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PRIOR to the emer gence of COVID-19, burnout in the health and so cial sec tor work force was
an alarm ing and grow ing epi demic threat en ing the in di vid u als, teams and or gan i sa tions we
rely on to pro vide es sen tial ser vices to the com mu nity through direct and in di rect roles.

This was a crit i cal prob lem that has grown in alarm ing ways in the past year and is likely to
get a whole lot worse be fore it gets bet ter as we face new and emerg ing chal lenges.
We are deal ing with the vac cine roll out for our di verse and dis persed pop u la tion in a mat ter of
months and within a rapidly chang ing and com plex con text. We are re spond ing to the dev as -
tat ing health and so cial im pacts of the past year. We seek to keep our heads above wa ter to
de liver our usual ser vices and sup port while our en ergy and well be ing are at crit i cally low lev -
els.
Burnout is a direct con se quence of chronic work place stress that has not been suc cess fully
man aged – and, in the health and so cial sec tors, chronic stress is the rule, not the ex cep tion.
Un healthy so cial and cul tural norms work against mean ing ful e� orts to pre vent or re duce
stress. De mand for our ser vices, and un met health and so cial needs, are grow ing. Health care
prac tice is be com ing in creas ingly com plex – and the many, of ten com pet ing, de mands on our
time and en ergy, cou pled with re lent less re source con straints, are sim ply and dev as tat ingly
wear ing us down.
Prior to the COVID-19 pan demic, burnout was re ported by around 30 per cent of health care
work ers across Aus tralia, the US and the UK, across dis ci plines and in direct and in di rect
roles. Rates re ported ranged from 17 to 52 per cent. Job stress and fa tigue rates were far
higher, and peo ple work ing in health care and so cial as sis tance roles were the sec ond high est
oc cu pa tional group ings in re la tion to claims for men tal health con di tions in Aus tralia.
Alarm ingly, more than one in �ve doc tors in the US re ported hav ing had sui ci dal thoughts,
and more than one in 100 had at tempted to take their own life, dou ble the rate in the gen eral
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pop u la tion. In Aus tralia in 2019, one in four doc tors re ported hav ing sui ci dal thoughts in the
past year, and one in �fty re ported that they had at tempted sui cide.
This was all be fore COVID-19 dis rupted our per sonal and work lives in fun da men tal and dev -
as tat ing ways. Re ports on burnout dur ing the COVID-19 pan demic are even more sober ing
with more than 51 per cent of health care pro fes sion als from 60 coun tries re port ing burnout
in a re cent global study.
Burnout should not be an op tion we even con tem plate as ac cept able in our health and so cial
sec tor work force.
WE NEED TO STEP UP AS LEAD ERS AND TAKE RE SPON SI BIL ITY FOR AND AC TION ON
BURNOUT AS A MA JOR OC CU PA TIONAL HEALTH AND SAFETY IS SUE.
E� ec tively ad dress ing burnout re quires us to have new and open con ver sa tions. We need
mean ing ful ac tion at all lev els: so ci ety, the health sys tem, in our or gan i sa tions and as in di -
vid u als.
We need to chal lenge and shift un healthy so cial norms which pro hibit those in need from
seek ing help. We need to step up as lead ers and take re spon si bil ity for and ac tion on burnout
as a ma jor oc cu pa tional health and safety is sue. As in di vid u als, need to stop, take stock and
re claim our health, our well be ing and our lives.


