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Introduction
The whole world pays attention to a pandemic that has killed 

millions of people worldwide, caused by the COVID-19 virus. 
However, historically humanity has gone through several turbulent 
periods with various epidemics, such as the bubonic plague, in the 
14th century that killed about of a third of the European population . 
The epidemic that wiped out millions of indigenous people in America 
caused by a virus brought by the Europeans, and more recently, the 
Spanish flu, not to mention smallpox, a disease that perpetuated for 
more than three thousand years and the cholera in the early 19th 
century. All of these diseases had in common a pathological agent :a 
bacteriam or a virus.

But, there are other diseases that are invisible because they are 
psychological or psychiatric, such as depression. This in turn, 
according to data from the World Health Organization, affects more 
than 300 million people worldwide and is considered one of the main 
causes of absence from work together with anxiety. Data from the 
Brazilian government estimated between 2012 and 2018, acording to 
the National Institute of Social Security (INSS) spent more than R$ 
85 millions to hold sickness support it self. These same data pointed 
to the year 2016 that 78 thousand people were removed from work, 
while the following year the number increased to 178 thousand of 
employees.

Due to this invisibility, the mentals illnesses / mentals disorders 
in historical terms have always existed, being understood in different 
ways by different cultures (eg in ancient times, among the Greeks, 
madness had a mix of myth that mixed with the normality; in the 
Middle Ages , under the strong influence of the Catholic Church, was 
attributed to Satan, the enemy of God. Only in the Modern Age, with 
the Renaissance and the Illumination, the madness leaves the world of 
natural or divine forces and becomes the opposite of the loss of reason 
, and than, the first studies on the subject begin) but its treatment is 
recent, as well as the appearance and understanding of new mentals 
illnesses / disorders, as in the Burnout Syndrome.

This essay aims to discuss the Burnout Syndrome (SB) understand 
as a silent pandemic that has affected thousands of workers worldwide 
and with that, productivity, and in the future, even the productive 
systems, because the workers due to intense exploitation of working 
the and new global settings.

The main characteristic of BS is physical and mental exhaustion, 
when the individual feels that he no longer has the energy to make 
small achievements, because the work activities does not allow to, 
and are emotionally overloaded. There are also two other important 
characteristics of SB, such as depersonalization and lack of interest in 
the work actives, which we will discuss in the topics below. A clearer 
definition of BS is based on the sociopsychological perspective, 
which considers BS as a chronic response to interpersonal stressors 
arising from the work situation, since the work environment and its 
organization may be responsible for the suffering and wear and tear 
that affects workers.1–3 For Behavior Analysis, environmental factors 
are important sources of illness among workers, as well as the lack of 
a capable behavioral repertoire. to face the contingencies arising from 
the environment itself, in addition, the lack of reinforcers and stimuli 
at work, affect workers, making them sick.

Contextualizing
This essay aims to discuss the burnout syndrome, understanding 

that it is a silent pandemic that affectes thousands of workers from all 
over the world, thereby affecting productivity, and in the future, even 
the productive systems because workers due intense labor exploitation 
and the technological emprovement.

Since the advent of the Industrial Revolution in the 17th century and 
especially in the late 19th century with the advent of new inventions 
that replaced human’s manual labor, several workers-related physiccal 
and psychogical diseases. At the beginning of the 18th century, the 
Italian physician Bernardino Ramazzini published his first work on 
occupational diseases - De Morbis Artificum Diatriba.4

Over the years, several hygienic physicians began to worry about 
the relationship between work and illness and made several importants 
discoveries that benefited workers (eg Patissier who somehow helped 
French goldsmiths by recommending that they raise their heads to 
avoid . visual fadigue, as pointed out by Silva & Paschoarelli.5 another 
example is the French physician Luis René Villemé, who associated 
excessive working hours, housing conditions, low wages, poor food 
versus the workers illness). Villemé had also found that half of 
the employer’s children reached the age of 21, while the worker’s 
children would have 2 years less , as also related by Engels6 latedly 
(2007) founding the same results in England.
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Abstract

