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Abstract 
Burnout in the non-profit sector is a multidimensional phenomenon that cannot be reduced 
to individual resilience alone. This article conceptualises the causes of burnout across three 
interconnected levels: micro (individual traits and motivations), meso (organisational 
practices and structures), and macro (systemic conditions). At the micro level, intrinsic 
motivation and moral conviction drive commitment but create risks of overextension, 
perfectionism, and blurred boundaries between personal and professional identity. At the 
meso level, chronic underfunding, weak supervision, role ambiguity, and lack of recognition 
expose both staff and volunteers to chronic stress. At the macro level, donor-driven 
accountability systems, restrictive regulations, shrinking civic spaces, and crisis contexts 
exacerbate pressures and foster organisational cultures of overwork. Emotional dynamics—
including prolonged exposure to trauma and vicarious stress—cut across all levels, 
intensifying vulnerability for both staff and volunteers. By framing burnout as the 
cumulative outcome of interacting micro, meso, and macro forces, this article demonstrates 
the need for integrated prevention strategies that combine personal coping, organisational 
reform, and advocacy for systemic change.
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1. Introduction 
The persistence of burnout in the non-profit sector highlights that exhaustion and 
disengagement cannot be understood as purely individual failures. Instead, burnout emerges 
from the interaction of personal traits, organisational dynamics, and systemic conditions. 
This article examines the causes of burnout across micro, meso, and macro levels, showing 
how their interplay creates distinct risks for staff and volunteers.
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2. Micro-Level Causes: Individual Traits and Motivations 
At the micro level, burnout stems from personal characteristics and motivations. Many non-
profit workers are driven by strong intrinsic values and moral convictions. While these 
qualities fuel commitment, they also increase vulnerability to overcommitment and self-
sacrifice.

• Perfectionism, when linked to mission-driven ideals, leads individuals to set 
unrealistic expectations and push beyond healthy limits.

• Staff face pressures from long working hours, constant performance demands, and 
limited autonomy.

• Volunteers often blur boundaries between personal identity and organisational 
responsibility. Over-identification with a cause can make withdrawal difficult and 
exhaustion inevitable.

These dynamics reveal that individual commitment, while valuable, must be balanced with 
healthy boundaries and realistic expectations.

3. Meso-Level Causes: Organisational Structures and Practices 
Organisational environments play a decisive role in shaping burnout risks. Many NGOs face 
chronic underfunding, forcing staff to juggle multiple roles and leaving volunteers 
unsupported. Weak supervision and unclear job descriptions add to frustration and 
disengagement.

• Role ambiguity reduces motivation and erodes trust.
• Lack of recognition undermines the contributions of both staff and volunteers.
• Job insecurity exposes staff to chronic stress, while volunteers disengage when their 

contributions feel invisible.
These factors show that burnout is not simply a lack of personal resilience but a predictable 
outcome of inadequate organisational systems.

4. Macro-Level Causes: Systemic and Environmental Pressures 
At the macro level, structural conditions create pervasive stress across the sector. Donor 
accountability frameworks, with short funding cycles and heavy reporting requirements, 
demand constant outputs with minimal resources. Restrictive regulations and shrinking civic 
space further intensify organisational pressures.
In humanitarian settings, workers are exposed to crises, violence, and instability. Such 
contexts heighten risks of vicarious trauma and secondary stress, which accumulate over 
time.
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• Staff often experience professional stress tied to job performance and livelihood.
• Volunteers confront moral dissonance when systemic barriers prevent them from 

achieving their altruistic goals.
These systemic drivers illustrate that macro-level constraints shape the daily realities of both 
staff and volunteers, often beyond the control of individual organisations.

5. Cross-Cutting Emotional Dimensions 
Emotional causes run across all levels, compounding burnout risks. Continuous exposure to 
suffering and trauma gradually depletes emotional reserves. Vicarious stress, generated by 
repeated empathic engagement, becomes especially harmful when organisations fail to 
provide spaces for reflection or emotional processing.

• Staff experience these pressures alongside formal obligations and performance 
demands.

• Volunteers often lack preparation and structured support, making them particularly 
vulnerable.

Acknowledging these emotional dimensions is critical to developing holistic strategies of 
prevention.

6. Discussion 
Analysing burnout through micro, meso, and macro perspectives highlights the interplay of 
personal, organisational, and systemic drivers. Key lessons emerge:

• Burnout is structurally embedded, not a matter of individual weakness.
• Staff and volunteers face different pathways to burnout, requiring tailored strategies.
• Emotional labour and vicarious trauma cut across all levels, making psychosocial 

support essential.
• Systemic donor and regulatory pressures must be recognised as part of the problem, 

not simply external “constraints.”
Effective prevention therefore requires integrated approaches: supporting individual 
boundaries and coping, reforming organisational structures, and advocating for systemic 
conditions that reduce unsustainable pressures.

7. Conclusion 
Burnout in non-profits emerges from the interconnection of micro, meso, and macro causes. 
Individual commitment, organisational shortcomings, and systemic donor-driven pressures 
converge to create chronic exhaustion and disengagement. Preventing burnout demands 
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interventions at all three levels, including boundary management for individuals, 
recognition and supervision at the organisational level, and advocacy for systemic reforms 
that reduce unsustainable accountability burdens. Only by addressing these interlocking 
causes can non-profits protect the wellbeing of staff and volunteers while sustaining their 
missions in the long term.
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