Burnout Contagion Processes Among Teachers
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This study of 154 Dutch high school teachers examined processes by which occupational
burnout may transfer from one person to another. Two conditions that may increase the
probability of burnout contagion were investigated; namely, individual teachers’ suscepti-
bility to emotional contagion, and the frequency with which teachers are exposed to col-
leagues with student- and work-related problems. Consistent with hypotheses derived
from theories about emotional contagion, the results suggest that burnout contagion was
most pronounced under these 2 high-risk conditions. Specifically, the prevalence of per-
ceived burnout among participants’ colleagues was most strongly related to individual
teachers’ burnout (i.e., emotional exhaustion and depersonalization), when the teachers
were highly susceptible to the emotions of others and when they frequently communicated

with each other about work-related problems.

Several researchers have argued that burnout can be contagious (e.g.,
Cherniss, 1980; Edelwich & Brodsky, 1980), but evidence in support of the burn-
out contagion hypothesis is relatively scarce and is primarily anecdotal (e.g.,
Schwartz & Will, 1953). Consequently, the processes by which burnout may
transfer from one person to another are largely unknown. The present study
among Dutch high school teachers is one of the first to examine such burnout

contagion processes empirically.
Occupational Burnout

s a specific type of

Contemporary burnout theories describe the syndrome a
s as a result of the

occupational stress reaction among human-service professional
demanding and emotionally charged relationships between caregivers and their
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