (Càrdinell, 1981), and poor economic 

conditions (Crase, 1980) to work overload and lack of 

perceived success (Weiskopf, 1980). One result of this 

diversity of causes and 'Definitions of burnout are Questions 

about whether it .comprises a .unitary phenomenon (Paine, 

1981). In the everyday parlance of marcs people-helping 

professionals, burnout has become o catchword for all types 

of job- and self-dissatisfaction. 



 A COGNITIVE BEHAVIORAL APPROACH 

Meier (1982) has attemeted to produoe an expanded model 

on burnout based on current cognitive behavioral and 

vocational models- of hu man behavior. The proposed burnout 

model attempts, to fill the current void in burnout theprys 

resolve the ri.rrrenL dichotomy over. whether the causes of 

burnout reside in the organization or the individuals and, 

integrate the findings' and conclusions of erevious burnout 

studies under one theoretical model.

The' burnout model emphasizes the cognitive and 

behavioral aspects of burnout and thus complements the more 

affective approach as exemplified in the work. of 

Freuder berger (1974) and Maslach (1981) . ` To the Persons 

.who have been described by self or others as suffering from 

emotional exhaustion in their work' there exists little 

doubt that 'burnout is an intuitively meaningful word to 

describe their feelings. The fact that burnout is an 

appropriate and easily grasped label for the feelings many 

people exr+erier ce on the job may well explain the explosion 

of interest in the topic. However• the notion of emotional 

exhaustiónr by itself.' may be of limited usefulness in 

specifying the development and remediation of burnout. The 

burnout model proposed here treats emotional exhasution as 

one of a set of signals; of burnout, rather than its 

definition. Burnout presumably has cognitive and behavi or'al 

correlates in addition to an affective element. 



In this model', . burnout is hypothesized to be a state 

resulting from repeated work experiences in which 

individuals F•UsSeSSi 

1). very low expectations for positive reinforcemtent and 

verw high expectations for punishment, (reinforcement 

expPCtat, i on5: ) , 

2) verve low.expectations for control of reinforcement 

( outcome expéctations ) , 

3) very low expectations for personal competence in 

obtaining reinforcement (efficacY expectations), or 

4) anw combination ..of the above three factors. 

Individuals who possess expectations at these low levels 

will experience unpleasant feelings, such as arlxie_ t w and 

fear (see Fandura $ Adams, 1 977), and behave in unproductive 

walls, such as avo'diri wor+ and lacking persistence (see 

F{andura, 1977; Seligman, 1975; Lrawis g L_ofouist , 1978) . 

Central to the cognitive behavioral model of burnout is 

the conceet of expectations, defined as pf'obablistic 

descriptions of interactions between the self and world. 

t;ontetual F•rocessing, defined as human information 

processing within •conte,~ts, determines how excectations are 

learnecÍ arid ,changed.v (il l . hnmar'I information r-T'(?ceSslng 

occurs within contexts (Schmeck, Note 1) , but, the label of 

contextual processing 'was chosen to enlchasi: e that the 

r•rocessirlg of environmental events, can be .influenced Lw 



forces within the individual (e.g., rnemor'y r-roc_essPs ,.) , as 

well as the organization (%e.g•., (group norms). . Thus,- the 

choice of expectations as a key element in this burnout 

model does not imply that the important •processes' are solely' 

intrapss:rchic. Expectations c_ar, hé considered a meter Which 

produces readings of self-environment interactions. 

. • In the fol lo.it- sPEtions the Concepts of reinforcement

expectations, outcome ' expectatioris and 'efficacy 

expectations, which are proposed to influence burnout, -are. 

explained. , It shoul8 be noted that prolonged deficieni-ies

in any of these expectations is expected to lead to 

decreases in the other types •of expectations. Thus, if one 

strongly expects 'oneself to be incompetent at work, or,é will 

also come to expect little• positive reinf'orceii,ent. In the 

proposed model?, reinforcement, outcome and efficacy

expectations and contextual processing are assumed to form a 

system with 'reciprocal effects. The extent •to • whi`rh the 

system is stable and reliable may depend on an individuals' 

psychOlinguiAtic abililites and stales. For example, they 

extent to which individuals'. expectations about competence 

influence expectations shout reinforcement mau depend or, how 

individuals generalize informatror, • (Bandler 8 Grinder, 

1975). 

