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2. Burnout at Work Isn’t

Just About Exhaustion.

It’s Also About Loneliness

-> by EMMA SEPPALA and MARISSA KING

MORE AND MORE people are
feeling tired and lonely at
work. In analyzing the Gen-
eral Social Survey of 2016,
we found that, compared
with roughly 20 years ago,
people are twice as likely to
report that they are always
exhausted. Close to 50% of
people say they are often

or always exhausted due to
work. This is a shockingly
high statistic—and it’s a 32%
increase from two decades

ago. What’s more, there is

a significant correlation
between feeling lonely and
work exhaustion: The more
exhausted people are, the
lonelier they feel.

This loneliness is not a
result of social isolation, as
you might think, but rather is
due to the emotional exhaus-
tion of workplace burnout.
In researching the book
The Happiness Track, we
found that 50% of people—

across professions, from
the nonprofit sector to the
medical field—are burned
out. This isn’t just a prob-
lem for busy, overworked
executives (though the

high rates of loneliness and
burnout among this group
are well known). Our work
suggests that the problem is
pervasive across professions
and up and down corporate
hierarchies.

Loneliness, whether it
results from social isolation
or exhaustion, has serious
consequences for individu-
als. John Cacioppo, a leading
expert on loneliness and
a coauthor of Loneliness:
Human Nature and the Need
for Social Connection (W. W.
Norton and Company, 2008),
emphasizes its tremendous

impact on psychological and
physical health and longev-
ity. Research by Sarah Press-
man, of the University of Cal-
ifornia, Irvine, corroborates
his work and demonstrates
that whereas obesity reduces
longevity by 20%, drinking
by 30%, and smoking by 50%,
loneliness reduces it by a
whopping 70%. In fact, one
study suggests that loneli-
ness increases your chance
of stroke or coronary heart
disease—the leading cause of
death in developed coun-
tries—by 30%. On the other
hand, feelings of social con-
nection can strengthen our
immune system, lengthen
our life, and lower our rates
of anxiety and depression.

As anyone who has experi-
enced it can attest to, loneli-
ness is an emotionally pain-
ful feeling. It even registers
as physical pain in the brain.
The social repercussions
of this discomfort directly
impact work productivity
because people disengage.
And both the Smith School
of Business at Queen’s
University and the Gallup
Organization have shown the
extreme costs to companies
of disengagement: almost
37% higher absenteeism, 49%
more accidents, 16% lower
profitability, and a 65% lower
share price over time.

In the meantime, ex-
perts and companies have

" g 202e 111



mm The result of feeling socially connected is greater psychological
well-being, which translates into higher productivity and performance.

struggled to figure out how
to counter growing levels of
burnout. Many recommen-
dations focus on relieving
stress, teaching mindfulness,
or reducing workload—all
of which treat burnout as an
individual condition. But its
link to loneliness suggests
that greater human con-
nection at work may also be
key to solving the burnout
problem.

In fact, research has
demonstrated the link
between social support at
work, lower rates of burn-
out, and greater work satis-
faction and productivity.
After all, the most important
factor in work happiness,

a UK study showed, is
positive social relationships
with coworkers. Workplace
engagement is associated
with positive social relations
that involve feeling valued,
supported, respected, and se-
cure. And the result of feeling
socially connected, studies
show, is greater psychological
well-being, which translates
into higher productivity and
performance. This is true

in part because social con-
nectedness leads to higher
self-esteem, which means
employees are more trusting,
empathic, and cooperative—
leading others to trust and
cooperate with them.

So what can leaders and
employees do?

Promote a workplace
culture of inclusion and
empathy. Research by the
University of Michigan’s Kim
Cameron, author of Positive
Leadership: Strategies for
Extraordinary Performance
(Berrett-Koehler, 2012),
shows that workplaces char-
acterized by caring, support-
ive, respectful, honest, and
forgiving relationships have
a higher organizational per-
formance overall. You want
to encourage community and
value warm, friendly, and
understanding relationships
among people. Empathy, in
particular, may be a protec-
tive factor against burnout
and work exhaustion, studies
suggest. Jane Dutton, a
professor at the University
of Michigan and coauthor of
Awakening Compassion at
Work: The Quiet Power That
Elevates People and Orga-
nizations (Berrett-Koehler,
2017), persuasively argues
that compassion can foster
greater workplace resilience
overall.

Encourage employees
throughout the organiza-
tion to build developmental
networks. These networks
are small groups of col-
leagues you routinely turn to
for task advice or emotional
support. At the majority of
companies, creation of these
networKks is left up to chance.

However, companies can
help foster them by assigning
onboarding partners and
helping employees access
and connect with poten-

tial mentors, coaches, and
peers. Removing barriers to
connect, by freeing space

in calendars and offering
contact information with rel-
evant background informa-
tion (including hobbies and
interests, not just work), can
go a long way.

Celebrate collective
successes. The happiness
arising from a happy hour is
short-lived. But celebrating
collective successes helps
create a sense of belonging
and attachment in organiza-
tions. One of the best exam-
ples we have seen was at the
Awethu Project, a start-up in-
cubator in South Africa. Each
time a new employee was
hired into a venture, a bell
rang, and everyone stopped
what they were doing to
cheer. This kind of ritual
builds solidarity, increases a
sense of belonging, and can
help guard against burnout.
The stakes for companies
are high when it comes to
loneliness and burnout.
Recent studies estimate that
loneliness costs employers
in the UK billions of dollars
each year and employee
burnout costs the U.S. health
care system hundreds of

billions of dollars each year.
The research is clear. Now
it’s time for managers and
leaders to take steps to battle
these epidemics.
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