The Burnout Syndrome (SB) is known worldwide, but scientific studies only started 
from the researches made by the American psychologist Freudenberger. Its concept 
encompasses three dimensions: emotional exhaustion, depersonalization and low 
professional achievement. It is currently a student in various fields of human knowledge, 
from Anthropology to Psychology. The area of Psychology that most researchers BS is the 
Psychodynamics of Work in which they call it “Malaise”. However, researchers involving 
BS under the perspective of Behavior Analysis is scarce in Brazil and in the world. This 
study aims to analyze BS in several countries, from developed to poor countries, and in 
this sense supports the thesis that it is a pandemic. It is a study of a theoretical nature, 
of qualitative, descriptive and bibliographic nature and has as theoretical basis Skinner’s 
Radical Behaviorism.
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However not only the Works relationships due social economics 
systems are the cause of Bunornout Syndrome been necessery avalueted 
such factores like individual and behavior, most envolvimental that 
may interfere directely or indirectely on prevalency of Burnout 
Syndrome. So, seans plausible that the afected individuals would 
be less propense to lide situation or multiplex stressors according 
environment, your resources and capacities. 

Due conditions above, individual which weak behavior repertoire, 
would be more prone to the illness. Statiscally the reaserch all over 
the world, even Brazil has showed that the Burnout Syndrome is not 
a isolated phenomenon and not even a small relevance, by the way 
largest empical and theorical studies in grow has been shown to be an 
old disease but now growing Thousands workers. Some hypotheses 
has been elaborated: (1) the grown level of workers with Burnout 
Syndrome all around the world has increase in association wtih 
envolviromenal factores and mostly due global transformation and 
the labors lows. (2) the burnout syndrome has afected the productive 
and in consequence na inernational crises. (3) The Workd Health 
Organization (WHO) with its powers has important situation to 
delivery norms against the disease.

The origin of burnout syndrome
Years later, in the richest nation in the world, during the 1970s, 

Freudenberger7 watching his fellow psychologists and himself, 
discovered that intense work was causing some symptoms in what 
he called Burnout Syndrome by identifying some physical signs 
(eg. exhaustion and fatigue, headaches, insomnia, gastrointestinal 
disorders, shortness of breath, etc.) and behavioral illness (irritation, 
anger, frustration, lack of control of feelings and emotions, frequent 
crying, fried and screaming, some paranoias, and sometimes, for relief 
the starts using drugs like tranquilizers and barbiturates).

At first, it was believed that the disease affected only a few 
workers, especially those who worked as caregivers of people, such as 
teachers, psysician, nurses, psychologists, but today, studies show that 
it affects any category, whether a worker or not. A survey by Martínez 
& Pinto8 with university students in Spain and Portugal found high 
rates of burnout in these individuals. Waterway workers who are not 
caregivers of people are also affected by the Burnout Syndrome, as the 
research conducted by Silva, Souza, Soares, Teixeira et al 2018)9 with 
430 employees of a waterway transportation company in the State 
of Rio de Janeiro. All of these studies and others point out that the 
environment, especially the behavioral one, is decisive in triggering 
the Burnout Syndrome. Most studies, both national and international, 
point to the influence of the environment as a source of the disease, 
which supports hypothesis 1.

The World Health Organization (WHO) itself included it in the 
current World Classification of Diseases (ICD 11), thus admitting its 
incidence. According to ICD 11, Burnout Syndrome is understood 
to be the result of chronic stress in the workplace that has not been 
successfully managed. It is characterized by three dimensions: feelings 
of exhaustion or depletion of energy; increased mental distance 
from the work itself, or feelings of negativism or cynicism related 
to the work itself; reduced professional effectiveness. However, for 
WHO, the Syndrome is an exclusively occupational disease and 
should not be applied to other areas of life, returning to the initial 
concept and against scientific research. (PAHO / BRAZIL, 2020). 
This international organization plays an important role in guiding and 
disseminating scientific research, such as what is happening today 
with COVID and in the past with HIV. Thus, hypothesis 3 is also 
confirmed.

Burnout’s syndrome as a pandemic - all 
continents have the disease

The burnout syndrome affects all social classes, all workers and is 
present on all continents. In the United States, Bakker & Schaufeli10 
showed the influence of organizational behavior for triggering the 
Burnout Syndrome. Another North American study by Fried & 
Tiegs (1993) analyzed the effect of the engagement of workers in 
the automotive industry. North American scientific production with 
regard to the incidence of burnout syndrome grows every year, 
expanding to several professional categories, most showing that 
workers and companies are decreasing their productivity, and with 
this, products and services have become more expensive, according 
to hypothesis 2.11,12 Canadian studies by Lee & Ashforth13 associate 
models management with the incidence of burnout. The study was 
carried out with 148 supervisors who are managers of the human 
resources area and found that job and life satisfaction, as well as time 
spent with clients and subordinates, caused emotional exhaustion, and 
depersonalization.