REITNFORCEl4ENT EXPECTATIONS 

Fjeinfo•rcemer,t, expectations .are descriptions about ' 

whether certain outComes meet or Wixl,meét . one's?, ilhrlicit, 



and explicit goals. -WorK outcomes, the result of work 

mPerierrce , differ in the value and meaning individuals 

place on • them. •Thus, one teacher mi slht r-refer to work with 

students who freouerrtly ask: quuestions during class (Outcome

A) . Another instructor might find' more satisfying . a class 

of students who silently attend, to an hour lecture (,Outcome

R). These two teachers might feel.. eOijally pleased by the 

outcome of their efforts, but, those .feelings could change to 

displeasure should the outr_'bmes be switched. 

Irawi.s and Lofciuist' (1978) incorporate the concept of 

reinfprcement • expectations in their : theory of work 

adjustment. Thew indicate Chat, individuals attempt to' 

achievé and maintain correspondence with their work 

environments. Correspondence occurs when workers' needs are 

met bic the reinforcement in the work environment and when 

the environment's demarsd for work is matched by the workers' 

perfdrmance. Dawis and Lofouist suggest that workers 

possess a set of needs which they compare to reinforcer.s 

eeected to bb present in the work environment. 

Pines et al. (1981) separate the concerts of tedium and 

burnout. They suggest that burnout occurs in conjunction

with tedium, In t.ernrs•rrf reinfórcement expectations, tedium 

is that state where a person _expects little positive 

reinforcement from work or..rtr"omes.. For example, highly 

skilled ihdividuals who carr control their work reinforcement 

may still .satiate nn occuratictrral rewards. In other words, . 



as rewards are experienced again and again their may lose 

their value to the individual, who habituates and 

experiences tedium. Should the individual view tedium as 

aversive (and mare who become. people-helpers believe the 

work will remain intrinsically i nterestins and sei f-

fulfillins), or. ,should tedium then become coupled with 

tiversive events, burnout will ensue. In terms of 

reinforcement•excect.ations, then, burnout is a state where a 

rerson expects occuwational experiences which are perceived 

as ,punishing in addition to low expectations for rewards. 

Same burnout writers have discussed cgncePts similar to 

reinforcement expectations. • Maslach and Jackson's' (19$1 ) 

notion of emotional exhaustion implies that individuals can 

no longer feel pleasure or tolerate pain. Iiiscussing the 1' 

development of stress, Gowler and Legge (1978) :emphasize the 

i'ndividual's subjective sense of importance of theoutcome 

of cbrtain events. Fines et al. (1981) indicate that in 

'client-centered work situations, predominant attention may 

be paid to the needs of clients while those of the caregiver 

are largely ignored. • Finally, Cardinell (192í) bel i eves 

that certain career develor-ment stages are ripe for burnout 

because -one's''committment to ideals of the profession maY be

' significantly larger than one's sense of satisfaction from 

work. 

OUTCOME EXPECTATIONS 



Outcome e, peetations are defined as descriptions abot_it 

which behaviors will lead to certain outcomes (Bandurar 

1977). Whilrá reinforcement expectations describe 'whether 

certain outcomes will meet desi red goals, outcome 

expectations describe what behaviors are required to obtain, 

those outcomes. Lack of eontrol of outcomes or • lack. of 

knowledge of what behaviors produce desired outcomes can 

eventually lead to tedium and burnout. For e> ampl e, a 

teacher might experience tedium because.of experiences that 

create the expectation that a particular class simply 

cannot learn new material, thus dousing and hope for 

Positive reinforcement from teaching that class. 

Concepts similar to outcome expectations have been 

identified in the burnout literature. Crase (1980) 

discusses economic conditions that are leading faculty` 

across the country to doubt their ability to affect higher 

education and to imp rove their lot. In other words, faculty' 

may be exeeriencing a loss of perceived control over the 

educational environment. Depression, mentioned by Weisko•f 

(1980) as a possible characteristic of burned-out teachers, 

has been linked to learned helplessness'(Miller & Norman, 

1979). Cherniss (1980), who interviewed 28 new 

professionals in his studs of burnout, concluded his book by 

describing 'burnout as a form of learned helplessness. 

kesearrh by Wortmar, and Brehm (1975) indicates that some 

individuals, when control of reinforcement is removed from 

them," will work with great effort to regain that control. 



This concept, termed reactance, indicates that should those 

individuals fail to regain control through their efforts, 

they may experienced learned helplessness. Workers who 

exr;erier~ce sweeping job changes that alter their sense of 

control of rewards and punishers may burn out, should their 

attempts to regain that control be Unsuccessful. 

