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The Job Demands-Resources Model
Burnout is an equation, and managers control both sides
WHAT IT IS
The JD-R model explains burnout and engagement as a balance. Job demands (workload, time pressure, emotional labor, ambiguity) deplete energy. Job resources (autonomy, support, feedback, clarity, growth) replenish it and fuel engagement. Burnout isn't a character weakness. It's what happens, predictably, when demands outrun resources long enough.
WHY IT WORKS
The model turns “resilience” talk back into management. Chronic exhaustion on a team is a design signal, not a stack of individual failings. It also explains why wellness perks flop: a meditation app is a weak resource against the strong demand of an impossible workload. Your levers are structural. Trim the demands you can, and build the resources that buffer the rest.
HOW TO USE IT
1. Audit demands and resources per person. Two columns: what's draining them (hours, ambiguity, conflict, emotional load) and what's sustaining them (control, support, clarity, growth). The imbalance is your worklist.
1. Cut the illegitimate demands first. Reports nobody reads, meetings without decisions, approval chains without purpose. Removing pointless load is the cheapest burnout intervention there is.
1. Grow autonomy and clarity. They're the strongest buffers in the research. Control over how work happens, plus unambiguous priorities, protects people even through genuinely heavy stretches.
1. Separate challenge from hindrance. Hard, meaningful goals energize. Red tape, politics, and shifting targets purely deplete. Protect the first kind of hard. Attack the second.
1. Watch for the early signals. Cynicism, withdrawal, rising error rates show up before anyone says “burned out.” When you see them, adjust the equation. Don't schedule a pep talk.
PITFALLS TO AVOID
1. Resilience theater. Offering yoga while the workload stays impossible treats the symptom and insults the patient.
1. Rewarding overload. If the always-on person gets the praise, you're paying people to burn out.
1. Uniform equations. The same workload is a stretch for one person and a crush for another. The unit of analysis is the individual balance.
Shortcut: in your next one-on-ones, ask two questions. What's draining you most right now? What would make it sustainable? Then remove one demand or add one resource. Visibly.
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Workload Audit
Map both sides of the equation, then change one thing this week.
Team member: ______________________   Date: __________
DEMANDS (WHAT'S DEPLETING)
Workload · time pressure · ambiguity · emotional load · conflict · red tape
 
 
 
Which of these are illegitimate? (pointless reports, decision-free meetings)
 
RESOURCES (WHAT'S SUSTAINING)
Autonomy · clear priorities · support · feedback · growth · recognition
 
 
THE REBALANCE
One demand I'll remove or reduce this week:
 
One resource I'll add:
 
Re-check date: __________
Change the structure, not the pep talk.
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