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Executive Summary

This article addresses the challenge of identifying employee and leader burnout before it reaches crisis
point. The author argues that burnout follows a predictable five-stage progression — from a Honeymoon
phase through Fuel Shortage, Chronic Symptoms, Crisis, and finally Enmeshment — and that HR leaders
and managers consistently miss early warning signs because early-stage burnout frequently resembles
high performance. Key evidence presented is experiential and observational rather than empirical: the
article draws on behavioural patterns such as procrastination, over-functioning, cynicism, and
disconnection from purpose as diagnostic signals. The article also references the Positive Intelligence
'Saboteur' framework to explain internal psychological drivers of burnout, including archetypes such as the
Hyper-Achiever and the Pleaser. The author concludes that burnout is not solely an individual failure but is
reinforced by organisational cultures that equate productivity with worth and penalise boundary-setting.
Prevention, the article argues, depends on early detection and systemic as well as individual intervention.

Key Insights

1. Early-stage burnout in high performers often presents as continued high output, masking avoidance
of high-impact decisions and difficulty focusing — making it structurally harder for managers to detect.

2. The article frames burnout as a five-stage progressive model, with the most actionable intervention
window occurring in stages one and two, often years before visible crisis symptoms emerge.

3. Organisational conditions — including unrealistic expectations, chronic understaffing, and
productivity-focused cultures — are identified as systemic drivers of burnout that individual resilience
training cannot compensate for.

Practical Takeaways

• Managers and HR leaders can monitor for behavioural proxies of early burnout — including
procrastination, boundary erosion, and cynical language — as diagnostic signals rather than
performance or attitude issues.

• Organisations addressing burnout at the individual level without examining workload design,
psychological safety, and cultural norms around boundaries are likely addressing symptoms rather
than structural causes.

Frameworks Mentioned

Positive Intelligence Saboteurs — A model from Positive Intelligence that categorises internal
psychological patterns — such as the Hyper-Achiever, Pleaser, Hyper-Vigilant, and Stickler — which
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the article identifies as underlying drivers of overwork and burnout.

Critical Analysis

Strengths: The article provides a structured, accessible staging model for burnout that is practically
oriented, and it correctly identifies the systemic dimension of burnout beyond individual behaviour. The
inclusion of observable behavioural signals (language patterns, avoidance behaviours) gives managers
concrete reference points. Limitations: No empirical studies, clinical research, or peer-reviewed sources
are cited to validate the five-stage model or the Positive Intelligence framework. The Saboteur typology is
a proprietary commercial model presented without critical examination. The article does not distinguish
between different populations (sectors, seniority levels, demographics), limiting generalisability. The
practical solutions offered — micro-habits, PQ Reps, task prioritisation — are prescriptive but unsupported
by cited outcome data. Biases: The framing is consistent with the perspective of a practitioner or coach
aligned with the Positive Intelligence methodology, which may introduce promotional bias toward that
framework.

Organizational Practice

The article describes organisational practices including the use of unrealistic performance expectations,
chronic understaffing, boundary-penalising cultures, and the conflation of productivity with employee worth
as conditions that accelerate burnout. It also references practitioner interventions such as workload
auditing, decision-making time-blocking, micro-meditation techniques, and psychologically safe
environment design as responses being applied at the individual and team level.

Strategic Implications

The article's framing suggests a trend toward earlier-stage burnout detection as a distinct HR competency,
separate from crisis response. Its emphasis on systemic organisational factors as burnout drivers — rather
than individual resilience deficits — reflects a broader shift in how organisations are conceptualising
employee wellbeing within performance management. The staging model implies that PMS design that
equates output with performance may inadvertently suppress early burnout signals, particularly among
high performers, a tension with direct implications for how organisations structure performance metrics
and managerial observation practices.
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