EFFICACY EXPECTATIONS 

While outcome expectations refer to knowledge of 

beheaviors that produce desired outcomes, self-efficacy 

refers to expectations of personal competence in executing 

that' eroductive' behavior (Bandura, 1977). Bandura 

emphasizes the importance of distinguishing between efficacy 

and outcome expectations. For example, teachers might burn 

out because students cannot learn new material (i.e., the 

outcome expectation is that no behaviors will lead to the 

outcome of learning) or because teachers feel they lack the 

personal coMPetence necessary to teach adequately (efficacy 

expectation). Efficacy expectations strongly affect what 

activities individuals choose to engage in as well as how 

long they will persist in the face of; obstacles (Bandura, 

.1977). 

The burnout literature is ripe with Foncepts similar to

efficacy expectations. In a factor analysis of 

cues.tionnei re data. Maslach anti" Jackson (1981) found three 

major factors of burnout: emotional exhaustion, 

!leper onalization, and personal accomplishment.. They 



describe the personal Accomplishment component as including 

a tendency to eyaluate oneself. ne5ative.ly • and to feel 

unhappy and dissatisfied with job accorrrplis:hme:'nts•• 

Csik.szent.mihalyi (1975), discussing the role of Play in 

work, indicates that any activity car, be rewarding if it is 

structured correctlY and if one's skills are evenly matched 

with the challenges of the situation. Pines et al. (1901) 

also recognize the ims-ortance of emphasizing success and 

achievement as a method of interpersonal coPir,g with 

potential burnout. Weish.or f' ,(19ß1 ) application of Cooper 

and Marshall's ( 1.976) stress model to teachers of 

exceptional children includes lack of perceived success as a 

component of stress and eventual burnout. Casas, Furlong 

and Casti•)lo (1900) indicate that one of the characteristics 

of burned-out minority counselors is a loss 'of:self-

confidence. Finally, Cherrai ss (1 9ßO) found that among new 

professionals self-doubts about personal r_ompetence formed a 

primary concern. 

CONTEXTUAL F'ROCESSING 

Contextual processing is the most expansiv e of the four 

categories of the burnou.ut model because here an attempt is 

made to account for how people learn, maintain and change 

exr•ectations. As. mentioned previously, contextual 

processing refers to humer, information Processing withir, 

contexts. Examples of contexts which could influence that 

F'rocessin; include social groups, organizational structure. 



leáarning style, and personal beliefs. 

Systems theory is one useful • approactr to studying the 

contextual r rocess,ing aspects of burnout. According to this 

view, first advanced by vors.Bertàláriffy (1968), individuals 

and their contexts are best understood, as interactive 

elements within a larger system. • The emphasis. it riot on what 

causes • whet, but rather on pattern ecognition and the 

relationship of elements to .each gther and to the system -as 

a whole. The general 'systems theory described by von 

FertalanffI has been applied to many disciplines, including 

the biological sciences, physics, 'mathematics, and 

psychology. In particular, systems theory has .been 

developed extensively for use in the conceptualization and 

treatment of marital and family problems. 

Family systems theory has as its basis the notions that 

'the family is a system. These theorists see the problems of 

individual family members (i.e., the acting out child or the 

depressed parent) as sYrnptomatic or evidence of a larger 

family or systems problem. Treating the individuäl, then, 

is seen as inefficient at best and —most .frequently 

ineffective. Although the individual's symptoms may be 

alleviated outside the family contexts 'the press bw the 

system .for horn eostasis (a return to .status Quo) will 

rapidly result in the return 'of those or similar symptoms 

either in the original individual or another family member. 

Analogies between a fdmilw systemard a workplace system may 



prove useful in describingelements of burnout.. 

Haley (1967) describes a frequently seen family 

interactional Pattern In which a child manifests behavior 

problems (e.g., throws tantrums or engages in delinquent 

behavior) each time the Parents appear to be on the verge of 

marital strife. The parents must then unite in order to 

discripline'and care.for their troublesome child. Like the 

acting-out of the child, burnout as a sWiPtom or 

constellation'of symptoms serves the purpose of maintaining 

the status quo of the workplace system. A worker may, for 

example, manifest burnout which requires supervisory. 

attention at a time when that supervisor is experiencing 

difficulties with higher management. As long as the worker 

is e'xperie ncing burnout, the focus is directed away from 

upper level strife which is.more threatening to the status 

Quo of the work .environment than  the burnout itself. 