Even North America, but now in an undeveloped country, Mexico, 
we found a lot of research on the incidence of burnout syndrome, 
especially in teachers14,15 and nurses.

While studies in North America are abundant, in Central America 
they are scarce. In Cosa Rica, for example, it is estimated that SB 
reaches 20 to 70% of workers, according to Sabório Morales & 
Hidalgo Murillo16 who conducted a study involving a population of 
physician. But there are reports in this country of the incidence of SB 
in nurses, according to Bianchini Matamoros.17 Also in Costa Rica, 
Diaz Araya,18 in a cross-sectional study with 45 physicians, found 
that 20% of these professionals had BS and emotional exhaustion 
was the most affected dimension. Mackzie et al.19 in a survey of 
physicians in the Bahamas, residents, staffs and medical students had 
reported burnout symptoms in the category also significant emotional 
exhaustion, otherwise, doctors on field did not show any of the three 
dimensions. In El Salvador the prevalence of Burnout are between 
to 2.5% and 5.9% among professionals,20 in this country, there is a 
special highlight for social workers.21 We did not find researchs 
in Cuba, Barbados, Belize, Dominican Republic and other small 
countries. It is needed to emphasize the study made by Grau et al.20 
regarding SB with a sample of 11,530 health professionals in Spanish 
spoken countries, one of the most complete written date recentely.

Somehow, researches on Burnout Syndrome in South American 
finds a fertile field and others various areas of knowledge and various 
professions (teachers of all levels, doctors from various areas). In 
Argentina, physicians are the hardest hit21  together with nurses22  and 
teachers.23 A survey by Jiménez, Figueroa et al.24 with a sample of 
89 Chilean teachers who worked in municipal establishments showed 
considerable symptoms of Burnout, however, unlike other countries, 
Chilean teachers showed low levels of job satisfaction. Chilean studies 
pointed to a high level of burnout in service providers. Faúndez & Gil-
Monte25 with a sample of 393 workers from the Province of Valparaiso 
showed a high percentage of psychological distress (39.19%) but in 
the same way as the teachers, they showed high personal achievement. 
In another survey, with a sample of 277 professional care for people 
with physical disabilities, the same researchers found out the same 
results.26 In addition to research with teachers, service providers 
and people caregivers, Chilean police officers (carabineiros) are 
also affected by the burnout syndrome. The explanations are due to 
the fact that these professionals deal with human problems of high 
complexity and impact, such as deaths from accidents, serious crimes, 
mistreatment, etc.27
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The phenomenon of SB is universal and affects thousands of 
professionals from all continents and from all categories. Some 
researchers point out to one of the causes of BS the intense exploration 
of the work or the intense involvement with the work. At this point 
in our analysis we will first discuss the situation of African workers 
and then European workers, with an emphasis on the OECD countries 
(organization for Economic Cooperation and Development) which 
are the most developed countries in the world, while most African 
countries they are considered the poorest, contextualizing to better 
understand the situation.

Africa as well as any continent has very heterogeneous 
characteristics, both in social, political and economic aspects. Most 
countries are Arabic-speaking and the Muslim religion prevails. The 
climate is also very varied and even more varied are the societies 
that make up this great continent. In terms of research on BS in that 
continent, they are still incipient and only a few countries whose 
characteristic is democratic openness disseminate research on the 
situation of workers, but what is disclosed, mainly by the international 
press, is that conflicts, civil wars, hunger and physical illness is 
very common in Africa. A serious aspect in the African continent, 
according to data from the World Health Organization28 is the intense 
migratory flow that causes displacement or even “a substantial number 
of health workers leave the health workforce, either temporarily or 
permanently.28