All who are involved--clients, staff, and 

management--have an investTent in maintaining the 

homeostasis of the system and in maintaining burnout. Far 

from-being had or the fault of the burned-out i-ndividual, 

burnout may actuálly serve to keep the workplace functioning 

at its current level. Just as it is difficult to alter the 

acting-out behavior of the child without addressing the 

issues of the entire  family, so it ATia9 be impossible to 

alter burned-out behavior without changing the patterns of 

interaction in the workplace. Thus, a systems. theorist 



might h4pothesize that vacationing is a poor , long term 

solution for burnout. A systems theorist might also predict 

-,,that certain workers will take turns. being burned-out or 

that specific workers will be chronically burned-Put, almost 

from the time thew began working.

Communications' theorwr a branch of systems theory, 

suggests that all behavior has message value. That is, 'all 

behavior coMri'unicates. Just as one cannot pot behave, so 

also one cannot oot communicate (Watzlawick, Beavin and 

A.
Jackson, , 1967, p. 49). All communication conveys 

information et two levels. The first or, report level 

contains the overt message being 'sent. The second it 

command level conveys information regarding the nature of 

the relationship between the communicants. The second level 

contains the covert message being sent. When the report and 

command levels of a given communication.convew contradictory 

information; the receiver maw become frustrated and 

confused. Hales (1977) and others have labeled this kind of 

communication the double-bind. 

Examples which apply to burnout abound. The supervisor 

whose report level communication is"wou're doing a wonderful 

, .cob, keep it up!" but whose command level communication is. 

.tou're threatening me maw then express bewilderment when the 

worker experiences frustration or. burnout. People-helping 

profèssionals • frequently receive thèse contradictory 

messages - from their clients who on one level desparatelw 



seek. hele. but on another level are c+uite. •frislhtenFd of 

giving UP their problems. Likewise, Batesor. and Jackson 

(1968) suggest that the symptom itself is a communication. 

A burred-out worker's command level message may be "I will 

not threaten the boss (or client) too much by my competence. 

Thus, by looking at the kinds of messages being sent and 

received in the workplace, an understanding of how burnout 

contributes to the overall maintenance of the status ouo of-

the system may he furthered. 

Salvadore Minùchin's structural theory pays less 

attention to the communication patterns and emphasizes

instead " the system's organizational characteristics, 

patterns of, t`r'ansactions, and responses to, stress. 

According to Minuchin (1974), the boundaries of individuals 

and groups of indi.iduals within the system play a 

significant role in how well the system responds. to the 

internal and external stresses faced by any system. 

Boundaries in a system exist' at the point where a 

significant change in power or function occurs. There is, 

for ëxampler a _boundary formed between upper ,level 

management and direct service providers in a community 

mental health center. 

Boundaries vary' in the amount of permeability they 

possess. A Healthy boundary must maintain a good balance. 

If the boundary is too permeabler individuals'and subsystems 

within the system may lose their identity. - 'The 



psychotherapist, whose supervisor insists on always doing 

'therapy a certain way. may confuse her or his identit9 as a 

therapist with that' of the supervisor. If the boundaries 

are too rigid on the other hand, the individuals or 

subsystems may stagnate. Because of the change in power 

that occurs at a boundary interface, subsystems and

individuals enclosed by boundaries can be hierarchically 

ordered along a power dimension. Boundaries that are too 

permeable make this ordering difficult (e.g., supervisors 

who- are too friendly with their. supervisees mas have 

difficulty making demands on thbm), and boundaries that are 

too rigid prevent communication between levels. 

llinuchin (1974) has extensively studied the pattdrns of 

boundaries in dysfunctional families. He has concluded that 

the clear boundaries so necessary for the health and growth 

of. 'the family system are missing in dysfunctional ones. 

Dysfunctional families tend to lie at one extreme .or the. 

tither of a continuum which has clear boundaries at its 

center, enmeshed (vers permeable) boundaries at one end, and 

disengaged (very rigid) boundaries at the other.. 

The workplace might also be examined for its boundafy 

patterns. One might; look at who socializes with whom and 

whether or no the workers have interests and social groups 

gutside the workplace. If not, perhaps the enmeshed system 

contributes to a lass of identit, of the worker and 

subsecruent' burnout symptoms. At the other extreme, 



disengaied bour daru vatterri (and the lack of communication 

thereof) may contribute to decreased motivational levels 

which may also lead to burnout. 

This very cursory overview' of systems theorw has been 

designed to stimulate interest and is by all means an 

introduction to the applications possible to a model of , 

burnout. Of primary importance is system' theory's elegant 

handling .of the individual versus environment issue. 

Finally, systems theory, as a theorw of contextual 

processing, appears to illuminate the wars in which 

expectancies might be learned and maintained. 
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