In South Africa, a negative legacy after the apartheid system 
was the maintenance of low wages and often forced recruitment,29 
and strict legislation, responsible for a high level of informality 
and subcontracting.30 Studies carried out in Nigeria among health 
professionals31 who works in hospitals in Ghana (Fiadzo et al.32 
psychiatric hospitals in Kenya (Ndetei et al.33 ) described similar 
findings. from the Kenyan country, high levels of depersonalization 
were observed in 47.8% of the psychiatric team, and high levels of 
emotional exhaustion and personal fulfillment around 38% and 37.3% 
respectively.33

In African countries, studies on burnout are scarce and most were 
only developed in the last decade of the 21st century, as stated by Artal 
et al.11 who still adding the weakeness of health systems due to human 
resources, causing a crisis with the increasement of workload in care 
and teachers. In addition, we can also mention the lack of material 
resources, of the control over the work itself, inadequate and irregular 
working hours, , low wages and low career progression, and of course, 
in the case of psysicians, low job satisfaction.34

Following the United States and the countries of South America, 
studies on Burnout Syndrome in European countries are significantly 
in terms of amplitude and numerics. In foreign and national databases 
with descriptors using the words “Burnout Syndrome” followed by 
the name of the respectives countries, we found out incidences of 
BS, with the exception of the Vatican, San Marino, Malta, Monaco, 
Moldova, Armenia, Cyprus, Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan. One possible 
hypothesis is that these countries, besides being small, some live under 
authoritarian governments. However, researches and informations are 
lacking, but they do not imply the absence of suffering from workers 
with burnout symptoms. Our thesis intensifies the claim that it is a 
worldwide phenomenon caused by environmental changes at work, 
by intense exploration, pressures for productivity, etc.

Studies show that even Europeans countries part of the OECD 
have a high incidence of BS. A study with Austrian anesthesiologists 
conducted by Lederer, Kinzl, Trefalt ,, Traweger & Benzer (2005), 
pointing out the complexity of the work, the individual lack of time 
control (Austrian surgeons work less than anesthesiologists), the lack 

of participation in the work management and in the organization in 
which their works. On the physicians studied (N = 26) presented 
physical complaints and dissatisfaction with their work. The authors 
concluded that working conditions that offer few opportunities to 
influence the pace of work and participation contributed to the onset 
of BS, however, communication and contact with colleagues appeared 
as regulatory factors for prevention. An additional study with 
Austrian teachers early in their careers indicated that the profession’s 
uncertainty and insecurity is a triggering source of burnout.35 

BS is a serious disease in which many professionals even consider 
the possibility of giving up the profession, especially on the part of 
those whose profession is characterized by caring for people. This is 
what Soler et al.36 found with professionals in Argentina, Colombia 
and Spain. The same researchers found that 4% of the workers 
surveyed (464) had realized that the burnout syndrome affected family 
relationships.

The management of psychosocial factors at 
work as a solution to reduce the number of 
illness

As a way to prevent BS, there needs to be a change in the work 
environment, like what happens in several companies in the world, 
making it a more relaxeble and healthy place. In this organizational 
climate, it is also important for workers to be heard by managers in 
addition to promoting psychological listening mechanisms in the 
workplace.37,38

An important element is a new company vision in which gives 
greater autonomy to its employees together with the improvement 
of the management of psychosocial factors that triggers stress in 
the work environment39 how to avoid high turnover and promotion 
security and stability mechanisms. 

Conclusions
Burnout syndrome still been an unknown disease for health 

professionals40 and when diagnosed it is treated as a secondary disease 
alongside depression and anxiety, needing greater dissemination so 
offers an effective prevention and treatment.

It is a global disease (pandamic) that negatively affects the 
physical and psychological health of workers and the effectiveness 
of organizations, so it must be treated. The present study pointed to 
several epidemiological studies in both western and eastern countries, 
and on all continents.

Unfortunately it is a phenomenon that grows reaching practically 
all countries in the world. According to data mentioned above, both 
poor and in developing countries, as well as countries with high 
economic development and high Human Develovement Index ( HDI). 
Regarding to its difficulty in the scientific environment, national 
and international, establishig a single explanatory model, perhaps 
due to its complexity and multidimension. However, in the field of 
Psychology, the model adopted by Behavior Analysis, which removes 
a mentalist explanation, it is the closest scientifically, but studies in 
this field of knowledge are still scarce. In the international literature, 
specialized journals in Behavior Analysis do not have theoretical or 
experimental studies on the subject. However, in the internal Brazilian 
field. Theoreticaly it has already found some space.41–46
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